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-So, Camille: How did it start for you? How did you become a poet? 

-Well, let's see. I think I was always--I always loved reading, I loved poetry, and when I was a kid I 
would be, like, scribbling little notes down. But, you know, I think that for me I would say that I 
really started when I made the decision to start--to really take it seriously as a writer. I had been 
writing in college and taking creative writing courses, and I had graduated and was looking for jobs 
and I just thought: What do I want my life to be? Do I want my life to be pursuing a career in an 
office or something, you know, whatever that looks like? Or do I want my life to be about making 
art and writing poetry? So I made the decision there and that was it, I think that, for me, is where it 
really began. How about for you? 

-When I was a kid all I wanted to do was either to be a soccer player or a poet, two of the most 
unlikely ways to make a living. By the time my soccer career came to an end after college, I was 
hooked on writing poems, and then writing prose as well. And the trick then is how you keep that 
going over the years. So how do you do it? Your life is busy. 

-Yeah, it is busy. It turns out that I still have a life in an office. 

-With not nearly the pay you might have had. 

-I know! I should have been a lawyer after all. But you know, I think that--yes, I have a busy life and 
it's really about--again it goes back to that decision, it goes back to reminding myself what my 
purpose is and what I really am  driven to be doing and what makes me happy, and that is writing. 
So I realize that I am happier when I'm doing it, I just make the decision to fit it into my life and I 
try to not be too hard on myself and realize, too, that sometimes working on your writing is not just 
the writing but also the reading, it's also the participation in the culture, it's reading other poets, 
going to readings, it's submitting your work, and sometimes it's writing--sometimes I make the 
decision that, Okay, this is going to be the next couple of months, I'm going to be sitting down at 
least once a week, or twice a week, or three times a week depending on where I am, and I'm going to 
be looking at this work and revising or creating new stuff or going back and, you know, it's just 
about commitment and reminding yourself that it's for you, nobody else is going to come to your 
door and say, Where are you? Get your homework in! That's your life, what's going to make you 
happy, so do it for yourself.  

-And it circles back to the very first video, the notion of keeping a journal or notebook is--even if it 
doesn't feel like you have a poem on the go, or in my case a work of prose as well, you can always be 
making notes and paying attention to the world around you, tuning your ear to the different kinds of 
things you might hear. 

-I think that's a really important point too, that you're living as a writer, as a poet, it's about the way 
you pay attention, and that is always. That is always. If you were a photographer it's about the eye, 
the way you're looking around you and what you see that maybe not everybody else sees, so you 
have to always have that on whatever you're doing in life, and that's one of the reasons it's always 
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good to walk with a notebook, with a pen or pencil and paper, and be taking those observations 
down and that's your work, you know?  

-I'm remembering that wonderful line by the late James Merrill who said that a poet is like a doctor 
at a cocktail party, and always waiting for that beeper to go off. And the beeper for the poet is the 
language, to hear something, even as you're going to sleep or you're watching a film or you're 
reading or you're making dinner, some little thing in your ear, and if you're a poet you make sure you 
write that down, you cultivate that and see where it might go. 

-I definitely have woken up in the middle of the night and been like, I've got to get this down before 
I loose it, many times. That's very true. 

-So for the participants in this MOOC, what do you think the next steps are? 

-Well, you know, I think it's going to depend on where everybody is individually. But I think for 
everybody, the important thing is to keep in touch with your community and always be checking in 
with other writers and send them a poem, ask them to send you a poem. Keeping that alive--that 
connection alive--to keep yourself kind of in touch with that world, I think that's really important. I 
think for me, after I was finished with school and I didn't have that ready-made community where 
I'd go to class all the time, it was about me maintaining those relationships with other poets. 

-Exactly. So you've made a community over the course of this MOOC and we hope that you will 
have found one or two or three or five other writers who are simpatico, who read you well and 
whose work you want to trade as the years unfold. 

-I think that's always, I think to me, a key part of the writing life. 

-We always get questions about publication, do you have some thoughts about that? 

-Yeah, yeah, publication. It's that thing that everyone is wondering about but maybe no one is 
talking about. I think it's an important part--everyone wants to have their work recognized and read. 
And it's challenging at first, too. I think that you have to look around and see where you would like 
to see your work. What's your ideal? Look at the poets you admire and see where they're publishing. 
Where do you see the work that's more--it's close to what you're doing and you can see your work 
among those other poets as their peer. And start assembling a list of places that you really love. 

-And you can find that just by reading the acknowledgments page of a poet whose book you like. 
Are you publishing here or there? 

-Yeah, I would do that. And then I would go and seek out those journals and read them and say, Do 
I think my work would fit in this? What am I writing that would sit well with these other poets? 
Yeah I think that's a good place to start. And I think it's also good to not necessarily shoot straight 
to the hardest, the most challenging of all the journals--maybe start small, find a little, new journal 
that you love, a university journal, or maybe a place online that's just starting up that you think is 
really very close to what you--close to your heart and what you're doing, that's another good thing. 
And then once you start sending those things out be prepared for the possibility that they may not 
say yes immediately. 
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-If you're like most of the poets and writers I know, you get inured to rejection, that's part of it, 
right? 

-Absolutely that's part of it. That was--I don't know how many--you know people could line their 
entire homes with rejection letters, and you just have to keep going because eventually you're going 
to get a yes, and the first yes, after that, is easier and easier as you go on. 

-Which is why you take seriously even a no that comes along with just the briefest encouragement. 

-Yes, the little smiley face or something! 

-We like this, not quite for us but given the volume of submissions that every editor has to read, any 
effort on that end means something. I'm thinking, we're just publishing an anthology, Flash Fiction 
International, we selected 83 stories from around the world, and we read, my two co-editors and I, 
between 5,000 and 10,000 stories to get those 83. And of course we on another day might have 
picked other kinds of stories, but that gives you a sense of the odds in publishing anywhere. And yet 
we persist, we keep trying. 

-Exactly, I think it's challenging, but I think you have to remember that, you know, initially, I think 
first and foremost, you are doing this because you love to do it, and you'll keep sending stuff out and 
eventually, hopefully, you'll get some traction. But during that time you're still writing, you're still 
working on what you love, working on your craft and improving your craft, and that's the important 
thing there. It can be hard not to get discouraged, but I think that it's, you know, ultimately you have 
to remember that this is what you love to do. 

-I'm intrigued by this notion of the daily work of improving your craft, what does that mean for 
you? 

-I think it's just the attention, you know? I think that it's about becoming more brave in what you're 
doing and really thinking about what you want and how to achieve that with every poem, with every 
collection, I mean I think that's really becoming more clear on what your vision is for what you're 
doing, I think that's a part of it.  

-I'm thinking that just for me this morning a friend sent me a poem by Kay Ryan about sharks' 
teeth, many of which I collected as I was recently at an artists retreat in Florida, and I read it and 
thought, Oh, that's wonderful. And then I thought, Wait a minute, I really love that, so I'm going to 
take the next step, which is to type it out in my commonplace book, the place where I type out 
poems that I like, and I think that's part of what we do in learning a poem, we get that into us. The 
other thing I might just throw out is if you know another language, and of course the students in 
this course come from all around the world, translation is a wonderful way to hone your craft as a 
writer, to inhabit the interiority of another poet, and to bring something into your language that is 
new. I find that when I translate poems it teaches me so much about my craft and gives me the 
sense of what might next be possible for me. 

-Yeah, I think so. And I think the the thing about translation that is so great is that I think it's so 
important to spend time with other writers and see what people are doing and learn from them what 
else is possible in poetry, and in translation you really have the chance to enter that and inhabit that 
in a really significant way. To me that's another--maybe the other half of what's really important in 
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improving your craft, that practice of really listening to what's around you, to other writers, and 
what's happening in your contemporary poetry world. 

-So as we get ready to say goodbye to you we might sum up by saying read widely, read deeply, write 
as much as you can, stay in touch with the writers you've come to know over the course of this 
MOOC and stay in touch with us. 

-Onward! 

 


