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Interview with Paul Watsky, Jung Journal

Paul Watsky: I’d like to explore the question of how you became you, the woman of what has been

termed, “A disciplined openness,” who by her early twenties, despite being raised in the household of

a career naval officer, was one of a very few females accepted by the San Francisco coterie of radically

unconventional male poets, many of whom were unabashedly gay.

You, yourself, have said that during the 1950s, “Very few women set out to be independent thinkers,”

and that in those days you “didn’t find many women I could talk to in any interesting way, who thought

about being intellectually independent—or making that a goal or aim.”

What were you like as a little kid?

Joanne Kyger: I learned to read when we moved to Lake Bluff, Illinois, in 1941. I was five years old. And

from then on everything was an “awakening.” I learned to read. I learned to write, play the violin, ride

a bicycle, ice skate, experience the seasons, see “nature.” We stayed through my sixth grade. I found

everything I needed to know. Lake Bluff was a really small town with a library. I think that’s why I

like Bolinas, because it has a small town’s circumference, it’s intimate, and has a great library.

Learning to read was wonderful. I was an insane reader. I read everything I could. I would take out

thirteen books at a time, all that the basket on my bicycle would hold. I read really fast. I would read

up and down the page, skip a lot of words in between if I didn’t understand them. Thank God there

wasn’t any television then. I probably would have been glued to it.

My closest relations were my mother and two sisters. My father was in the war during the early For-

ties. In 1949, we moved to Santa Barbara, where I went to high school. I had some excellent teachers,

one on the school newspaper where I was the features editor, and Henry Brubeck, the orchestra leader,

who was Dave Brubeck’s brother. I played second violin valiantly. Then I went on to UC Santa Barbara,

where I had some more excellent teachers: Hugh Kenner, who taught Ezra Pound and William Carlos

Williams, and Paul Wienpahl, who taught Wittgenstein and Heidegger. He showed us how Heidegger’s

“nothing” was the bridge into D. T. Suzuki’s Buddhist nothingness.

My early home life: a bit chaotic. My parents stayed together for twelve years of marriage, and my

father was away in the war about three years of that time. Mostly, it was my mother and my two sisters

that comprised the household.

What kind of people were your parents?

Well, my mother was a Canadian, from a family of eleven, who had moved down to Long Beach around

1914. There had been a big economic downturn in the part of Canada they were from. My grandfather
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Interview with Trevor Carolan, Pacific Rim Review of Books

Trevor Carolan: At some point you encountered the Pacific Northwest poetry contingent—Lew Welch,

Gary Snyder, and Philip Whalen. Is it possible to quantify what their influence brought to Bay Area

arts and letters?

Joanne Kyger: Perhaps in terms of work specific to location. The Six Gallery reading was a meeting, a

collision of all the groups—the Pacific Northwest, San Francisco, Ginsberg/the Beats from New York.

You had Michael McClure, Philip Lamantia, Rexroth as the M.C., Kerouac was there, Gary Snyder and

Philip Whalen. Spicer was going to be part of it, but he was stuck back east, and Duncan was in Majorca

or teaching at Black Mountain. It wasn’t only the San Francisco people who were blessed by the alchemy

of that historic event.

Somewhere in all of this there’s the East West House that you were involved with . . .

Essentially, East West House was modeled after the Institute for Asian Studies when Alan Watts,

among others, taught other like-minded people in Asian Studies. It closed and a group of students de-

cided that they would start a communal house in which people who were interested could study Bud-

dhist texts, Japanese, and go to Japan. Snyder had already gone there on his own. Gia-fu Feng, a trans-

lator from Chinese whose edition of the Tao Te Ching is still circulating, was living there too; also

Claude Dahlenberg and Philip Whalen. Gia-fu went down to Big Sur and became part of the beginnings

of the center at Esalen. I was there at the East West House in 1959 for a year and the house had been

running for some years by then. They had sort of loosened their constraints and allowed women and

other non-Japan-directed people to live there, but by then I was planning to go to Japan. There was an

overflow of people from East West House and so they started something called Hyphen House, which

was the hyphen between East and West. That was a few blocks away in what is now Japantown. Close

by there was the Soto Buddhist temple where Shunryu Suzuki was invited to come and be the priest

for the Japanese community in the Spring of 1959. He started zazen practice in the morning, open to

everyone. He became the catalyst for beginning the Zen Center of San Francisco. I learned to sit there,

during the year I spent at the East West House before going to Japan.

Before we head to Kyoto, can we get some sense of what the Pacific Northwest poets brought to arts

and letters in San Francisco? A nature literacy? For example, attention to birdlife, to local flora is

persistent throughout your writing . . .

25

kyger.tx.final.2.qxp_.  6/28/17  12:39 PM  Page 25



kyger.tx.final.2.qxp_.  6/28/17  12:39 PM  Page 36



In 1968, Joanne completed a residency at the first year of the National Center for Experimental Televi-

sion in San Francisco (NCET). Collaborative videos and films, using synchronized psychedelic visuals,

sound loops, and feedback were created between poets, painters, musicians, and filmmakers and even-

tually shown on public television (KQED). The producer behind the project, Brice Howard, also worked

on video vignettes with Charles Olson and Robert Creeley. Joanne’s project was Descartes, an eleven-

minute black and white video based on her poem “Descartes and the Splendor Of—A Real Drama of

Ev eryday Life. In Six Parts.” Her principal collaborators were filmmaker Loren Sears and musician

Richard Felciano. 

kyger.tx.final.2.qxp_.  6/28/17  12:39 PM  Page 49



kyger.tx.final.2.qxp_.  6/28/17  12:39 PM  Page 59



kyger.tx.final.2.qxp_.  6/28/17  12:40 PM  Page 103



Interview with Dale Smith & Michael Price, Jacket

Dale Smith: Your poetry is very much in your mouth. You hear the voice thinking and exploring, re-

vealing . . .

Joanne Kyger: It’s a physical voice, yes. I think that’s the best you can do sometimes, trying to “score”

it as closely as you can on the page. I’m always amazed that this isn’t taught more. How to translate

the voice to the page, to get the little subtleties of breath and tone, or change of tone or character em-

phasis.

There’s one really good essay that I’ve never been able to find again, I think by Williams. He says,

okay, let’s get this all down: a period has three breath stops; a comma has a breath stop, a semi-colon,

a breath stop and a half. Empty space means nothing goes on but breathing until you get to the next

word, etc. You’re scoring your reading. Otherwise you follow this boring convention of the straight left-

hand margin, a kind of cookie-cutter block stamp.

DS: You’ve mentioned before your daily practice of writing in a journal.

Yes, and in this daily writing, you don’t have to think of it as “poetry,” you don’t have to think at all

about what “kind” of writing you’re doing. You’re writing some kind of un-self-conscious open utterance,

being as clear as you can, or as muddled as you want. You’re not writing for anybody. It’s spontaneous.

DS: It seems definitely un-self-conscious. Because when you sit down to write a poem and think, okay,

this poem’s got to be this or that, that’s when poems really get bogged down. They’re most free when

you can step out and not be self -conscious.

Right. Know how to step “out” of what you call a form; wake up. Keep word energy flowing. That’s why

I love travel writing. When people on trips write about what’s happening, they’re out of their own fa-

miliar habitat and experiencing something new, strange, awful. That can produce very fresh and in-

spiring writing. Very human, very vulnerable.

DS: You’re very vulnerable when it’s a place you don’t know. Do you write for anybody in particular?

I think there’s a kind of address that goes on all the time, especially to your peers in poetry. Once you’ve

published, you do realize someone is hopefully going to read your words.
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