
Introduction 

They are somewhat skeptical of the idea of imagination in a primary creative sense. They are drawn to 

collage and to translation, kinds of writing where, at the start of the process, some text already exists and 

the writer’s job is to make a different text out of it. 

    Keith says that writing is more congenial when he is working with received material, something already 

written down, even if the theme of the writing is his own life. Rosmarie says that we can’t entirely invent 

anything. “We don’t ever quite invent a wholly new world.” We can’t make a world out of imagination, but 

this limit on human creative power does not feel like a limit since there are more unexplored possibilities 

in “the forest of language” than we can imagine. 

    At the same time they are the most creative people I know. Robert Creeley called them “the wonderful, 

regenerating Waldrops.” That word regenerating is good. Look at the masterpieces of collage they have 

generated—or regenerated, if you think of collage as a process of turning books into other books. Look at 

the books in other languages that they have regenerated by translating them into English. 

    Part of what’s inspiring about them is their sheer productivity. They have written a lot, translated a 

lot. They also publish Burning Deck books; Keith makes visual art. They are always reinventing them-

selves, always trying something new, always writing, always curious about what other people are writ-

ing. 

    Isn’t that the best way of being an artist? When you hear them talking in the interviews collected in 

this book, you notice that they generate still more than they manage to get on paper. There seems to be 

no time when they are not proposing solutions to some technical problem of writing poetry. Everything 

they say could be a poem. 
 

Rosmarie: 

The French poet Claude Royet-Journoud once told me that his book La notion d’obstacle did not contain 

a single instance of the word “I.” He was immensely proud of this. 

This made me think. But I found I did not share his attitude. On the simplest level, saying “I” seems more 

modest and manageable than the claim to objectivity that is inherent in avoiding it. 
 

Keith: 

Collage is not a form of translation, or vice versa, but they’re related. Translation and collage are both 

movements from one surface to another. In translation, one takes a poem, subtracts all its words—and re-

fills it with other words, words of a different language. 
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from Camp Printing (visual poems) by Rosmarie Waldrop (Burning Deck, 1970) 



Keith Waldrop (1932– ) 

We lov we know not what: and therfore evry Thing allures us. — t h o m  a s  t r a h e r n e  

I know, in songs, how important the words are, how the melody is—in some sense—dependent on the 

words. And yet I almost always listen to, for instance, Schubert (or whomever) without taking the text 

into account, without in some cases any idea of what the song is about. 

 

It seems, generally—this partial experience of the total song—adequate. 

 

I was born on Sunday. 

 

The sound of talk in another language can be quite distinctive without one’s knowing the language, with-

out even knowing precisely what language is being spoken. I sometimes hear, on a train, or in a dream, 

what seems a new tongue, enunciating what are probably commonplaces in an incomprehensible—and, 

thereby, magical—message. 

 

As a child, I was moved by the sound of certain words or, rather, combinations of words—and memorized, 

among others, “Thanatopsis,” an adolescent work: 

To him who in the love of nature holds 

Communion with her visible forms . . .  
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Rosmarie Waldrop (1935–) 

Poetry is having nothing to say and saying it: we possess nothing — j o h n  c a g e  

t h e  p a s t ,  u p o n  s c r u t i n y  

Not green mountains embedded in strong feeling. More an exaggeration of fog than German poetry. In-

terval eclipsed. 

 

I had no grandparents. My mother told me, a few months before she died. Then burst into tears. 

l o o k i n g  a t  a  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  l a n d s c a p e   

i s  e a s i e r  t h a n  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  

Sepia as an aid to memory. On a lap, chair, tricycle, sled, slope, skis. Next to a Christmas tree, bicycle, 

pool, bridge, potted cactus, father’s motorbike, a wheelbarrow, my sisters. I wash (drown?) dolls in the 

tub, pet a black-and-white cat, throw snowballs. I hold up my kulleraugenpuppe, a Raggedy Ann doll, but 

male, with big, rolling eyes. The photo does not show the doll was named Ulli (my name had I been a boy). 
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from Theory of  

Prepositions by  

Claude Royet- 

Journoud, translated  

by Keith Waldrop  

(La Presse, 2006)





Rosmarie Waldrop in Conversation with Ben Lerner 

Ben Lerner: I want to begin by asking you about the period. Not in the sense of “the Weimar period” or 

“the Trump era,” but in the sense of the punctuation mark. They are very rare in your lineated writing. 

How is the period like or unlike the line break for you? 

Rosmarie Waldrop: It seems I have always been preoccupied with the sentence. The first work that made 

me feel I was “coming into my own” was the sequence “As If We Didn’t Have to Talk” in The Aggressive 

Ways of the Casual Stranger. In it and in The Road Is Everywhere or Stop This Body I worked on making 

the object of one phrase flip over into being the subject of the next phrase: 

two pairs of eyes 

see 

two different initial 

questions too 

disappear 

There was simply no place to put a period. It was a quasi-unending sentence in tension with the short 

lines that determine the rhythm. At the same time, the flip itself introduced a hesitation, grammatical 

uncertainty, possibility of reading the sequence as fragments. 

    In other lineated poems I let the line breaks do the work of punctuation—with a little less certainty, a 

little room for syntactic ambiguity. 

    When I turned to prose poems with The Reproduction of Profiles, I relished the opportunity for complex 

sentences and used standard punctuation. 

    It is only in my later work that the period often does not mark the end of a sentence, but a pause. It is 

very much like a line break in enjambed verse in that it creates a mismatch between grammar/syntax/ 

meaning and rhythm. It slows down the reading, puts obstacles in the way of our normal smooth glide to-

ward the end of a sentence. 

    Then why not simply write verse? I’m afraid I don’t know. I just seem to have a pull toward the hori-

zontal, toward prose. But maybe the ungrammatical period makes a stronger pause because we’re not as 

used to it as to line breaks. 

If you “simply” wrote verse you wouldn’t have the expectation of syllogism and narrative that the frame 

of the sentence provides—expectations your prose poems work with and against? 
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Real Shadows: Interview 

p e t e r  g i z z i  a n d  k e i t h  wa l d r o p  ( t h e  g e r m ,  2 0 0 0 / 2 0 0 1 )  

Peter Gizzi: When did you first begin to write? 

Keith Waldrop: Well, let’s see. My father carried around with him for years—I wonder what ever became 

of it—a little thing I had made, I don’t know when, at less than five anyway, and which I told him was a 

book. It had no words. It was all pictures, done with rubber stamps and folded—one fold, you know: folio 

—small enough to go in his wallet. I rather cherish the fact that my first “book” was wordless. 

    He always claimed that I learned to read when I was two (I doubt this, but I don’t remember being un-

able to read). 

    The first thing I remember writing, outside of a class (not that I ever wrote much in classes), was in 

South Carolina: a play. Actually, it was in collaboration with an old friend in Emporia. We had done a lot 

of skits together and improvised things—we partly thought them out ahead but then we would just do 

them, sometimes with a third person, more often simply the two of us. My friend often played a female 

part, and that took a certain amount of time in costuming, so I would play all the other parts, thus be-

coming a quick change artist. With the material we had developed, I wrote a play in South Carolina and 

one summer when I went back to Kansas— 

From your mother to your father? 

Yes, this was when I was in high school in South Carolina. And in Emporia we put on that play. That was 

the late forties. It’s the first thing I remember writing. Maybe I still have a copy somewhere. 

Do you remember the title? 

The title was In Apollo’s Temple. In spite of the title, it was a comedy, and I think moments of it were 

probably funny, but I don’t remember it all that well. I also wrote a play for my senior class, because they 

wanted a play for graduation. There were only twelve people in my class down there, and they wanted 

something religious and/or Biblical. So I wrote a two-act tragedy called Zimri, which I started in Shake-

spearean blank verse and then scrapped that and switched over to prose. When I showed it to the class, 

they didn’t like it at all. At first, in fact, they weren’t convinced it was Biblical, but I gave them chapter 

and verse. 
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