Generous Poetry

A Conversation with Dixie L. Partridge

Casualene Meyer

Dixie L. Partridge is a regular contributor to BYU Studies, a poetry editor,
and widely published poet. Her willingness to agree to an interview, and
her ample patience during the process, all speak of a generosity of spirit that
matches her generous verse.

I hope you will enjoy learning more about Dixie L. Partridge as a person
and poet. Additional information on Partridge and her publications is now
available by visiting the Mormon Literature Database through BYU’s
Harold B. Lee Library, at mormon.lit.byu.edu.
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Partridge:

Your biographical notes at the back of your collection Water-
mark say you began writing poetry after the birth of your fifth
child. That sticks with me. Why did you choose this event as
your poetic year zero? What was it about that time that set your
poetry in motion?

Well, that was a defining moment for me about writing,
although it was also a quiet moment. To set it up a little: when
I majored in English at BYU, I had a few hopes, not of becom-
ing a writer really, but of writing a little and doing it well. I
had attempted some poems and stories in high school and was
encouraged by my teachers. I chose my major mainly because I
liked reading and literature, but I did want to develop as a writer.

My junior year I took a class in modern poetry from Clin-
ton Larson. I was awed and a little intimidated by the poems
we studied, by the wonderful language, the layers, and by the
professor also, a writer himself. I remember thinking after
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reading some of that poetry, “If this is how you have to write
to be a ‘modern poet,’ then I won’t be able to do it!” However,
a deep impulse to write remained, and I would try, when that
impulse grew very strong, to write poetry. I was so swamped as
a young mom that it was difficult to find the quiet and a little
space in time to get a few words onto paper and to work on
them. But every few months I would try again, and give up in
frustration.

So the moment you ask about came when our son, our fifth
child, was just a few weeks old. I was nursing him in the wood
rocking chair, and as was my habit because I had so little time
for reading at that point in my life, I was hungrily reading some
magazine or journal. I read a poem there, which I liked, but I
remember saying to myself, “I think I can do better. And I am
going to!”

It sounds like a small thing, but it was a turning point. I
had been frustrated about writing, and I felt a determination
very strongly then. After that day, I did not abandon writing.
The need to do it was greater than the need to do many other
things. I made it a habit to write when the baby slept. What had
been my time to catch up on housework or other things became
my time for writing, and I would let the dishes or laundry go
when the baby napped. I learned to write with things going on
around me, such as our other children playing nearby. I learned
to partially shut out noises and be tuned only to the ones that
really needed my attention.

Within a few months I had joined a writers’ group. From
then on, although there were a few discouraging times, I sensed
I would not stop writing. The need had become too great.

Another question about your biographical notes. You attended
poetry workshops and a—I emphasize the singular—graduate
course. How important has academic training and working
with others been to your poetry writing?

Working with others has been a most important part in devel-
oping as a writer. It was largely circumstance and the location
in which I lived that kept me from more graduate studies. But
we had a very active writers’ group in our area, which included
a teacher from the local junior college. He would arrange
through the college to bring in major writers to give readings,
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speak to his students, and to teach workshops, which were
opened to public registration. Also, the Washington Poets
Association at that time sponsored workshops and readings,
which I could sometimes travel to for the two-to-three days
they were scheduled. So I attended many workshops in which
we listened to and were taught by these wonderful poets such as
Richard Hugo, William Stafford, Tess Gallagher, Robert Haas,
Sandra McPherson, Linda Beirds, David Wagoner, Naomi Nye,
David Lee, and Marvin Bell. I don’t know in what ways my writ-
ing would have been different had I pursued a graduate degree.

When T've been a poetry editor I've appreciated getting
a wide variety of subject matter in submissions, and I have
noticed that most who submit have strong academic back-
grounds in English or creative writing. But some of the variety
of subject matter that comes from those in other backgrounds
is needed, and I look closely at that, always hoping for good
writing also from those whose main work and experience is in
other fields.

In the thirty-plus years I've been writing, I have always met
regularly with writers for the sharing of information and for
critiquing one another’s work. That has been very valuable.

So poetry creation is not a solitary act. Why are people so
“secretive” about their poetry writing sometimes?

I think initially poetry creation is quite often a solitary act,
although, of course many influences from others are inevitable,
given that we are social beings and shaped by others. And the
initial creation of a poem can feel exhilarating and very private.
For some it stays that way more than for others. But to know
whether the form and language are valid in a communicating
way—that is, in what they convey—one has to share and have
feedback. And in that process, new perspectives and recogni-
tions can come to the writer, which can tell a lot about whether
the poem is working for readers other than the poet.

Related to the first two questions is, perhaps, one you would
prefer not to answer. What advice would you give to other
people—say the BYU Studies audience—about writing poetry,
in terms of using life experience and training to be a poet?
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The first advice would be to read much . . . all different kinds
of writers and poetry. I think poetry is somewhat like music:
there are so many kinds. I do not like it all. Just as with music,
in which you have classical, pop, country western, rock, folk,
and so on, in poetry you have such a great variety. Read what
you like, but also read a variety and good amount of what you
don’t like. Sometimes continued reading opens up new appre-
ciation and understanding.

The second is to write much. William Stafford used to
say that you have to write the “bad stuft” too. He wrote every
morning, he said, without fail. And related to writing much,
is to be open to revising. Connected to that is feedback from
others, both writers and good readers. You have to develop a
thick skin about criticism, but also to develop a sense of what in
the end to discard from that criticism and what to keep and try
to use. After a long time in this process, you learn a little better
which parts of your writing inclinations to trust and which to
let others influence.

As for using life experiences in writing, I can say that I have
noted that my better poems, and those with which others are
most likely to connect, are rooted in my own real experience,
real places and things and people. It was helpful getting the
traditional advice from an early poetry workshop: write about
what you know. But in doing that, you discover sometimes that
you don’t know what you thought you did, and then your writ-
ing moves into more than what you know; your range and your
subject matter expands.

What is the relationship between your religious faith and your
art? I don’t see your work—what I've seen of it, that is—as being
overtly “religious” in terms of immediate topic, rhetoric, or
symbolism.

For some reason, as a writer I haven’t felt much confidence
with overtly religious topics; perhaps I'm not a good enough
writer yet to trust myself to write often about things directly
related to religion, or to that which feels more sacred to me. A
few of my earlier poems were published in the Ensign, and the
Christian Science Monitor has published a few that touch on
religious subjects. But in general, when I have approached such
subjects, it has been very much at a slant. It occurs to me also
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that perhaps I have avoided those subjects somewhat because I
don’t want to write bad religious poetry. If 'm going to write
my “bad stuft,” I'd rather it be on other subjects.

Also, early on I may have avoided religious subjects because
the writers with whom I shared and critiqued were either
not particularly religious or not of my religion. So when I
approached such subjects, I did it more subtly than I would
have done for an LDS audience. For example, my poem “Lug-
gage” (see page 118), in Watermark, is about saying goodbye to
my youngest missionary brother, and others I have seen off on
missions. Perhaps overall, that approach was good for my writ-
ing, because I think subtlety can be very important in poems of
a religious nature.

All that said, I must say that I think underneath much
of what I write is a strong sense of things that last, or a sense of
holiness in creation, and often of the meaning of our existence
and our relationships. When my work includes some of life’s
hard hours and the sometimes “loneliness of being,” it is usu-
ally with a sense of seeking, of trying to see things, face things,
and also with a sense of going on, of trying again, and of tak-
ing comfort and hope in the spiritual partly by perceiving the
physical world and doing the physical things. This is related
to what’s referred to in the Doctrine and Covenants, that that
which is temporal is in the likeness of that which is spiritual.

You live in eastern Washington; I grew up in western Wash-
ington. I have always loved the openness of the eastern part
of the state compared with the overgrowth—both in terms of
vegetation and population—of my part of the state. What is the
relationship between open western landscapes and your poetry?

It’s hard for me to realize just how much influence the land-
scape has had on my writing, but I know it is very strong.
Wallace Stegner said, “Whatever landscape a child is exposed
to early on, that will be the sort of gauze through which he or
she will see all the world afterward.” When I read that, after I
had been writing a few years, I recognized its truth, that there
is something indelible about early landscapes and the current
ones in which you live that influences the way you respond to
and see things. But I don’t know how to analyze it. I know I
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am uncomfortable in cities and large crowds, and my poems
seldom deal with those subjects directly.

William Stafford has a poem that says, “The earth says have
a place, be what that place requires” and refers to “a landscape
that proclaims a universe.” There again, I see a relationship to
my writing as well as to other aspects of my being; I've felt those
words strongly.

I consider your poem “Watermark: The Reservoir” (see page 108)
eerie and beautiful as you imagine the submerged landscape of
a reservoir—what was there before the flooding and how it is
now. When I read it first I thought: this is donné—a gift. I get
the feeling this poem, or its vision, unfolded to you all at once;
if it didn’t, you've crafted a fiction that is great for appearing
that way. Can you tell me the history of that poem?

I wrote it over twenty years ago, fairly early in my writing,
but as I recall: the images came flowing about the underwater
things; the poem was about 50 percent longer at first; and the
problem came in form. I was dealing with the way things used
to be, the way they were now, and the way I imagined them to be.
So the drafts the poem went through were mainly in arrange-
ment and excluding the extraneous. I think I alternated at first
between the literal and the imagined, in small stanzas that went
back and forth. But in the end, having the more literal first and
the imagined italicized after it, was what felt right. I remember
taking it to just one writers’ group for feedback, where there
was disagreement about the imagined part. One writer, consid-
erably older and more experienced than I, objected strongly to
that imagined section: what was going on with birds underwa-
ter, and so on. I think I was right in that instance to decide to
ignore that particular critique; a child’s mind, I thought, does
those sorts of things, so why couldn’t a poem include it?

I'm glad you didn’t give in. You could say it is the child’s mind,
but it is a mind for the fantastic, a phenomenal thrust into
beauty and mystery. Now for a related question: Generally
speaking, how do your poems come to be? Do you notice a
common pattern of genesis?
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Sometimes I've realized a poem has been brooding for a long
time, and it’s triggered into formation by a word, an image, an
event; and then it comes pouring forth with that stimulus.

Most often what generates a poem is a phrase or an image
or a place that stirs up something in me, and I want to follow,
to see where it takes me in language. I can’t often follow the
impulse on the spot, but can usually jot down the phrase or
the image—such as how something looked or smelled, and per-
haps part of what it connects with in the mind and senses.

My poem, “Pool of Aspen” (see page 117), for example,
began after I read and jotted down a line from James Richard-
son: “Why should the whole lake have the same name?” That
resonated; I knew I had something to say or explore about that,
but didn’t know what. Later, when I could sit down and write,
I started a poem which connected with a small lake far up the
canyon in the mountains behind our farm, where I went with
my younger brothers for the first time when I was a young adult.
A lake looks different from various perspectives on shore, and
changes with the seasons; areas of a lake give different impres-
sions. That was an unnamed lake, so in the poem I call the
lake by different names. By the end, the poem is connecting at
a slant with why the sound of trickling water is appealing, why
I'm drawn to bodies of water, and with thirst of various natures.
When I began the poem, I did not know, of course, where it
would end—that is most often how my poems develop.

A final question. How do you wish to be perceived and ulti-
mately remembered as a poet?

I have never thought about that before, other than occasion-
ally to hope my poems would be well done enough to connect
with those interested in reading poetry. I write because I need
to write—I can’t not write—and because it helps me uncover
layers of myself and my surroundings and perhaps understand
things better. It’s also good therapy for me, a creative outlet as
well as a frequently introspective one. And that sense of cre-
ation is invigorating—that sense related to what you get from
words in Genesis when a day of creation is completed, and it
is good.

It was validating when I began to have poems published,
but I've never thought I would be a great writer of any sort. And
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I know I'll be remembered as a poet only by such a few, mostly
a few writers with whom I've shared, and of course some family
members who have broader interest in what I write.

But of my poems, I would be happy if some of them made
connections with a few people; that some would say the poems
uncovered or rediscovered or named things hard to name, or
revealed meanings and layers not expected, and that in a few
instances (I know I've not many) my poems approached on
some level “saying the unsayable” and were—as vague as the
term is—good.

Casualene Meyer, PhD (casulene.meyer@dsu.edu), is Adjunct Instructor of
English at Dakota State University. She served most recently as Poetry Editor for
BYU Studies. She earned a BA and MA from BYU and a PhD from the University
of Southern Mississippi.

Dixie L. Partridge (who can be reached via byustudies@byu.edu) is one of
BYU Studies’ most frequent poetry contributors. Graduating from BYU in 1965
in English, her poetry has appeared widely in anthologies and journals such as
Poetry, Georgia Review, Ploughshares, Southern Poetry Review, Northern Lights,
and Nightsun. Her published books include Deer in the Haystacks (Ahsahta Press:
Boise State University, 1984), and Watermark (Saturday Press: Upper Montclair,
N.J., 1991).



