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by Trisha Collopy

Not that he wants to encourage that sort of thing, 
but Charles Wright has been getting a lot of 
mail since he was named US Poet Laureate in 

the summer of 2014.  
Postcards, letters, and “a lot of books I didn’t ask for,” 

says Wright, who stepped into the post in September 
and wraps up his duties with a reading in April, 2015.

“It seems like everybody is writing poetry,” he says. 
“The whole country is. And I’m Ground Zero for that as 
Poet Laureate.”

Wright, 79, who describes himself as a “reluctant lau-
reate,” says he tries to answer each writer honestly.  

“I do reply,” he says. “That’s part of good manners and 
also part of the job, I feel.”

Some writers have used the laureate post to launch 
major poetry initiatives. Natasha Trethewey developed a 
PBS series, “Where Poetry Lives,” for example, and Billy 
Collins launched Poetry 180, a poem-a-day project for 
teachers and schools.

Wright has had a handful of speaking engagements 
during his year as Poet Laureate, but has spent most 
of his time in the post doing the work of a poet, adding 
to his five-decade conversation with language from his 
home in Charlottesville, Virginia.

Wright has built a deep resume as a writer, publish-
ing more than 20 volumes of poetry and translation. 
He’s won almost every major poetry award, including 
the National Book Award for Country Music: Selected Early 
Poems, the Pulitzer Prize for Black Zodiac, a PEN Trans-
lation Prize, and a Ruth Lilly Poetry Prize for lifetime 
achievement.  

His poetry combines the hermetic attention to nature 
and wide-ranging spirituality of Emily Dickinson with the 
loping stanzas and conversational language of poets like 
Walt Whitman. He writes with a Southern attention to land-
scape and history, but his poems are sometimes tongue-
in-cheek conversations with Tang masters, including Wang 
Wei and Tu Fu. In the poem, “China Mail,” he writes:

Since you have not come 
The way back will stay unknown to you.
And since you have not come,
			   I find I’ve become like you,
A cloud whose rain has all fallen, adrift and floating. …
Study the absolute, your book says. But not too hard, 
I add, just under my breath.”

“All of my poems are a kind of meditation,” Wright 
says. “All 20 books are the same long meditation broken 
into different poems. They all go back to the same thing, 
my sound bite: Landscape, language, and the idea of 
God. That’s what the Chinese were figuring out, they got 
it. That’s the mystery that resides in the natural world.”  

Wright’s poem “Firstborn,” about the birth of his son 
Luke, has been widely anthologized. But he admits that 
his poetry—which builds in sequences of images over 
pages of fragmentary stanzas—isn’t always easy for high 
school students to absorb.

“A lot of young people are interested in storyline. It’s 
easier to get them with that, there’s something they can 
pull onto other than an image that they may or may not 
like,” he says.
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But Wright also says he tries to stay away from nar-
rative, which pulls the poem towards prose. He’s also 
joked that he’s a rare Southerner who can’t tell a story.

Instead, he embeds deep emotion and metaphysi-
cal questions in scenes: his backyard, the view of the 
mountains from his cabin in Montana.

“What I love about the Tang Dynasty poets is they 
always write out of landscape, but they get very human 
emotions out of it. They do it in an imagistic way, with-
out any narrative, which appeals to me,” he says.

Wright’s own introduction to poetry didn’t come until 
he was in his early 20s, stationed in Italy during a four-
year stint in the Army.  

“It wasn’t much in mind when I went to boarding 
school in early ’50s,” he says. And as a history major in 
college, “It was not much taught. There were plenty of 
novels in college, but not much poetry.”

While in Italy, he read a poem by Ezra Pound, de-
scribing the ruins of a villa by the Latin poet Catullus. 
The poem was a “thunderclap,” which quickly turned 
Wright to other poems by Pound and to his own first 
attempts to write poetry. He spent the rest of his time in 
Italy working his “eight-to-five” for the Army and writing 
in his time off-duty. In an interview with The Paris Review, 
he says:

The army, actually, was very good to me, much 
better to me than I was to it. I gave them four years 
of my time and they gave me back, it turned out, 
a life. The army was only the base, as [Wallace] 
Stevens says, but it was the base. And from it I 
drifted into the Italian landscape and was never the 
same again. I never looked at anything the same way 
again. I never listened to anything in the same way. 

Wright had struggled unsuccessfully to write fiction 
as in college, but in Pound’s poetry of landscape and 
symbol he found a path into his own writing obses-
sions.

When he returned from his stint in the Army, he 
enrolled at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, which led to a 
45-year career teaching writing, first at the University of 
California–Irvine, and later at the University of Virginia 
in Charlottesville.

“It took me many years to figure [poetry] out,” he 
says. “I just got caught up in it, like many people do. I 

liked the sound of it; sound has always struck me as be-
ing very important in poems. I kept on trying to write it.

“I was like a high school student when I went to col-
lege. I’d been a history major, I knew almost nothing 
about poetry, nothing about meter or anything like that. 
But then I wanted to try. I wasn’t a high school student 
who was only interested in the girl in the other row.”

His own, later discovery of poetry has given Wright 
some sympathy for the challenges high school teachers 
can face introducing the form to students.

His recommendation? “Don’t start with Milton, that 
shouldn’t be your first bite. As contemporary as you can 
get is best way to start. . . . I would try to concentrate 
on what’s local and what’s immediate and small. All 
my poems start with something visual that I see, and it 
expands beyond that,” he says.

He says he advises young poets to, “Read. Read 
everything they can get their hands on. I would tell them 
what Theodore Roethke says: ‘You want to be a poet? 
There’s the library.’

“Learn all that stuff, imitate all that stuff you like, and 
pretty soon you’ll have your own voice and your own 
style. It takes some time, but everybody has to imitate 
when starting out,” he says. 

On the morning of this interview, news of the first 
successful free climb of Yosemite’s El Capitan rock face 
had just broken, and the images worked their way into 
the conversation as Wright mused on the challenges of 
teaching poetry to a new audience. 

“Everyone starts with what’s in front of them,” he 
says. “I would try to do that part of poetry at first for be-
ginners or high school students, because poetry is a big 
wall for young people—they can’t grasp it.”

“It’s sort of like the face of El Capitan, the Dawn Wall. 
You have to get up there with your hands and your feet, 
you have to go into poems with all your senses intact 
and your emotions engaged. You don’t want that to go 
into the poem, you want that to come out of the poem.”

“Poetry’s hard work, it really is,” says this Poet Laure-
ate. “You don’t just lay down a couple of feelings and let 
it rest at that. A lot of people do, but that doesn’t make 
it very strong. It’s a lot of handholds and a lot of foot-
holds.”

Trisha Collopy is a Minneapolis writer. 




