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JO Eileen, are there other writers, and specifically other books, that 
you could imagine being good companions to Inferno in a course dis-
cussing your work?

EM One comes to mind right away—The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath. I 
think for a lot of us that was the book by a female writer, the narrative 
by the female poet that talked so forcefully about the early struggle of 
becoming a writer. And I think Jane Campion, I’m not sure which book 
it would be, but I know Jane Campion has written about being a writer, 
about writing. And then I think there’s plenty of books by dudes. George 
Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London. And The Thief ’s Journal by 
Jean Genet. And Henry Miller, I mean lots of books that could be con-
sidered sleazy or sexist—Henry Miller’s Tropic of Capricorn was a book 
that completely influenced me. 

JO  Henry Miller is not someone I would ever have thought you 
would find sympathetic.

EM  I think I was drawn to him both for reasons of class and morality, 
or amorality, but mostly he’s really asserting the act of writing as an act 
of telling, so there’s something very ancient going on there and I like it.



JO I thought you were going to say something slightly different, 
which is that Miller seems to revel in stripping away what used to be 
called bourgeois rules of writing. “This is how you’re supposed to behave 
as a young man.”

EM Right.

JO And he says, “To hell with that, I want to screw anything that 
moves and that’s fine . . . and I’m going to talk about it.”

EM And he was laughing at the formality and ritual with which we 
protect feelings and niceties. He would laugh at a funeral, you know, in 
part because his own feelings were unresolved. But I think that, more 
than sheer crudeness, I think he always asserts that women like sex. 
There’s never an occasion of a woman having sex that she doesn’t want 
it, and isn’t completely having an excessive and positive reaction to it. 
In his world, the women are equals—and whether women and men in 
the rest of their lives are equals is another question—but in the sex act, 
they’re joyful, and compatriots. But other than the sex thing with Miller, 
it’s like he sort of comes out from behind as a writer. He has this awe for 
literature. He’s very much this lost guy and then it becomes clear that 
the act of talking about wanting to become a writer is how he became 
a writer. And that thing that people do all the time, as writers—I don’t 
know anyone who’s a writer who doesn’t always have people saying to 
them “I’d love to be a writer.” There’s so much reverence in America for 
the idea of being a writer, as opposed to writing.



JO On that same point, of sex, I mean, there’s this connection be-
tween sex and creation.

EM Yes, and the classic cliché is that men are creative because they 
can’t give birth, and it might just be too much that a woman, who has 
the capacity to give birth, would instead—or also—write, and create. 
Creation is really another unexplored aspect of being female, so it’s new 
ground and when people talk about coming of age, I think it’s key. I 
think about punk girls and ’zines: it’s all about this rudimentary, great, 
raw writing which is generally associated instead with the men I’m men-
tioning, whether it’s Orwell or Genet and also James Joyce, A Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Man. Joyce is telling the story about how I got to 
here, because everyone wants that story. 

JO  Is there a reason you’re not mentioning the one book we all read 
in connection with coming of age, Catcher in the Rye?

EM  Well, it’s not about being a writer, it’s an important book but that 
isn’t where I’m going. The narration: I love J. D. Salinger . . . and other 
books, all the stuff with the Glass family, like Nine Stories, Raise High 
the Roofbeam Carpenters, Franny and Zoe, there’s a lot of them. And 
the character of Seymour. Seymour was actually really important for 
me because he’s the brother that’s the poet, and you’re talking about the 
writer-as-character. To write Inferno I read every book I could find that 
was about a poet. So there’s a great—

JO  Is that right?



EM  Yeah, yeah. So there’s a great—I can’t remember the title—Milan 
Kundera has one where the main character is a poet. And the great Ice-
landic writer, Halldór Laxness, World Light is the name of the book, and 
it’s about a poet.  And of course a lot of his characters—

JO  I thought I was the only person except for Susan Sontag who’d 
read anything of his.

EM  He’s amazing, amazing. Jane Smiley is a huge fan.

JO  That’s interesting. So if a teacher were to have a course with your 
book as a centerpiece or you as a centerpiece, it would really be a course 
about literary creation and the process of how a writer gets to the point 
of being able or willing to commit herself to paper.

EM  Yeah, and the act of finding oneself, and finding oneself writing 
are the same acts, or can be. 

JO  If one were studying Inferno it probably would make sense to 
proceed by themes. One of the several interesting aspects to the book 
which could be examined, it seems to me, besides sexuality, is language—
the way that you use language is very different from the way anyone else 
uses language, and then the structure of the book itself, with the book 
within a book, is interesting. And there are a couple of books within the 
book, right?

EM  Actually no, when you say “a book within a book”—



JO  Well, the foundation application sort of wanders off and becomes 
its own novel.

EM  I very much wrote the grant section because I so wanted there 
to be a third person. I was interested in using the self as a character, and 
following that character and her world and not always letting her be the 
most important or interesting character in the scene, and I kept wonder-
ing about the third person, and I tried a little bit but I don’t really like 
writing in the third person. So I kept thinking about how to write the 
third person of this poet character, and then I thought about the writing, 
the problem of making a living as a poet, which is always the joke every-
body makes about being a poet. If you tell somebody you’re a poet they 
generally ask you if you have a day job. Everybody assumes that you’re 
broke and that you have no money and that you have no way of making 
money. I wanted to talk frankly about how the poet makes money. One 
of the ways to make money is through grants and we’re always asked to 
tell the story of our lives, and it’s sort of like, you can’t really tell them the 
story. It’s like, I love Henry Miller because his writing—it may or may 
not be true—it feels like the story of his life.

JO  That’s so neat, I never would have connected you and Henry 
Miller. It now makes sense but I never could have— he’s sort of the arche-
typal sexist . . . but very, very interesting. This brings up another point: 
this is a novel where the main character’s name is Eileen Myles. And it 
features people whose names some of us are going to recognize.
What’s the connection between this work of fiction and reality?



EM  It’s a little bit like a bad mirror. It’s like walking next to reality, 
but just like we know about reality TV shows—they’re edited. And they 
often propose “What if we go do this,” “what if you do this in this scene,” 
which may not be what you would have done in your life if it wasn’t a 
reality show. 

JO  You’re acknowledging that this is not an accurate rendition of 
what you experience or solve, but a partially rendered picture.

EM  Yes. Sometimes, in order to end the section, I made something 
up. And I changed names, for the obvious reasons. If I felt a person 
wouldn’t be comfortable with a story, I changed as much as I could, so 
they wouldn’t be recognizable except to somebody very close. And some 
people always know. So I kind of made things safer for myself and other 
people, and in some cases I simply didn’t tell things that would have shed 
light on certain things, and let things stay—I think when you don’t tell 
everything, you’re editing as much as you are when you’re editing. It’s 
like things are always related to other things, so I told things sometimes 
in their own kind of separate light, and that was a kind of withholding 
of information. And there were things I put in very deliberately— I was 
getting research money to do it —but also because I just wanted to have 
the character go to Dante’s grave because that’s what that a poet would 
do. So there’s that element of performance, too, enactment, which felt a 
little bit like a reality show.

JO  You mean filming yourself in words.



EM  Exactly, exactly. And likewise, the section where, as a young per-
son Eileen sees her first poet, Marge Piercy, in her college classroom. 
As an older person, when I happen to see a poster up that says “Marge 
Piercy is reading at Wellesley,” I’m actually in my novel. I’m performing 
in my book now. And whatever happened, it was pretty close to what 
happened. 

JO  Inferno has a very, I think I remember you don’t like this word, 
but, it has a “spoken” quality to it. You know, it has almost a Gaelic feel, 
sort of a nice Irish touch . . . the spoken word. But in fact it’s a very 
crafted book, and could you talk a bit about that. That it takes so much 
craft and work to get something to appear natural.

EM  Right right right. And that’s editing. If it really were just 
“blablablabla,” you know, there would be dead parts, and it would be-
come tedious. As a poet, I feel the art of poetry is really the art of editing. 
How you can create white space without anyone knowing it’s there. You 
just leap to things associatively. I spent ten years editing this book. It 
would be like “I’ve told this story, and this is the high point of this narra-
tive, and how, where, how can I leap from this chapter to the next one?” 
Those are big edits, but you know it’s like when Andy Warhol’s Interview 
magazine first existed, those recordings, those interviews were actually 
word-for-word. I think people loved it because it was so boring, because 
most conversations are boring. So I’m using speech as the metaphor for 
this book, and acting as if it is a recording. And I am recording thoughts, 
because I’m writing, but I’m speeding it up and pulling out a lot of the 
blah blah. When I was in graduate school in the 1970s I took linguistics, 



and it was the heyday of the realization that Black English was English 
too. So people who were going to be teaching multiracial classrooms 
were being urged to consider the possibility that rather than fixing the 
English of their students, they should, you know, like—

JO  Adopt it.

EM  Yeah! Encourage it and just basically get the language out there. 
I think a lot of writer’s block is the search for perfection. People want to 
make an utterance that sounds like literature. And the problem is that 
writing doesn’t always sound like literature. So I was influenced by this 
new faith in the vernacular—that we want black students to write in 
their spoken language. Which ever class that is. And of course, there’s 
Dante, who is my biggest argument for the way I write—“The Inferno” 
was a vernacular poem, that’s what was revolutionary about it. It was not 
in Latin, it was in vernacular Italian. That was part of its greatness, and I 
think symptomatic even of Dante’s loneliness because he was somebody 
who was banished from his home, Dante was. He wrote it all in Ravenna, 
which was not his home, because of the political situation—he couldn’t 
return to his home. And so surely the dialect that he wrote in was Flo-
rentine. So when I heard that about black students, I thought, “Well, I 
speak in a certain way,” and also in terms of speech, then and now I am 
aware that my own speech is cobbled together. I am from the working 
class, lower middle class. My mother was a high school secretary and she 
was very proud of the fact that she always edited the teachers she worked 
for, their papers, their writing. They couldn’t spell. Her first language was 
Polish, so she was very proud of writing and speaking in proper English. 



And she always corrected our English. But I was very aware of the kids 
next door who were more lower class—they used very exciting language. 
They would write, say these crazy things. “Bare naked,” you know—I was 
like, “bare naked, wow, that’s really naked!” I would come home using it 
and my mother would say something like, “There’s no such thing as ‘bare 
naked’!” Their excitement was reflected in their speech, and so I started 
importing some of their excess into my speech.

JO  But also using that speech then, that becomes a rebellion, too, if 
your mother is there correcting you saying “Eileen, don’t do that” and 
you’re using it anyway.

EM  It’s a way to be more exposed, to be close to the world. Women 
have to fight to be out there in this way. There’s so many ways we’re pro-
tected. And of course there’s a lot to be protected from, too. I take that 
language, the raw language of a female writer, a working class writer, 
and mix it in with the more middle class speech of the art world that I’ve 
found myself in, and it becomes a patois. If you look at the surface, it’s 
not evident—I’ve had plenty of people reject my work because they’re 
like “this is bad English.”

JO  So there’s your poetry and your fiction writing and your journal-
ism, and these have very different flavors, for example that piece you 
wrote about women and the reviews they get, which got a tremendous 
amount of attention—and you got an award.

EM  Yeah, Inferno got plenty of attention. 



JO  But, so, when you wrote that article are you writing in a different 
mode? You’re sort of putting on a commentator suit, and then you put 
on a— 

EM  Another hat—

JO  Poet suit, hat…

EM  Definitely a different hat. In a way it’s no different than moving 
from a sonnet to a prose poem. One of the things you learn as a journal-
ist is you write a certain length, like an art review is four hundred words, 
and a column is one thousand, and an article is two or three thousand, 
and those are like different-sized breaths, so you know what kind of de-
tail you can go into, and you know what you can’t do. And if the inten-
tion is to exhort, then you’re going to be getting up on your soap box and 
making some speeches, but not too much so that the people feel they’re 
being lectured to. And we all use this, we all trot out a third-person kind 
of self as needed, as in Inferno’s grant section. So what I was trying to do 
in that chapter was have both hats on at once. Have my hat keep falling 
off. I wanted to be unreliable.

JO  You slip out of character, right, to be the unreliable narrator.

EM  Yeah, the kind of person who won’t get the grant because she 
can’t keep her hat on. 

JO  Because you mentioned someone I never would have associ-



ated you with, Henry Miller, when you talk about this grant thing that 
way, I think of another writer I have issues with, but he was very clever 
and stepped in and out of narration. Is Nabokov somebody you think 
about?

EM  I read Pale Fire when I was pretty young. And when I was young, 
unless somebody told me something was really cool or important, I 
probably found it by browsing used bookstores, because a feature of 
my young depressed state was just to go into used bookstores and look 
glumly around. You could sort of tell what people were reading by what 
they were getting rid of. And so I picked up Pale Fire: there was the 
professor writing about somebody else, but endlessly leaking stuff about 
himself in there, and to see that someone could do that kind of farcical 
thing in literature was very exciting and impressive to me.

JO  Would you include that in the “Myles course”?

EM  Actually that’s a great one. Yeah, yeah and I never—it’s funny I 
never would have thought of it, but it was a really important idea to me. 
I mean likewise, I think kinds of narration, kind of um, not “vague,” I’m 
not sure what you would call it—

JO  Tricky.

EM  Yeah, yeah, or sort of like ... what am I reading right now, I’m 
reading a sci fi novel by Brian Aldiss.



JO  Sure, I know him.

EM  It’s called Non-Stop, and it’s a classic that he wrote in the 1950s. 
Overlook published it, and this crude spaceman is in the middle of some 
activity with some less crude spacewoman, and suddenly they’re de-
scribing something and, I don’t know, he used the wrong word. It wasn’t 
“lather,” it was something that was a very beautiful word, and I really 
thought about it for a long time, because I thought “who are we sup-
posed to think is conducting this narration? Is it not this crude space 
man?”

JO  Or is it an outside—

EM  Yeah! And I hadn’t felt that outside presence until that moment, 
which, actually now that I’m saying it, kind of gives me another layer of 
possibility about the book that I’m reading too. But it’s—oh god, how did 
we get into this?

JO  Talking about layers, or narration and reliable or unreliable nar-
rators.

EM  Oh, so it’s sort of like, what I’m really obsessed with as a writer is 
to be both telling the story—to be both the art of it and the storytelling 
at once. To be writing about writing and for it to be writing. Or for there 
not to be a distinction between the narrator and the subject of the book. 
The book that I was thinking about was Jesus’ Son, the Denis Johnson 
book—which is just kind of post grad school, fucked up on drugs, un-



derworld. It’s a huge cult book, more than a cult book, it’s like in a certain 
canon. But it’s sort of pointillist in its thinking from the position of being 
from a drug-addled brilliant person. I mean in terms of micro-editing 
it’s completely on that level of a musical vagueness that still manages to 
carry you. It’s really such a challenge to think about how little you can do 
and still go forward. It’s like “what’s going forward then?” You know, if 
it’s just shattered thoughts, fragmented thoughts. 

JO  It really only all comes together when you close the book’s cover, 
but when you open it you find all these different pieces. That’s interest-
ing.

EM  Violette Leduc’s La Bâtarde would probably in that list, in that 
one version of a class. I always think of her as Simone de Beauvoir’s Gen-
et. She must have also needed to have a messy artist “other.” And again, 
with me, Miller is up there. Isherwood’s Berlin Stories, too.

JO  Eileen, I assume you think everyone has a story worth telling, 
but should everyone put pen to paper? Should everyone in the class be 
writing their stories?

EM  Yeah! At least certainly while they’re in that class, if that’s what 
that class is doing. I mean when I first started teaching I remember the 
person that interviewed me asking me what would I do about somebody 
that I thought was a very, very bad writer, would I discourage them, and 
I just thought, we don’t need to discourage anyone, most people are al-
ready discouraged.



JO  That’s great to hear. I agree a thousand percent. You can always, 
if you’re really looking with an open heart, find something worthwhile 
in a work. It’s very hard to read anything and think there’s nothing here. 
And the problem comes when you try to start saying “well, you know 
can I make that work,” and that’s really the question. It’s not whether it’s 
worthwhile or not. 

EM  Yes. Who could possibly determine that and yet people seem to 
have very definite safe ideas over and over and I think, “do we really need 
another bio of this person?” Do we need another review of this person? 
And so it goes—people get overwhelmed by the fear of leaving the liter-
ary canon to go someplace else, just as people get overwhelmed by the 
fear of being rejected by the ruling class, or ousted from it. Who are the 
best transgressors? It seems to me, those who know what it’s like to be 
on the outside, however they got there, not necessarily those who come 
from a place of privilege and power.

JO  So we’ve talked about how to parse your book, and the connec-
tion between creativity, writing, and sex. But if I were to sit down and 
study your book, would you suggest that a serious reader attack this the-
matically, or structurally?

EM  I’m thinking in big themes—the way the book is divided, it’s prob-
ably useful to divide the book in terms of teaching, the way the book is 
structured. The first hundred pages are very much a coming of age, and 
coming of age as a female, and really what that means. There’s one line 
someplace where I say: “It was like I had entered a room and everyone 



else knew I entered some other room.” Meaning that she thought she was 
being a writer, but really she was there as a piece of ass. The female writer 
is continually being returned to her body, reminded that that’s who she 
is when she’s trying to become text.

JO  That’s gonna make some professors uncomfortable. Yeah, that’s 
interesting.

EM  The word “ecriture,” that French word—I think it means “writ-
ing,” to become writing, flashes in my head. But I think the first hundred 
pages are just so much about that, even to the part where it’s like “is she 
going to become a prostitute?”

JO  She comes close to becoming a prostitute.

EM  Yeah!

JO  She looks at it, but then she turns away. The way you wrote that 
scene, it was very comical in a way, it was pitiful.

EM  Yeah.

JO  And it wasn’t horrific, it was just “I wanna get out of here.”

EM  By not asking for the money, which was pathetic from the point 
of being a sex worker, I think she reclaimed her own power. You know, 
by failing. There’s a lot of those questions in the first hundred pages, that 



are about femaleness, feminism, body, and success and failure. By failing 
to do the job, she became a writer, so it’s like writing as a kind of failure. 

JO  If somebody wanted to study Myles, would they go wrong by 
reading some of the classic feminist writers? I’m not talking about fic-
tion, but someone like Simone de Beauvoir, or even Andrea Dworkin’s 
non-fiction. You’re not coming at all this so much from a feminist point 
of view, are you?

EM  I’m affected by feminism. I’m of the generation of feminism, so 
I can’t be outside it. I’m there, and I’m in there. But I’m more a fellow 
traveler with writers, and that would be a whole world of people like 
Dennis Cooper and Dodie Bellamy, and Bob Gluck, the uh New Narra-
tive Writers. So it’s both some of the writers that I’ve met, plus the ones 
we’ve talked about, Miller, Violette Leduc, and James Joyce. 

JO  You mentioned Joyce and I wanted to jump on that. What of 
Joyce? Portrait of the Artist, or—

EM  Yeah, I would say that’s my favorite. Because the thing that’s fun-
ny about me as a writer is that I’m kind of in-between. I think O’Hara 
talks about himself being too square for the hipsters, and too hip for 
the squares—and as an experimental writer, I’m there too. Because I’m 
not considered avant garde by the avant garde, you know what I mean, 
I’m considered somebody who writes novels. Sort of New York School 
Poems, sort of personal poems. I’m doing something much more com-
plicated than that, but it’s a little true, too. I want my book readable: that’s 



really important to me. A lot of poets’ novels are not: that’s another genre, 
the Poet’s Novel, and Inferno would be on that list. But a lot of them are 
pretty fucking unreadable. Because poets disavow the idea of the mar-
ketplace, reading pleasure, all these things. And if you’re trained as a 
poet, you’re not trained to make them turn the pages, and I want that, I 
love novels. I want narrative, it’s just that I want to disrupt it, and fuck 
with it. If there’s any part of theory that interests me it’s the stuff about 
waste, which I think is Bataille. And though I’m not a huge Kathy Acker 
fan, much of what spawned her spawned me. I think she was very about 
all that French theory, about sex being the narrative and that writing is 
the waste of a culture. Writing is to create excess. That’s a lot of what I 
intend. It’s like to make the world real in my writing, some of the things 
that look like they’re just lying there, are there to say “this place is real.” 
I think maybe Henry James said that if there’s a gun in the story, before 
the end of the story that gun must go off. But I’m thinking, “There could 
be a gun in this room, and we don’t have to shoot each other.” There just 
might be a gun in the room. 

JO  And that also heightens the tension. They’re rules that you really 
don’t have to follow. 

EM  And the thing is that if somebody didn’t mention the piece of 
trash on the floor, it’s like “ooh, somebody didn’t”—I mean, it’s like some-
body didn’t do what they were supposed to do. What’s that about? So the 
part—it’s sort of like there’s a distracted—the quote I used at the front 
of the book is “the distracted person, too, can form habits”— it’s Walter 
Benjamin, and Inferno really is a novel of distraction—that too would 



be a great category, Writing of Distraction. I would put Denis Johnson’s 
Jesus’ Son on that list, cause it’s like “are these wasted lives, or important 
lives?” Because a female life is often a wasted life. 

JO  When you talk about antecedents, or influences, or what inspires 
you, you mentioned a few writers’ names and then you talk about your 
working-class Boston roots and your childhood, but am I wrong in sort 
of trying to connect you to an Irish, a sort of American Irish tradition? 

EM  You mean, as a writer?

JO  Yeah, as a thinker, as someone who kind of identifies with that 
kind of spoken—

EM  I guess Catholic as much as Irish, which isn’t necessarily Irish, 
so—yeah, but I think that a lot of the aversion and feeling about the body 
is very Catholic. 

JO  And the thing with religion and instruction—

EM  And that’s why I love Portrait—it’s impossible to read that book 
and not realize that the pressures and the tension, and the—

JO  And the desire to escape, and the repression—

EM  Reading James Joyce in college, I remember I thinking that “to 
become a writer I have to leave my family, and my home, and my re-



ligion.” That was in the sixties and early seventies, we were still read-
ing Hemingway and Sylvia Plath, and there was just this sense that the 
writer had to leave it all. Foolishly I tried to do that and went to Europe 
for six months where I was just a depressed kid.

JO  What you had to do was come home and look at where you came 
from and—

EM  Yeah! And fail at all available possibilities until I realized the 
most successful failure was to be a poet. . . . I want to provide an answer 
to how the novel is organized. The first part is about the female and the 
body and the text. And I think the second is the social. The grant invites 
the writer to be public, in a way. And how is the writer public? To make 
money you can’t do it alone. 

JO  And then how do you, the writer, fit into this literary tour of 
people jostling for attention up on the stage.

EM  And where will the support come from, and that’s how we en-
counter the art world, and the various institutions that support the 
poet. 

JO  So you go from the private and the introspective to the personal 
and the public. 

EM  Well, I think the first section is this collision of the private with 
the public. The second is, you become public, and how does that look? 



And the third becomes a poetry handbook. Because it really was intend-
ed to be “how to write a poem,” but of course the book is filled with bait-
and-switch trails. And it’s also how to become a lesbian. If you thought 
you were going to get a nice book about becoming a poet here, you’re 
also going to be becoming a dyke, which might not be the desired narra-
tive. So everybody possibly gets the wrong story. The middle story is the 
wrong story. It’s not the right grant application, and this person will not 
get rewarded for this. 

JO  That’s very interesting, the wrong story: the applicant will not get 
the grant application. 

EM  Failure is very big in the academy at this moment. It’s one of the 
hot theoretical issues. . . . and I like the other thing too—the novel of 
distraction . . . .

JO  The novel, the Poet’s Novel: the Novel of Distraction.

EM  And, and—what else were we just talking about?

JO  The wrong story—

EM  Yup. That’s it. Those things are all related. 
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