K1M M1NKUS / Subworlds: A Conversation with Maxine
Gadd

KIM MINKUS: When I started to do research for this interview I went to the
Vancouver Public Library and found first edition copies of Guns of the West,
Practical Knowledge, and Hochelaga, and Westerns, which was a collection of
those three, and when I opened Guns of the West there was a flap on the inside
of the outer cover, and inside the flap were these mythical photographs, and
also broadsides-one of them was "European Interest in the Ottoman Empire."
MAXINE GADD: My favourite!
KM: Then I found this piece of paper-it looked like somebody had typed it
up and then taken a pen and a pencil and scratched out certain words ...
MG: ... Oh yeah? ...
KM: .. . which I found really fascinating. It was part of something. It wasn't
something complete. But the last two lines on this sheet read, "What difference
does it make? Pull as hard as you can." Those words really hit me and it was
like I found this magical mini-archive hidden inside this book. I wanted to ask
you about some of the process that you've been going through with New Star
Books, because you've been going through your own archives, in a sense, and
rediscovering things for the production of Backup to Babylon, and ...
MG: . .. Subway Under Byzantium . . .
KM: . . . so I'm just wondering if you've had any surprises or moments like
that, when you're just hit with either the words you've written, or something
discovered?
MG: That's always fun. I live in pretty semi-chaos. My little studio-it's
impossible to get into, sometimes. I don't have enough room to spread stuff
out, which I'd like to do, so things float in this sort of plastic island, like the
one in the ocean that's the size of Texas, and things do turn up like that. I just
found one poem, actually, that I don't think I've ever published, and I thought,
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"Why didn't I publish that one? It was OK." I'm finding a lot of stuff that never
got published. Sometimes you like it. Of course, the next time you look at it
you think, "That's crap."
KM: You're given it that space, right? The space of years or time.
MG : I really need to be able to distance myself from a poem. Just let it lie. And
sometimes the longer it lies the better. I think a poem does have a shape, and
sometimes it comes and you don't want to interfere with it, so you write as
fast as you can to get as much of it as you can remember. It's like a dream, in a
way, isn't it? Living dreams that come to you. And often it goes from you-that
sort of memory of that shape. So that's why it's good to put it in a box and then
years later you can pick it up and say, "Oh yes! That's how that solves!" I find
that happens to me. Sometimes even a year later, you know, it's sort of like
Sudoko or something.
KM: Interesting. So it's like re-discovering that shape.
MG : It's probably disingenuous to pretend that artifice doesn't come in, and
will, but I think, especially in the hippie days, there was the attitude that-I
guess we wanted to be innocent, or something, in the '6os. That's bill bissett's
kind of thing. His voice is that of the innocent, no matter what wicked things
he said. And there was that desire-the Romantic, I guess-that is no longer
really acceptable. It is really very inhibiting, now, to find yourself thinking,
"Oh God, I'm doing something Romantic" and all the people you admire are
doing these very formal things. There's always some sort of restraint, isn't
there, and Romanticism goes against that kind of restraint. It comes and goes.
I'd say we're now back to Alexander Pope, almost, who was a remarkable
political writer.
KM: That might lead into my second question. I wanted to know if you
thought of what you were doing in your recent books as sort of unearthing. Is
it a project? In Lisa Robertson's interview with Ted Byrne (TCR 3-15), she talks
about her process for Lisa Robertson's Magenta Soul Whip, where she went back
into her archives from the last fifteen years. When she compiled the collection,
she wanted to do an anti-project, to be anti-formal-she didn't want a big
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conceptual project. She wanted an "un-project," which I found interesting and
maybe a bit surprising. So many poets in our community work in project form,
conceptual form. Do you see your writing as a project?
MG: No. Maybe I do. I feel quite distant from it now. I'm not sure if I'm going
to do very much more. Of course, as you get older you start to do more. I mean,
like Olson, eh? Charles Olson felt he had the necessity-the mission-of being
the great man. A lot of feminists have had great woman projects, too.
KM: This idea of the life poem.
MG: Like Lyn Hejinian. Have you read her stuff?
KM: I have, yes. Something that you can go back to in your writing and keep
doing-keep continuing on with this project or anti-project or un-projectthis collection.
MG: I always wanted to bring things up. I wanted to be subversive, or
something. Be subversive to the grand narratives which I love-I'm thinking
of Lyotard and the post-modern. I love those French guys. I think there's a
beautiful clarity to their thoughts. The idea that we've taken for granted these
grand narratives of progress and right and justice and you fundamentally have
to question your belief in these things, which is part of that kind of broken
poetry, where we break down the sentence and syntax and all the assumptions
that you make. Olson worked to do that too. In a lot of his work, he deliberately
shattered a ton of assumptions and concepts. The side I'm on would be .. .
KM: ... a shattering?
MG: ... a questioning and play. Like those little things- the plays and prose
piece-I sent in to The Cap Review. Did you see them yet?
KM: Yes, I have them here with me.
MG: You want to catch yourself out. I think that comes up in some of my
things. I come up with new ideas and the unexpected. Don't take it for granted
that the character's going to go along with some sort of particular narrative or
any particular plot.
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KM: In some ways it made sense to me when I had a look at the plays because
reading through your poems, there are all these voices and you have operas
and you have sound and bits of dialogue and raging-like the very last poem
in Subway Under Byzantium, "OK, OK She Says." I want to talk to you a bit
about some of the names of the characters in your plays, because you have this
character, Doris Day, in Pash Play, and then you have this character Trot-I
kept thinking of Miss Trotwood from David Copperfield-she was his aunt and
she hated boys and men-I have no idea if that's anything, but the characters'
names ...
MG: Trot Trot Trot Trot! My mother, actually-her father used to call her
Betsey Trot when she was a child. I think Trot is more of a sort of working-class
character amongst the academics. I felt like that at university, that I had a kind
of working-class attitude to a lot of, I guess, middle-class assumptions about
life. Which was not to expect very much, because you expected to be kind
of disdained at a certain point. God knows it wasn't that bad at UBC . Much
worse in England and places like that. But I think that women themselves
when I was growing up were equally disdained and dismissed, so that if you
wanted to get in there you had to be quite aggressive, come in with something
and then feel quite defeated and completely lost! And I think losing it is part
of my poetics. Losing it is an advantage, I think, and losing it is, of course,
ecstasy too. You can just let some other things take over. That is the project,
I suppose, losing it. Is it? You always want to get beyond the rational, I think,
and yet the rational fascinates me.
The older I get the more I enjoy academic work, for instance. Now I can read
a lot of stuff that's academic because I understand the need for it. The need
for order. But I've always kind of fought the need for order, because order is, I
suppose, part of the patriarchal regime that is so unconscious. It's foolish to
even think that you can resist the structure of language and the structure of
society-all the attitudes that people have built into them by the time they're
seven or eight years old. You pretty well know what's expected of you. I don't
know about your generation and the next generation.
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KM: Oh no, it was the same. I grew up in the '6os and '70s and it was very
much-as a woman you should be pretty, you get married, you have a house,
you have kids, you have a car, you have another car. Education was somewhat
part of that, but even if you try to be outside it, you're still trapped within that
system because . ..
MG: . . . it's huge. Language is so tied up with it. Infested with it. You can fight,
and I know I was a raging feminist for a long time and did a lot of activism
and such. When I first came to the Downtown Eastside, I still put my body
on the line every once in a while for the various parades and protests and
things like that. I went up to City Hall to protest that grand old theatre that
they allowed to rot, decay completely, so that they couldn't possibly save it,
down on Hastings, just a few buildings down from Carnegie. I remember as
a kid I used to hear wonderful Chinese opera music coming from there. It
was a grand theatre for a long time. Then some guys bought it and put up
these high rises, these condos. I went down to city hall and there were all
these wonderful people who live in the neighbourhood-beautiful, articulate
people. But it was pointless, you know? These guys had their minds made up
from the beginning. People are very ready to make their minds up. But there
it is. My mind is made up, too. I've got certain attitudes. Everybody does. It's
these conflicts between different attitudes that-I guess that's our material as
writers, isn't it? All these attitudes.
KM: Like the preacher lady in your "Babylon is Gone, I Weep for Babylon"
piece, this woman that rages. I guess you've been part of this community for a
long time and you're seeing its destruction, and it seems like a lament, to me,
that piece. Would you describe it as that?
MG: I would say it's a lament. I used to love this woman. She used to sing
sometimes. One day I stopped and listened to her for a while, and told her how
great she was. After that I never heard her sing again. She would rave, and
people would come up to her and lean over her and threaten her. She was so
fierce.
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It's gone. But life's like that. Vancouver, when I was a kid, was quite different
from Vancouver now. You used to be able to get a cheap place to live. We all
found weird old places. Beautiful old places that somebody let for what we
could afford to pay. What's the next phase going to be for people? I guess you
just have to fit in. That is the stress. You've got to look right. You've got to act
right. You've got to speak right; you've got to think right, to fit into this.
KM: As poets and as feminists. I wanted to ask you about one of the poems
in Backup to Babylon, "My 135 th Feminist Nightmare"-! love the title of that.
You've talked about being a feminist. I went to a wonderful conference a couple
of years ago, and at the end of the conference we were to talk about what we
had accomplished, and it was such a waste, three hours spent trying to define
feminism. That horrible academic tendency of having to define everything. I
want to think of things more as relational. What is your relationship to the
word "feminism"? I sometimes say to my friends, "We're women and we're
poets. How can we be geniuses?"
MG: Everything works against it. Even people that love you and that you love,
or whatever, they're always, if they're men, they're always invading. Of course,
women do the same thing to women, too. But as a woman I suppose you feel
you have to be open and accessible and mediative and mediate things. It's very
hard to have that wonderful selfishness that the male genius has. I hate to feel
like I'm undermining men, but it seems sometimes that we all give up, that's
what happens. We all give up, I think.

KM: Do you think there's a way of not giving up?
MG: Well, just to have a voice and then the ego, I guess. That's one of the big
things. You see, spiritually you're supposed to-this was really big in the '6osyou're supposed to become more Buddhistic, and surrender your ego and that
was being preached. And then with feminism you realize, "Where is my ego?
Where is the ego of other women? Where are all the other women? Where are
their egos and their genius?"
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KM: Certainly the older I get the more I realize, "Dammit! I need an ego!"
Because I think you're always taught to be more submissive, that ego was a
bad thing.
MG: Yeah, you're just not spiritual, man, you're supposed to get rid of your ego.
KM: Why?
MG: Yes, "Why" is the question that feminists started to ask, I think, and
here we are. We're still doing it. I guess that's our project, isn't it, to become
ourselves. Genius is an interesting word, you know. Aristotle talked about our
daimons . ..
KM: ... as outside, something outside ourselves.
MG: And yet it was the tutelary daimon. I wonder if it is related to the genie in
the Muslim religion. Genies seem to be like objects made of fire. I'd love to be
able to talk to somebody about that. But genius is fire, isn't it?
KM: It's that thing. It's so rarely applied to a woman, or it's just a word that
we're afraid of. We're not supposed to have genius, we're not supposed to have
egoMG: The Victorian thing of putting the woman on a pedestal meant that she
was above all that, she was "Mother." Motherhood is supposed to be above
all that, but human beings need conversation. Conversation is part of writing.
Writing is conversation. It's a conversation with yourself, and it's a conversation
with your voices and your influences and other writers. The price of being a
genius often is to cut yourself off from that conversation. Maybe that's the
definition of a genius, somebody who is born into privilege and is allowed to
isolate himself or herself and find a project that she can keep doing, but the
permission has to come from her own economic independence.
KM: Maybe that's the thing-we need money in order to be geniuses.
MG: That's what Virginia Woolf said.
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KM: I was reading an interview at the back of Lost Language, and you were
talking about Simon Fraser University-this is going back to the topic of
theatre. Daphne Marlatt had mentioned something about guerilla theatre at
SFU and you said it was not theatre; it was reality.
MG: Well, part of it was that I had a child and met other people with children,
and we needed day care and so we used to move children around to different
places that looked like they were empty, and security of course would find us
out and we'd have to move on and keep moving. That part was reality, and
yes, theatre is real. People-we-are totally formed into symbols at an early
age, and theatre is involved with characters that are symbols, really. We are
expected to act as symbols: the perfect stenographer, the perfect mother-so
what is reality? Reality is a dream.

KM: Do you have a lot of dreams?
MG: My dreams are never that nice. They're horrible. Dreadful. I don't know
why people always think of dreams as something delightful.
KM: That's an interesting comment. Why did we create this idea of a dream as
being a lovely place to be?
MG: Yes, whereas it's just a reiteration of what else is happening in our life, in
a kind of funny soup way, like back into the soup of our lives.
KM: Is that like theatre for you?
MG: I don't do theatre now. I was interested when I was fifteen-I was seen as
a sort of possible actress. Did some stuff with the CBC. Then I took a course in
theatre and was really furious because I wanted to play Ariel but I was too big
for Ariel, I think. But I really responded-I loved the demonic quality of Ariel
in The Tempest. There's the poet-the prince, and his dominion of all these
demons and his powers, his magic books. But I couldn't play that. One of the
reasons I started to write a lot of poetry for awhile in my life was that I wanted
to write my own parts, you know? And establish my own voice, because most
of the characters that were available were just despicable or uncomfortable
or not very-there aren't many great pieces for women. How many are there?
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Some of the Greek tragedies had parts-I guess French tragedy had a lot of
great parts for women, but she had to be ...
KM: ... she couldn't be the demon!
MG: No, you had to play noble parts, or mad parts, of course. Mad partsmadness has always been acceptable for women as a part.
KM: That reminds me-I went back in my archives and found this old issue of
FRONT magazine, the Giantesses issue edited by Lisa Robertson.
MG: Oh, what fun! We all got drunk and laughed.
KM: There is a great interview in here between Lisa Robertson, Catriona
Strang, Rhoda Rosenfeld and yourself and you're talking about bilingualism
and using other languages in your writing, and you said it's great because
you can jump out into these other worlds. You talked about how every world
has its codes, and then you said, "I mean sub-worlds." And I guess it was this
word "sub-world" that really interested me. With something like Pash Play, the
language is like another code, another world: a world I've never been to, a
sub-world.
MG: More like a dream world. Most of those things seem fairly real to me.
There might be little pieces that are taken out of the soup and put together in
another way, into another soup, but they're still parts of our environment. I
watch a lot of television. It's horrible. It used to be radio, and you know, always
these free newspapers that turn up, and I gobble them greedily while I'm
drinking my coffee. There's no way to avoid them except to go away. I tried to
do that once when I went to live on Galiano Island, and I thought, "Oh good,
I've got my cabin in the woods and I can walk to buy groceries and things." It
was a perfect little sort of sub-world, Galiano Island, but pretty soon people
are knocking on your door and want to talk about your problems and . ..
KM: . . . and there's more that you can add to the soup?
MG : Yeah, yeah, and there's no way to cut it out, really.
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KM: I have a question regarding fear. Or terror? Particularly about the sort of
rant or scream. I want to know if terror is part of it, because certainly when
you see some of the type in, "OK, OK She Says," you "see" the sound come
off the page, and I find that with quite a few of your poems, I can "see" the
sound and the emotion behind it and all these voices. This leads to a question
about the idea of the page, and sound, and rage, and fear, and all these things
that can come off a page. Is the page of the poetry your way of sounding these
things out, if I can say it that way?
MG: It is a theatre, isn't it? It's a stage, and I'm sort of tempted to go towards
collage. I've always had friends who were artists, and collagists, and so I think
maybe if I ever have some time, I probably will go back to collage. I did some
stuff in the '70s, I guess, when we had a machine called a Roneo, and it had
two barrels. In one barrel you would put whatever you wanted to print, and
the other barrel had a little stylus, so it would copy. It would copy print, but
it would also copy pictures. I really had a lot of fun with it. I made a book
called Practical Knowledge. There aren't many copies of it around. I'd like to
reproduce it. It was a mixture of a little drawing and a little-there was a lot
of play power. Now we have a lot of equipment that we can do things like that
with, and I'm still stuck in-I find myself receding back into prose, like the
piece about that lady ("Babylon is Gone, I Weep For Babylon"), and I realize
I owe some storiokes-just plain prose stories-I guess they've been partly
written and I need to get back and write them. Prose actually takes a lot more
time than poetry, I think, because with poetry, you just hang in there, and
generally speaking it's there and that's it. But with prose, you really have to
hone those sentences.
KM: You've got to get those sentences working.
MG: Yeah, and poetry, modern poetry anyway, seems like so much fun for
people, but it's not much fun for the reader, and it's a fairly acquired taste to
be able to pick up and read a book of poetry, and if the poetry does sound like
prose, then it's not poetry any more, as far as I'm concerned.
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KM: With your plays, do you want to hear them? Do you want to hear the
different voices performed in a theatre?
MG: It would be fun. I did one, "Maxine meets Proteus in Gastown."
KM: I loved that one!
MG: They actually did a piece of it down on Granville Island, and I thought
it was just wonderful to have somebody else read it. It was very affirming to
have it done.
KM: I have one last formal question, a sort of fun one. The very first line in
Lost Language is ...
MG: "Always will you love angels and find them dying in your arms ..."
KM: Yes. "Always will you love angels." Angels are so much a part of your
writing. And I guess I wanted to ask you: will you always love angels?
MG: The angel is the male beauty to me, and I've always found that very
beautiful men are very fragile. I've found that most of the men I've loved have
been beautiful but fragile, and I guess that's why women give up things for
them. Give up their lives to protect them. And they do die. I got my friend to
do the photographs for that book, and she got the picture of the statue down
outside the train station. It's a big bronze, and there's the angel holding this
First World War soldier in her arms, taking him up to heaven-that's the angel.
Angels are powerful when they're female.

96

