Poking a Stick in the Eye of Silence: An Interview with Martha Cooley

craft talk by Colleen Olle

Martha Coole)'

Martha Cooley is a long-standing
member of PEN America, a contributing
editor for A Public Space, a professor of
English at Adelphi University, and the
author of The Archivist, Thirty-Three
Swoons, and most recently the memoir,
Guesswork: A Reckoning with Loss.
Begun as a journal, her memoir in essays
takes place primarily in Castiglione del
Terziere, a small Italian town in the
Lunigiana region where Martha repairs
with her husband, Antonio Romani, to
write and work on co-translating Antonio
Tabucchi into English. Although only a
dozen or so people reside year-round in
Castiglione, the inhabitants prove
engaging, entertaining, and eccentric
from the two elderly women who serve as
the borgo’s storytellers and newscasters,
to “mythomane” Loris Jacopo Bonini, a
“doctor-pharmacologist and poet” who,
with his “consort and helpmate,”
Raffaella, “happiest in the company of
Mia, her enormous Central Asian
sheepdog,” gives tours of their castle and
its amazing library of rare medieval and
Renaissance manuscripts. Most
importantly, her fourteen-month
sabbatical, or “caesura,” as Martha
poetically dubs it, marks “a deliberate
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interruption, a chance to reckon with
divisions imposed by loss”: specifically, in
the span of a decade, the loss of eight
close friends to drug addiction, illness,
and suicide. In addition, her father,
showing signs of early dementia, and her
mother, blind for years and suffering a
recent heart attack and broken pelvis,
move to an assisted-living community.

Hiking daily, Martha navigates the
hilly terrain of her picturesque in-between
place and ponders her emotional
landscape while drawing insights from
the bees humming in the cemetery, the
black birds dancing beak to beak, the feral
cats slinking around, the bat gliding
through their bedroom, and the owl,
whose “eerie call from somewhere deep in
the garden is an aural magic wand, able
to freeze me in place.”

Straddling two countries, two cultures,
two languages, neither strictly at work
nor on vacation, she gazes at the
shipwrecked Costa Concordia and
contemplates her mother in Brooklyn and
the capricious nature of memory. Poised
in this liminal state, Martha vacillates
between anxiety and exhilaration,
pleasure and discomfort, confusion and
clarity, all the while journeying, in this
contemplative and sensual memoir,
toward acceptance and the realization
that guesswork will lead her where she
needs to be.

Martha was my first-term faculty
advisor in the Bennington Writing
Seminars MFA program. Currently in
Italy, she kindly replied to my questions
via email.

Colleen Olle: You’ve written two
novels, dozens of essays and short
stories, and co-translations from
Italian, including Antonio Tabucchi’s
Time Ages in a Hurry. Now you’ve




written a memoir. Why a memoir?
How did the experience of writing a
memoir compare with that of writing
a novel?

Martha Cooley: I didn’t intend to write a
memoir, actually. My university granted
me a sabbatical year, starting in May
2012. As I tried to plan for that time off,
all I knew was that I wanted to work on
my (third) novel and undertake a
translation project—the Tabucchi
stories—with my husband and co-
translator, Antonio. I had no other book
projects in mind.

But things shifted. After Antonio and I
moved to Castiglione del Terziere, a tiny
medieval village in northernmost Tuscany
(for reasons elaborated in the memoir), I
found myself writing sketches. They
began inching or stretching or ambling
into the realm of the personal essay, a
form I'd rarely experimented with. These
narratives centered on my experience in
the village but ranged as well to matters
of language, of poems and poetry, of
friendship and family. Before long, 1
realized that the through-line connecting
the essays was loss and my reckoning
with it.

As for the experiential difference
between writing a novel versus a memoir,
I knew right away that I needed to set the
stage for a drama that wouldn’t be
narrowly personal. Thus the mise-en-
scéne had to be rich in sensory details, so
the reader could feel present not just
intellectually but also physically. Most of
all, I wanted the narrative to resonate
with its readers. I use that overused word
advisedly. To me a prose narrative, like a
poem, compels the reader’s attention first
at the sonic level; its words and sentences
function seductively, like the flute player
of Hameln enticing the children. Not to
abduct, though, but to enchant. In
Guesswork I wanted readers to hear in my
grief-inflected travails certain notes,
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chords, and echoes of their own
experience.

Novels and memoirs both need vivid
characters, of course. For a memoirist,
however, it’s risky to assume that
Individual X, personally fascinating to the
author, will interest the reader. I tried to
avoid this problem by offering as wide an
array of character types as possible. Some
of the liveliest characters I encountered
during my sabbatical year in Italy were
the animals in Castiglione, especially the
cats. I figured they might captivate the
reader, too, if I could render their
inherent strangeness. Hence the village’s
felines make many appearances in the
book.

Of course humans do, too; and not only
living ones. My dead, as I came to think of
them—friends I'd lost over the decade
before my sabbatical began—are
continuous presences, overt and covert, in
Guesswork. (Among them are several
people intimately associated with
Bennington: Liam Rector, Jason Shinder,
and Lucy Grealy.) I needed to honor them
in prose, though not in a deliberately
fictionalized context. Instead, T wanted to
bring them forward in a set of linked
personal essays that would borrow
liberally from fiction’s toolbox.

I'm a bit weary of all the talk around
the nature of fiction versus creative
nonfiction. In literature there’s really no
such thing as nonfiction. There are only
degrees of purposefulness, awareness, and
skill in the crafting of a prose narrative.
Successful works of fiction and nonfiction
engage us not because one is based in
“facts” and the other in “invention” but
because they’re well wrought, period.

I like what Theseus says in 4
Midsummer Night’s Dream: “And as
imagination bodies forth / The forms of
things unknown, the poet’s pen / Turns
them to shapes and gives to airy nothing /
A local habitation and a name.” What
interests me here are the forms of things
unknown—unknown not just to the



reader but to the writer as well, and
initially inchoate. That airy nothing is
precisely what the writer must somehow
locate, name, and shape into a narrative,
which might then be termed fiction or
nonfiction; it doesn’'t matter.

CO: In The Archivist, Matthias says,
“A good archivist serves the reader
best by maintaining, throughout the
search, a balance between empathy
and distance. It is important, I've
discovered, to be neither too close to
nor too distant from a reader’s
desire.” Is this a guideline you use in
your own writing? Does the guideline
change in any way when writing
nonfiction vs. fiction?

MC: Unlike Matthias, I don’t think much
about proximity to or distance from
readers and their desires. I try instead to
be loyal to my own desire, which 1s to
move from the quicksands of memory and
the hills-and-vales of imagination to the
more solid terrain of drafting and
revising.

CO: Because of all your losses, which
vou describe in Guesswork as a
“strage, a massacre” you feel your

writing has suffered. Yet despite the
privileges of health, a happy

marriage, and a gratifying job in
academia, for the past ten years my
life-work—my writing—has felt
invalid, in both senses of that word:

weak and spurious, feeble and
unconvincing. The urge to just
do it that used to counteract
self~-doubt won’t buoy me.
Each day, shame indicts me.
Prior to their departures,
none of my deceased friends
ever made death the fall guy,
nor did they whine about
whatever they
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weren’t accomplishing. T
picture them conferring and
agreeing: too bad she can’t
wake up.

When contrasted with a chronic
or terminal illness, worrying about
what one is not accomplishing seems
to be a privilege, doesn’t it? And yet,
for a writer, not writing and/or not
writing as well as we’d like can feel
emotionally, psychologically, even
physically and spiritually
debilitating. Did writing this memoir
diminish your shame or your worry
about what you are/are not
accomplishing?

MC: Certainly it was good to move from
being blocked to working steadily again,
and on something unexpected. Shame is a
chronic thrum in the background of my
conscilousness. I can label 1t as such, and
even mock it for being there, but it
remains wily: It goes underground for a
while, then reemerges. In Guesswork 1
decided to take a closer look at how this
mechanism operates in me. In others as
well—I don’t think I'm alone in this.
Women writers are particularly prone,
I've noticed, to feeling ashamed of what
they deem poor productivity. And to
underplaying what they do produce. To all
such nonsense Emily Dickinson offers a
brisk, salutary rebuke: I'm Nobody, who
are you?

CO: When you were nine years old,
yvour mother developed retinitis
pigmentosa and went blind. She
learned Braille, how to use a cane,
how to be guided by a seeing eye dog.
“She learned to memorize room
arrangements, to bake bread ... But
she rarely lets herself talk about the
emotional consequences of her
experience, and never in detail.”
Your mother’s reticence
contributed to your own. You write:



I taught myself to obey our
household’s implicit rule of
silence. Moving through junior
high and into high school, I
seldom spoke with either of my
parents about what Mom’s
inevitable loss of sight was
like, either for them or for
myself. [As a teenager,] I
regretted any lapse on my part
into angry or agitated speech.
What right did I have to it,
after all?

This pattern of remorse and
self-censorship continued into
adulthood.

Then in your late thirties:

The fog cleared when I gave
myself permission to do what I
wanted to do—finish
the novel I'd begun several
years earlier—and thus break
the lock of silence: not
Mom’s but my own. I stopped
longing to tell my mother how
I’d felt during her slide into
blindness; it wasn’t her
business and shouldn’t be her
concern. And I quit wishing for
her to talk about it, though my
curiosity ... never ebbed. If
silence served her best, so be
it.

Your acceptance of your mother’s
silence seems to have been connected
with your writing. Could you talk
more about giving yourself
permission to do what you wanted to
do, especially when it came to
finishing the novel (The Archivist)
you'd begun several years earlier?
Why did you need permission? What
was stopping you?
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MC: Nearly every human has a hurdle to
climb over with regard to his/her
relationship with a primary caregiver,
whoever that person might be. Sooner or
later, the (adult) child has to reconfigure
this relationship, in actuality or in spirit,
so it ceases to be that hall of mirrors in
which the child and the caregiver
mutually project needs, fears, and desires.
A writer either has to write her way out of
the hall of mirrors (“has to” in the sense
that not writing becomes very costly,
psychologically and physically), or find
another way to deal with it. How to write
one’s way out is, of course, the sixty-four-
thousand-dollar question. It can’t be
answered with a bag of cash, only with
hours and hours of work.

My mother’s silence was something I
respected and feared when young. As |
grew up, my challenge was to continue
respecting her silence, but to escape the
lure of emulating it.

CO: What was it like writing about
your mother? How easy/difficult was
it? Would you have ever read
Guesswork to your mother? Why/why
not?

MC: Here I'll cite the flinty counsel of
Lynn Freed, a former Bennington
colleague, who said that when it comes to
depicting family and friends in either
fiction or nonfiction, a writer has to be
ruthless. What this means in practice is
that the writer must decide where to draw
her own line in the sand. T didn’t write
about my mother til she was quite near
death; I wouldn't have published any
writing about her until after her death,
nor would I have read such writing to her.
That wasn’t something I could live with.
Once she’d died, it was neither difficult
nor easy to write about her; rather, doing
so was bracing—at once scary and
liberating, like diving under and through
a wave rather than getting thrashed by it
as it comes down on your head.



So there’s the question of ruth-
lessness, which I answered in my own
way. Yet I also wanted to bring to

Guesswork a quality my mother mastered:

restraint. It's something I greatly admire
in memoiristic writing. But it needs
modulating —too much restraint is
withholding, too little is exhibitionism.

CO: Your mother’s questions about
your writing evoked various
emotions in you—anxiety,
exasperation, frustration, im-
patience, etc. What about your
father? Has your father ever talked
to you about your writing? If so, how
do you feel about these conver-
sations? I also wonder what your
brother and sister think about your
book and your depictions of your
parents.

MC: I always talked with my mother
about books and writing; they were our
territory, just as teaching was my father’s
and mine. He was a very good junior-high
teacher, and remained curious about my
teaching life long after his career ended.
My father is quite senile now; he can’t
read books, so there’s no need for me to
worry about his reading my memoir. As
for my siblings, they haven’t read it, and I
don’t know if or when they will. But that’s
fine. Readers draw their lines in the sand,
too. Writers can get awfully worked up
over the reactions of family and friends,
but the fact is that ruthlessness starts
with the self. Just keep calm and carry
on, as the Brits say.

CO: Loss and grief for departed
friends as well as for your mother
pervade your memoir. Did writing
this book alleviate any of your grief?
Did it change your emotional
outlook/landscape in any significant
way?

MC: Like love, loss shapeshifts
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constantly, vet if it’s genuine it’s
constantly there. Writing Guesswork
required detachment, an ability to step
away from the intensities of grief in order
to witness how various losses were
operating in my life. They continue to
operate, naturally; writing doesn’t make
them go away. But it clears space around
them, aerates them.

CO: In your essay, “Novel Anxiety:
Notes from the Genre War Trenches”
(The Writer’s Chronicle, April/May
2011), you note that in today’s social-
media-driven world, “We’re still
looking to literature to tell us
something we don't already know.
And too many contemporary novels
just aren’t doing that.”

In both content and form, too
many novels published today
fail to startle, unnerve, or
exhilarate us, or to speak in
fresh ways to the actual
complexities of our experience.
In response, readers are
increasingly asking
themselves: gee, I've only got
so much time, and might I not
get a bigger kick—in the pants,
in the gut—from a work of
nonfiction?

Has your opinion changed in any
way regarding the contemporary
novel? Are there any novels you've
read recently that do succeed in
speaking “in fresh ways to the actual
complexities of our experience”?

MC: I've not become completely fed up
with long-form fiction, but I do tend to put
a novel (or story collection or memoir)
down pretty quickly if it’s not doing
something that rivets me. Most often, that
something has to do with language and
sensibility rather than with plot,
characterization, setting, or subject



matter. I'm always listening for a music I
can respond to. Narratives are musical
compositions with their own time
signatures, their own rhythms; if they’'ve
got too many or too few beats, they’ll fail.
A beat can be an action or gesture, a line
or stretch of dialogue, a shift in setting; a
beat can be as brief as a comma, as simple
as a tiny telling detail, as extended and
complex as a lengthy scene. A beat can be
white space—a pause, a moment of pure
silence. Point being: if the various beats in
a narrative aren’t well balanced, the time
scheme will be wrong, and the reader will
feel it. It’s like dancing with someone who
steps on your toes.

In the end, everything depends on
whether a narrative’s music is authentic
and natural or forced and contrived. A
story whose elements (subject and
themes, structure and pacing, tone and
narrative strategy) are all in sync, '
properly marshaled, will be a story with
its own necessary and wonderful sound.
You can’t legislate that sound, and you
can’t dictate how to make it right if it’s
somehow wrong. But you can work on it.
You can play with it.

Some novels I've enjoyed in recent
years: José Saramago’s Death with
Interruptions; Simon Fruelund’s Civil
Twilight; John Keene’s Annotations;
Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West; Yolanda
Barnes’s When It Burned to the Ground;
Laszlé Krasznahorkai’'s The Last Wolf;
Alexander Maksik’s A Marker to Measure
Drift—there are plenty more, of course,
but these are some highlights. I really
admired Hisham Matar’'s memoir The
Return, as well as Ruth Ozeki’s The Face.
Three recent story collections I loved were
Antonio Tabucchi’s Time Ages in a Hurry,
Christos Tkonomou’s Something Will
Happen, You'll See, and Ivan Vladislavié’s
The Exploded View.

CO: Are you still working on that
third novel? If so, how’s it going?
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MC: My novel’s finished, and it’s
currently looking for a home. I'm at work
on a story collection now.

CO: What do you wish you had
known earlier in your career about
writing? In other words, what would
you tell your younger self (or any
fledgling writers) about writing?

MC: I'd say, hey, you do have a body, you
know. You might want to stand up and
stretch, now and then. Do some jumping
jacks every fifteen minutes or so. Take a
long and conscious breath. As my writer
friend Mark Matousek says, “The body
doesn’t lie, and it doesn’t tell stories.” It’s
the writer’s most valuable (and most
vulnerable) ally. Writers of literary fiction
need to pay more attention to what their
bodies are trying to tell them as they
work. And to what their characters’ bodies
are saying, too. The body is extremely
articulate, but it usually speaks in a low
voice. One must tilt one’s head and listen
with care. ¢




