Robert Jarovi: You impress me as a writer who crafts strong stories apart from the literary trends of the day or personal fame. Has this always been so?
Alistair Macleod: Yes I think so. I try to craft strong stories, as you say. I try to make stories that will endure and that will stand the rain, so to say, and I try to do the best that I can. I write slowly and carefully and I hope that the end result is worthy of this so called dedication.

RJ: Have you ever been criticized for a perceived slower output, say by someone from the outside who merely reads your biography or the back-cover of your books?
AM: I think that I do do other things. I teach, and I have other aspects of my life. And I don't write eight hours a day. I don't know if anybody really does. You know there is always this idea that perhaps your book should be out pretty soon and so on, but again I just do the best that I can with what I've got.

RJ: You seem to have reconciled your career as a writer, and a professor of literature. When you teach creative writing is there a third self between those two poles?
AM: I think there is, but it's a very friendly third self, because you are dealing with literature in all three areas: as a writer of it, as a teacher of it, and as a midwife to help younger writers give birth to what is within. So I think the three merge quite satisfactorily. I like the Creative Writing because it is always fresh and always new and you are always dealing with new material. Hopefully you are making the process better for other people. 

It's different in that the standard literature more or less stays the same, although there is room for interpretations. If you are taking a text say, "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" you can have confidence in the stability of the text over a certain period of time. Whereas if you read a story written by a young person whose subject is how much she dislikes her mother, or a story that deals with the difficulties of love, the texts are always changing. So the night before, or the week before you discuss that kind of work, there is a heavy investment in time that is not the same in teaching literature. It is to use the term, labour intensive.

RJ: You have stressed in your creative writing classes the uniqueness of the writer's experience and to encourage that personal voice. How does one go about tracing a personal history?
AM: Well I start by telling the student, "Write what you care about". And if they really care about their subject then it will be the best for them. I think all great writers are like this, though certain subjects keep repeating themselves: The nature of love, the yearning to belong, and so on. I think what one tries to develop is the unique voice that is the individual, and stress that no one has your fingerprints, your insights or your vision of life. I think that one must remember that great writers are themselves first, and that they don't lust after each others material. W.O. Mitchell does not lust after Mordecai Richler's material, nor did D.H. Lawrence after Henry James'. 

What you try to do is make every student the best that he or she can be. We are not in the business of clone writing. I really don't like schools of writing where someone says "Oh, you come from such-and-such a college, and everybody there writes about masturbation". I think that if everybody who comes out of a program writing a certain way, and they have to do that to get an A, then a lot of those people are sublimating their own individuality to get through the program. They are all saying, "Well, if the boss instructor wants stories on sex with trees, then we'll write about sex with trees". But deep in their hearts they are probably saying, "Not my subject at all". I think that whenever you get programs that foster certain kinds of styles or subjects you are negating the personality of those who are in there.

RJ: But it must be hard for younger students who have role models and read biographies and have a different image of the process.
AM: It's very difficult for them because we all begin by reading the works of other people, and influence is very strong. What you have to do is use the influence to help you, but you have to kick free; eventually your own voice has to emerge.

RJ: You had your start in the small literary press. How important are they to the overall literary scene, especially in these economic times which have become quite hostile towards the artist?
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AM: It's very had to know. Norman Levine has a story called, "We All Begin in a Little Magazine". So people have to begin somewhere. The university student has his faculty journal. I think there are more journals out there than there has ever been, and journalists and editors like yourself are hardworking individuals. In these harsh times we are encountering, and in the mindset of the present government, funding may be threatened, but I think stories will always go on, the way music, or art will always go on in spite of people who may not perceive its importance. These people are wrong.

RJ: My great-grandmother recently passed away. She was from Czechoslovakia and the last of her generation. A part of me feels I will not truly know her because I am separated by a language I will never speak, and a tradition I know little about. How important are oral histories to you as a writer?
AM: I think as I have said we all come from some place, and if you are in your place for some time, your place intensifies you. And if you move away, there may be some kind of alienation or some loss that takes place. And this is true if your ancestors came from another culture. If you are unable to speak the language, you lose some of the freedom that results from that kind of interchange.

One of the interesting things about this country is the intensity of Quebec literature. And that's because they have a culture where everyone can pretty well speak to their grandmothers or their great-grandmothers! Once you lose the language of a previous generation, you lose access to those people. What you have very often in this country is a kind of uniligual grandparents, and a middle generation who are bilingual, and a third generation who have to resort to a pidgin-Czechoslovakian. 

Getting back to your idea of oral history, I think we should realise that "story" is much older than literacy, you know, and that all kinds of people tell stories who can't read or write. But I think that as a writer, and I'm quite interested in this, I like to give the impression that I am telling the story rather than writing the story. Because I have, in the back of my mind, the idea that some of these stories could be told by people who do not read or write. All culture has oral history, all culture has story. Some cultures are more literate than others, but they all have stories. It is interesting to think that what we do as writers comes from storytelling, which is I think as old as man.

RJ: Many of your stories contrast the integrity of small communities with the anxiety of the large metropolis, the strength of a close family with distance or ambivalence of the extended one.
AM: I think we must realize that the concept of home means different things to different people. So people can't stand their homes wherever their homes may be and want to get out of them as fast as they can. And other people wish to stay in their homes with their families, with their landscape and so on. I think one of the tensions in a lot of my stories, and this relates back to the situation of Newfoundland today, is that, because of economic circumstances, people have to do what they do not want to do. You are economically driven to do what you emotionally do not want to do. 

RJ: So then I wonder if the concept of the exile you had developed in your stories twenty or thirty years ago differs from now.
AM: I don't think so. The whole world is full of people on the move for economic reasons. If you look at the world, you see all these people migrating, moving, going to be the toilet-cleaners of other societies. I am interested in people doing things they do not like to do all of the time.

RJ: Those sentiments reminds me of the South Asian writers now living in Canada. Many find Canada home, but still long for their origins.
AM: Well those are very intense voices. Rohinton Mistry writes about different things than I do but we are both engaged in the same business. I could never do his work, because he goes so deep. He knows we are all the same in a macro-culture, but in a micro-culture his world is very different from mine.

When my students ask, "What should I write about?" I say, "Well write about what you think about, what worries you". I think your landscape dictates what you worry about. I think the literature that comes from a cold place, is a different kind of literature, because we worry about different things. My work is very popular in Scandinavia, and translated into Russian and so on, and I think its because we share that same landscape. 

RJ: I think Glenn Gould wrote about that in his "Idea of North". Even his choice of repertoire shows this: Sibelius and Grieg instead of say, Chopin, Liszt or Debussy.
AM: Yes, I think if you live anywhere in Canada, and I'm talking to you now in February, you can freeze to death anywhere with maybe the exception of Victoria. Nobody in Miami in February will freeze to death. Other things might happen to them, but not freezing to death. So I think there's a whole body of worry and concerns inflicted upon us in the winter: antifreeze, the car starting, the mitts, and so on. I think there are certain worries which come from certain landscapes, and I think that if you live in Saskatchewan or Newfoundland your landscape is different. You worry about the tides, the drought, the rain or whether the cod fish will come or not. And landscape induced worries condition how you feel.

RJ: Rather than trying to put the ideas first.
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AM: I think that all art comes from feeling first, then you discipline your feeling. If you feel like kicking your cat because you are grumpy, it's probably not art, but it is a feeling. What you try to do is impose the discipline on the feeling, so the feeling is able to flower as best as it can.

RJ: Your famous story, "The Boat" deals with a boy who came to realise -- and this is one of your big themes -- that "... it was very much braver to spend a life doing what you really do not want rather than selfishly following your dreams and inclinations."
AM: One of the things I was dealing with there was how you look at your parents when you are young. You kind of think that parents know everything, and later you think they know nothing, and still later you think they know a little bit. But it never entered in his mind that his father would want to do the same thing that he wanted to do, like go to university to read books. Because he thinks that everybody who fishes, fishes, and everybody who works in the car plant, works in the car plant. They are all interchangeable parts. But later he has that kind of moment where he sort of says, just because you do it does not necessarily mean that you like it, or you could not have done other things.

RJ: The mother had a contempt for the reading of books. It was not real work.
AM: I didn't mean to paint the mother harshly. What I was dealing with there, is that she knows how to live a life, you know, and it's a certain kind of life. Her view is so solid and it's been sustained for generations of people. I think of that woman as someone who really knows how to do it; to live a life. But then she says, well none of my girls are interested in the right things. Well, what's the right thing? The right thing for her is not the right thing for them. 

RJ: The prospect of death weighs on many of your characters. Is it something about rural Nova Scotia and Cape Breton which creates an immediate awareness of mortality, or is it the vast Gaelic melancholy they inherited?
AM: I think it's a bit of both. I read an article the other day about equity in the workplace and so on and there were certain professions that weren't making much progress in terms of equity, and they were described as the killer professions. And the killer professions were mining, construction work, logging and fishing. I guess what I'm saying is that a lot of people are going to die doing the work, whereas I'm probably not going to die as a university professor. But there are professions where people lay their bodies on the line every day and which are very dangerous. Everybody talks about stress and anxiety in the work environment, but not everybody is engaged in work where you may lose your hand, or your eye or your life. So I think these people have different kinds of anxieties and different kinds of fears, and I think the families of these people share in that; because if your father or husband is swept overboard or killed by a log or killed in a rock fall, your life will be forever different. 

There are a lot of children now without fathers, and parents without sons. I'm interested in people who use their bodies in the fulfillment of their destinies because they are doing something that other people are not doing. The Highland melancholy [laughs] or whatever it was you referred to, I think this comes from the same kind of people. This is what they were doing in the Highlands, you know, they were always worried about being swept overboard or killed in wars, frozen in snow drifts.

RJ: Now I ask the inevitable novel question.
AM: I'm working on the inevitable novel. And one of the differences between writing a novel and short stories is that it takes a long time. Most of those short stories I wrote when I was kind of consumed by a certain idea, and when you write a novel -- and I work mostly in the summers -- months can go by before I pick it up again, and I say, "Oh I'm not sure if I want to be saying this anymore". There is a time lag that takes place. So it is different and more of a spider-web effect; you touch something on this end and there are reverberations. 

RJ: You probably could not have had that scope earlier in your career.
AM: I think you are probably right. I hope this will work out, that I have done the right thing by deciding to write this novel. The stories are to my own mind rather intense, and I don't know if you can sustain that intensity for three hundred pages. We'll see. I am not being coy, but you can't be finished until it is finished.

I'd like to say: "In twenty years time who will read this?" But that's the luxury maybe I have what a lot of 20-year-olds don't have, because they are working for the moment to pass their course for a job or whatever. But you really have to, if you can, have a long-range view of your work. Virginia Wolfe once said James Joyce's work when she first read it reminded her of an undergraduate scratching his pimples! History has proven her quite wrong in that judgment. But if Joyce upon reading that said "Well I guess I can't do this anymore, I'm going to quit and get a job in the dairy" or something like that then we would all be the poorer. 

If you can believe that what you are doing is good enough you shouldn't be dissuaded by people from the other religion, or other political party.

Robert Jarovi was born in Windsor, Ontario where he completed his BA in English & Philosophy. In his first year in 1986 he took MacLeod's course on English Romanticism and was forever changed.






