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Serendipity marked Eileen Myles’ discovery of the St. Mark’s Poetry Proj-
ect upon moving to New York City in 1974. Hosting readings by Allen 
Ginsberg and workshops taught by Alice Notley, the Poetry Project gave 
Myles a poetic education that complemented a long-held passion for 
literature, performance, music, and creative communities. The writing 
career that resulted resists fixed definitions and includes lauded poet-
ry collections such as Not Me, the autobiographical novel Chelsea Girls 
and the genre-defying Afterglow: A Dog Memoir, which opens with an 

accusatory letter from a lawyer representing Myles’ late pit bull, Ros-
ie. “Maybe as an ex-Catholic, I kind of fear becoming something too 
much,” they joke.

“They” is Myles’ preferred pronoun because of the multiplicity it 
represents. “I feel female and male, and neither part is abandoned by 
‘they,’” Myles declares. “When someone calls me Miss or Ma’am, I feel 
pissed; if they say Sir, I think I’m going to get caught. Neither is right. 
Not for me.”

Charles Shafaieh meets Eileen Myles, the poet who once ran for president. Photography by Christopher Ferguson
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Now asserting a general collective identity, Myles, in 1991, tried repre-
senting a particular collective by running for president of the United 
States. “There wasn’t any possibility that there would be a female can-
didate, a gay candidate, an artist candidate, a candidate making under 
$50,000 a year, a minority candidate,” they would later explain. Though 
Myles lost, they have continued resisting the status quo and asserting 
the presence and voices of those othered. In turn, they have continually 
reached new audiences, most recently through Cherry Jones’ character 
in Amazon’s Transparent who was inspired by Myles. Shifting seamlessly 
between trenchant political commentary, humor and poignant obser-
vation, they illuminate with delicate and often arresting precision not 
just life’s messiness but also the fantastical nature of our most quotid-
ian activities. 

Much of your work and commentary concerns your frustration and 
anger regarding politics, the mistreatment of female and queer bodies, 
among other critical topics. But in Evolution, you write “the world is 
never superfluous” and dancing appears frequently—even your titles 
are “wiggling.” Are you optimistic, at least about everyday existence? 
Sometimes you have to accept absolutely how bad things are to bring on 
a transition. Years ago, one really hot summer day, I was walking through 
my neighborhood doing errands in a sort of hell; suddenly, I had a 
thought, which I just had to mentally repeat: “It will always be this way. 
It will always be this way.” What was so weird was that it created a kind 
of air conditioner, this total acceptance of how I felt utterly condemned. 

Everything has limits. Whether it’s politics or Buddhism, evil is kind 
of a state of mind, and if we don’t agree to live there, it ceases to exist 
in a very real way.

Some people call social media a kind of hell. How do you feel about 
the digital world, with its proliferation of text? It’s sure great for poets. 
Having a poem in The New Yorker is nice, but people really want to know 
that it’s on the web, too, and available to everybody. The digital world 
works with the fragmentation of consciousness and aligns poetry with 
that. We’re having a heyday in poetry that I think will last a very long 
while because it’s the very consciousness which people are speaking in 
today. It wasn’t that way 20 years ago.  It’s also great and kind of nuts that 

“When a poet dies, everyone gets up and reads their work. We’re like a big cover band.”

Once a fringe poet, Myles has now found a mainstream audience and critical recognition; Yale University recently bought their archives. 



FEATURES98

A
dd

iti
on

al
 C

re
di

t: 
N

am
e 

G
oe

s 
H

er
e

so many people come to me and other poets now through Instagram—
that pictures lead them to words.

Poems are about desire, you’ve said. Are reading and writing inherent-
ly erotic? On one hand, a poem is just a list of things, and a list is often 
about what I want. That can go off on many tangents, with lists about 
forgetfulness, ecstasy, shopping. It’s an open-ended tool.

But think also about the history of language: People suggest the first 
language is poetry. It was a sort of magical utterance, one up from ani-
mal sounds but repeated, which creates an altered state. That’s very sim-
ilar to sex and sexuality. Talking scores sex. You don’t talk constantly, but 
people say things at important points, and they have effects. 

That emphasis on sound foregrounds the musicality of words, too. How 
does your writing relate to music? I don’t play any musical instruments, 
yet there’s a way in which my poetry is that longing to make sounds. The 
way I imagine sound is pretty fantastic. The real performance is the act 
of writing itself—you’re weaving and bobbing through all these strata. 

There’s nothing more exciting than the first time I get to read a piece 
aloud. It reiterates that moment when I was conceiving it and hopeful-
ly realizes it because when I’m reading I hope people listening can lift 
the work off the page forevermore. That corresponds to music, which 
always has the capacity to fill space.

But too often people don’t want to listen, especially if what you’re read-
ing is considered “difficult.” For a long time, the mainstream publishing 
world published the “official poets,” and the weirdos and experimen-
talists were outside of that to a large extent. One can be changing lan-
guage a little too fast for the institutions of literature, and that’s a kind 
of badness. In the very act of making a poem, poets protect us. We’re 
making small revolutionary acts, a nest where we can show dangerous 
things. We can hide things; we can create a code of information. For a 
while, political poetry was not the mode—there was a sense that, even 
if you were an avant-garde poet, you didn’t want to be carrying a mes-
sage. That conflict doesn’t exist anymore. Messages can contradict and 
occupy the same space, which means you don’t have to make a poem a 
guided missile. It’s like comedy in its way. 
 
A poet is—almost by definition—unable to work in isolation. How 
important is community to your work? Lots of poets probably love the 
idea that they learned to write poetry alone, but that’s not my experience 

at all. I studied in workshops, read in open readings and published in 
anthologies. Even when I first went to artist colonies, I had a hard time 
sitting in my studio and writing all day. I was so used to writing a poem, 
getting on the phone with a friend and reading it. Developing work apart 
was very hard for me. I didn’t have that support to go out on a long path 
by myself; I needed somebody to catch me. 

When a poet dies, everyone gets up and reads their work; that’s how 
we memorialize them. We’re like a big cover band! There’s nothing more 
pleasurable than covering your favorite poem in public, hearing it aloud. 
There isn’t so much a fashion today of reading each other’s work at po-
etry readings, but whenever anybody does it, it blows people away.

You built much of that community for yourself when you moved to 
New York. But do you agree with critics who label you a “New York 
poet”? I do to the extent that I became myself in New York, so New York 
in many ways turned me into me. The city’s “too muchness” advocated 
a permanent sense of multiplicity of ways of making art; it always felt 
that instead of being stuck with this situation or that group, you could 
just move slightly. New York is my aesthetic, too, but in many ways, the 
city that made me isn’t there anymore—and then it also is. 

When I first went to Rome, it was weird how many time periods were 
present at once. New York has some of that, but it’s so piggish. We just 
knock anything down, and it’s shocking what isn’t preserved and what 
is, accidentally. 

I kind of embrace and deny the idea of being a “New York poet.” The 
first time I went to write at the country home of some artist friends, what 
was so exciting was to bring my way of writing to nature and realize that 
nature isn’t so different from the city. The city’s way of piling incident 
on was happening in nature, but just in a softer way.

In some languages adjectives follow nouns, making you a “poet” above 
all else. Does that appeal to you more? I hate adjectives. They weigh 
down the flow and predetermine things way too much, wherever they 
are in a sentence. The little words you jam in lessen, giving people the 
option to say “I don’t like that” in this in/out way. Women and queers 
often get a quick description of how to understand them. I want to be 
amplified in terms of possibility! I want to be a paragraph, not just a 
word! But if it’s going to be a word, I want it to be something that will 
throw you a curve. Dennis Cooper called me “one of the… most rest-
less intellects in contemporary literature.” I really liked that, because 
the thing is not to sit there being bored—just go. 

“So many people come to poets now through Instagram—pictures lead them to words.” 

The 2015 rerelease of Chelsea Girls introduced Myles’ writing to a new generation. 
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