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Marilyn Nelson, a former Connecticut State Poet Laureate and finalist for the National Book Award, was a professor of English at the University of Connecticut for 24 years.  Carol Gilbertson of Lutheran Writers Project was delighted to do a cyberinterview with poet Marilyn Nelson through several email exchanges.  Here’s their discussion.

LWP:  How did you discover Venture’s story and decide to build a poetic sequence around it?

MN:  I moved to East Haddam, Connecticut, in 2005. Immediately, people started asking when I planned to start writing about Venture Smith, who lived out the last of his years and is buried here.  I had begun to study Connecticut history during my tenure as state Poet Laureate, so when I learned his story I wanted to tell it.  When I research historical stories like this one and others I have done, such as the Emmet Till story and the life story of George Washington Carver, I try to deepen my understanding.  I am curious about their lives, I sympathize with their sufferings, and I admire their courage.  

LWP:  You talk a little in your preface about how Venture’s story compares to other slave narratives.  Can you talk a little about how you see his story as distinct from other stories? 
MN:  Venture’s story is earlier than most other published slave narratives.  It takes place in New England while most other published slave narratives are by slaves in the South.  And it describes more financial success than heartbreak.  Venture's story is both painful and triumphant.  His economic success was a tremendous triumph.
LWP:  You talk about your difficulty in understanding Venture at first.  Can you tell us a little more about that?
MN:  Venture thinks in terms of the financial value of things and people.  At first I found this off-putting, but then I realized that he was a man of his times, the late eighteenth century. He was a rationalist who accepted the general assumption that everything has a price.
LWP:  I love the resonance of Venture’s name—that his purchaser named him because of his own venture capitalism in purchasing him, but that Venture also is a real adventurer throughout his life, someone willing to extend himself into space and situation to discover and adapt to something new.  And then his last statement in the poems—“Freedom’s a matter of making history, / of venturing forth toward a time when freedom is free”—suggests another kind of metaphorical venturing.  Can you talk a little about the venturing aspect of his character and his story?
MN:  I don’t have more to say about it than what you’ve already said!
LWP:  Many slave narrators express a strong religious faith, though it might be tested throughout their difficult lives.  Venture is fairly understated about religion.  How do you understand Venture’s religious faith?
MN:  That’s a good question. I can honestly say that I don’t know anything about Venture’s religious faith.  We know he belonged to a church; he’s buried in the churchyard. I would be only guessing if I ventured to say something about his faith, since he does not discuss it except to point out the hypocrisy of his Christian contemporaries.
LWP:  The narrative ends on a melancholy note as Venture bemoans his sons’ life choices and premature deaths.  How do you read his last comment, the quotation from Ecclesiastes, “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity!”?
MN:  Apparently he was disappointed in his sons.  I don’t know why.  Subsequent editions of his narrative delete this postscript.  
LWP:  It seems to me that the poems are more emotionally expressive than the narrative.  Did you consciously work to make the poems bring out his inner life?  To what extent do you think you remain true to Venture’s voice in the poems?
MN:  I tried to present the emotional life I imagined he must have had.  I hope my poems are a true approximation of Venture’s actual feelings.  Again: there’s no way of knowing, since we know him only through his dictated narrative.
LWP:  One of my discussion questions on the book asks about places where you invent features of Venture’s story.  Can you explain how you paired this biographical narrative with these lyric poems?
MN:  I’m not sure which places you mean.  I wrote the poems in the latter half of the book (the ones that take place in Connecticut) while doing a collaboration with the Florence Griswold Museum of Old Lyme, Connecticut, so I used landscape paintings in the museum’s permanent collection of as prompts.  Some of them imagine Venture in those landscapes.
LWP:  I’m fascinated with how collaboration works.  You worked on this project with the artist Deborah Dancy.  Can you talk about how you two, as verbal and visual artists, worked together?  Did you influence each other’s work throughout the process?  
MN:  As I implied, the Connecticut poems were part of the museum’s exhibition in a small book together with the landscape paintings I had used as prompts, so they were—sort of—collaborations with the painters.  The enlarged edition of the book, which includes the original narrative and Deborah’s paintings, was done separately.  I wrote the poems first, and Deborah’s artwork responds to them.  So it was a collaboration for her but not for me.
LWP:  Can you tell us a little about your present work with Soul Mountain Retreat?
MN:  Since childhood I'd had a fantasy about being able to offer young poets contemplative time and space. So, instead of staying in the "empty nest" when my children left home, I sold our home and bought a large house in the country. I've lived here for five years, and welcomed something like eighty other poets, many of them from underrepresented ethnic or racial groups. I’m not sure where the name “Soul Mountain” came from, but the “mountain” is a metaphor, and I figure that as a black woman, I’ve got to have soul!  When my daughter first saw the house, she called “Vinyl Siding Mountain!”  Managing Soul Mountain Retreat has been a hassle.  We’re like many non-profit organizations, continually asking for donations so that we can offer some cost-free residencies and keep our fees low but still pay all the bills. Also, much of my writing time is given over to the business of running a non-profit business and a B&B.  But it's given me a great deal of joy, and what I think of as a extended family of "Soul Mountaineers." 
LWP:  I know that you have worked on spiritual mindfulness.  Can you tell us about it?

MN:  I’m a spiritual person.  I meditate – though only occasionally, I’m ashamed to admit – and, in the last ten years of my teaching career, I incorporated meditation in most of my classes. I like to ask students to sit in silence for the first five minutes of class time, and sometimes I ask them to meditate outside of class and to keep a journal of their meditation experience. I find that silence can be a great teacher.
LWP:  Thanks so much for your willingness to chat with us about your work!

