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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Hello. (laughter) Hello. My name is Paul Holdengräber, I’m the Director of Public Programs at the New York Public Library, now known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. It is a great pleasure to welcome you tonight or this afternoon, late afternoon. I would encourage you all to join our e-mail list, to become a Friend of the New York Public Library. For forty dollars, you become a Friend for a year, it’s a pretty cheap date. The upcoming season is revealed to you in part, only partially, on the flyer you have on your chair. Come and listen, for instance, for a different kind of night, to the next evening we have with Peter Gelb, the director of the Metropolitan Opera, Bar Sher, in December I will be interviewing Javier Marías, and at midday on the 9th of October, you will be able to hear the dancer William Forsythe with a philosopher and biologist, Alva Noë. Now, I would like to also let you know that after this event, Ryan Adams will be signing his poetry books and this will be done by 192 Books, our independent bookstore, and I insist on independent. There will be a brief period of questions and answers. And I recommend that you ask your question in fifty-two seconds. It’s my experience that fifty-two seconds suffices. There will be a mic put right in front here.

This is what Mary Blume had to say about Akashic Books and Johnny Temple in the New York Times in 2007. “Tom Stoppard’s latest play, Rock and Roll, examines Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution with the help of Pink Floyd. Rock music backs the film Marie Antoinette and the current stage production of Büchner’s Woyzeck, written in 1836–37, so why should Johnny Temple, who plays bass in the rock group Girls against Boys, popularly known as”—this was new to me—“GVSB—start publishing books? In a handful years Temple has become as big in independent publishing as in indie rock. His authors, mostly marginal or barely known”—I’m not sure this is true—“show up increasingly in the New York Times reviews, and while his imprint, Akashic Books camps with a staff of four in a scruffy room in the former American Can Factory in Brooklyn”—sounds enticing (laughter)—“Temple features as a so-called originator in a glossy whiskey ad in the New Yorker winter fiction issue.” Why doesn’t this ever happen to me? “One of the slogans of Akashic, Sanskrit for ‘giant library’ is ‘a cure for the common novel.’ Its other slogan is ‘reverse gentrification of the literary world,’ which Temple qualifies as fairly tongue in cheek. ‘I think that literature should be consumed by more than just the well educated,’ Temple said, ‘Reverse gentrification is the notion that we don’t need to just keep trying to sell books to the same people. These people for sure, but also more of the population.’ 

The Los Angeles Times recently called Akashic “fiercely iconoclastic,” and wrote, “as many in publishing struggle to find or to improve on an increasingly outdated business model, independents such as Akashic, which are more nimble”—one of my favorite words in the English language—“and less risk-averse than major publishing houses are innovators to watch.” Ladies and gentlemen, it is a pleasure for LIVE from the New York Public Library to start what I hope will turn out to be a vibrant and iconoclastic series of events with Akashic Books and with the bass player of G versus B and publisher Johnny Temple.

(applause)
You can stand up, Johnny. It is a pleasure tonight to—it is a pleasure tonight to welcome the songwriter and singer Ryan Adams, and poet, also of the just-published collection of verse Infinity Blues and Hello Sunshine, of course both published by Akashic Books, which he will be signing later. To engage him in poetry it is with equal pleasure that we welcome the Emmy and two-time Golden Globe Award winner, the actress Mary-Louise Parker. Ryan Adams and Mary-Louise Parker: you might wonder why the ampersand between these names? I was wondering myself. The answer is quite simply a shared passion—a passion for poetry, a passion they share, a passion they will discuss however they wish to tonight. 

Famously—perhaps too famously—Rainier Maria Rilke wrote in his Letters to a Young Poet the following, “I would like to beg you, dear sir, as well as I can, to have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and to try to love the questions themselves, as if they were locked rooms or books written in a foreign language. Don’t search for the answers which could not be given to you now because you would not be able to live them. And the point is to live everything, live the questions now, perhaps then someday far in the future you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.” Ladies and gentlemen, as we proceed with caution to unlock these rooms and find those books written in a very foreign language and do not seek to answer those questions, begging for our patience we are here tonight to hear why poetry matters, and Mary-Louise Parker and Ryan Adams will guide us. Please warmly welcome them to hear why they matter.

(applause)
RYAN ADAMS: I brought Sun Chips.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: You brought Sun Chips. Can I have some?

RYAN ADAMS: Hello. Let’s talk about poetry.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, let’s. So I wanted to tell that story. That’s my jacket—do you want to take it? Would it make you feel too feminine? It’s okay. The reason why I wanted to come here. I think what I think about when I think about you is the image that I have of that Christmas, that Christmas Eve that we had together. 

RYAN ADAMS: Okay.

(laughter) 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It’s not like that at all!

RYAN ADAMS: We were neighbors for about three and a half years.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah. So, I just remember that we’d been talking and talking and talking. And my son was coughing, he was like two, and I could hear him on the monitor, and I went upstairs, and it took me a long time to get him back to sleep. I was like rocking him and walking him and this took forever. And I came back downstairs, and you were sitting there on my couch—one of my couches at that time. And he was cradling—

RYAN ADAMS: That couch? That couch is a cloud with legs.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It was. I sold it. It’s gone. In any case, you were sitting there and you were cradling this book. I think it was—It was either The Story of Us or Blizzard of One.

RYAN ADAMS: It was Blizzard of One.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It was Blizzard of One. And he was holding it like this. And his face was—I mean, it sounds kind of Edwardian, or whatever, but his face was like actually quite flushed, and he was holding it and he looked up at me and he said, “I’m trembling.” And it was—it was—you just—he couldn’t have faked that moment. It was just so clear that he was affected by this book—that you were affected by this book, and I just felt like you had to be a poet, and you were holding it and you loved it and I don’t think a lot of people would have picked it up and kept reading it, but you picked it up, you kept reading it, and you were lost in it, and I don’t think you ever really stopped after that. I know I sent you some books after that.

RYAN ADAMS: That was a big moment. I think that for me probably I’m sure that this happens for a lot of people in life—you find something or you reconnect with maybe something that you used to do or that you used to be really super interested in and you find a new connection, and I think that that moment was a connection and also subsequently the fifteen e-mails or voice mail messages in the next month going “You need to write. You have too much free time. You’re driving yourself crazy, again, or more crazy,” was part of that. But yeah, definitely. I think—I think that I was pretty lost and—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah.

RYAN ADAMS: I remember shortly after that, Mary-Louise and I went to see Mark Strand read, and he was everything you think about when you think about this idea of someone being a poet, somebody being, you know, kind of a bit of a—you know, like a sort of a just a sort of quiet bastard, you know what I mean? Like a real disgruntled guy suppressing all this stuff, you know, and really normal looking but one thing is wrong. In his case it was his violently red shoes. 

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: But he’s kind of like a Norse god, isn’t he? Like, you can see him in a toga, you could just put him in—transpose him into any other time.

RYAN ADAMS: I’m like four foot eight, everybody’s a Norse god to me. Yeah, he’s a big man that should not wear those shoes. (laughter) And so you know something’s not—maybe.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: He’s Mark Strand. Yeah, he could have worn roller blades. Really, he can get away with anything.

RYAN ADAMS: And he read. He was reading in this—was it on Bleecker Street? Bleecker? It was across from that Duane Reade. (laughter) You guys know across from Duane Reade, right? (laughter) But it’s near Generation Records, for anybody that listens to extreme death metal, or, you know, anyone that got the last Terrorizer record, you know what I’m talking about. It was this kind of bar scene. People were, you know, drinking the, you know, Brooklyn Backflip Mud Ale, and doing the thing, and it was pretty noisy and there was a poet before, a younger poet—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Andrew Zawacki, who you don’t like, but I love him. 

RYAN ADAMS: No, no, no.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: You said he was a word assassin.

RYAN ADAMS: Absolutely. He has such a command of punctuation.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, he does, he does. It’s very dense, yeah.

RYAN ADAMS: Punctuation is jazz to me. So he had a lot to—and then Mark sort of breezed up and the place was still kind of—people were talking, I mean, everyone was relatively well behaved, but that said, he walked up and he got about maybe three sentences in, three lines of verse in, and the place just went really calm, because he could do it. His command of language, his abstraction. His abstractions were—they were like magic tricks, it was just kind of a really big moment for me, too, because I just couldn’t really believe that those people still existed, because you see pictures of them on like people’s Tumblogs, or like online, or in the bookstore, but there was a real walk-in superfreak that could write his fucking face off, you know.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Totally. And I remember you said—

RYAN ADAMS: I apologize if there are children here, I tend to cuss.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: There are?

RYAN ADAMS: I can’t undo it now.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I don’t think so. I think you can say it.

RYAN ADAMS: There is a certain amount of Dukes of Hazzard in me that was just—I cannot extract it, it never is going to happen. Sorry.

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: What I remember you said you felt like everyone in the room was getting something from it, and having some kind of image, and you felt like everyone had—was getting something different, but everyone definitely had something. Everyone was letting it in and was affected by him.

RYAN ADAMS: He was also affecting his own self, but not in a celebratory way, which I thought was interesting. I felt like—that what was—in thinking about what was going on, is that he was still so moved by this, by his image geography that he was, you know, obviously, you know, revisiting, that he put enough landmarks for himself to get moved, so that everybody else was totally along for the ride. It was really cool and then afterwards, he was kind of a bastard. (laughter) I say that in a good way.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: He’s a little withholding.

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, he’s like really—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: But some poets I think shouldn’t really read their own poetry. I mean, I think some poets they read it sort of monotonically or whatever and they’re still invested in something, and they still can transport you, just because they have a certain charisma or whatever. And I think some poets they get up there and you think, ah, you really shouldn’t read it, because ultimately unless it’s a room full of crazy poetry lovers, or other poets, I think generally people are a little bit afraid of poetry and they feel a little, like, mistrustful of it. I feel like when I say that I love poetry, people look at me a little askance, like I said that I don’t believe or electricity or something. (laughter) You know, like they don’t—they feel like it’s something beyond them that they can’t read, and I feel like I—we were just talking about this. I didn’t even really have a proper college education. I went to a conservatory, and I just learned how to, like, speak all day, but I didn’t, like, have academics, so—

RYAN ADAMS: When they say that do you think that if you’re speaking to a male and maybe their idea is that poetry, you know is—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Faggy?

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, is eighty percent for gays, (laughter) twenty percent for we’ll never see those—other people are people who just sort of live in the bedrooms with their, you know, like a Eudora Welty poster next to their Winger ticket stub—

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Right, right, but if you look at some of Mark’s poems, like “The Dress,” for example, it’s a really highly, like sexual poem, and it’s really—it’s accessible, it’s really easy to read, it’s not really academic.

RYAN ADAMS: Well, he is totally pervy. He’s a total language perv.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, he is a little pervy—

(laughter)

RYAN ADAMS: Language perv. But you see, he’s a language perv in a different way. He’s a perv with extreme control of language, whereas the fella that spoke before him that night, he just really was perverted about language. He couldn’t get enough of it. He’s probably texting his own self right now.

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: He did write an awesome poem that I do think you would like, called “Credo,” which is—I’ll send it to you, it’s really great. But some of it really dense, and there are those poets that I feel like I read them, and I immediately feel really stupid, and sometimes that’s good, I feel that stupid in a good way, I feel it inspires me to learn or to dismantle the poem and try to get something out of it, and sometimes I just wanna just throw it down, and think, well, I just—I’m too dumb to—like James Merrill, if you read a James Merrill poem or something, sometimes it just feels, like, a little bit beyond me, but sometimes I don’t mind that, because Mark says he feels like poems are meant to be read, and reread, and I think people feel like if you just read it the first time and you don’t get something out of it immediately that—that you should just toss it aside, but I feel like poems, like you should just let them wash over you, and not try to understand them, necessarily.

RYAN ADAMS: Like Led Zeppelin III.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Exactly like Led Zeppelin III.

RYAN ADAMS: It’s a disappointment when you’re sixteen, and then when you’re twenty-four—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It means something else.

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, and like either, you know, you get dumped, or you get dumped and someone gives you a j, you’re totally hooked up. 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Right, right.

RYAN ADAMS: Well, see, that’s the thing. So this is really—I specifically have this idea of talking about poetry and why to publish because now anyone can write poetry and throw it up—hang on to that for a second—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Anyone can write it now?

RYAN ADAMS: Well, I mean, anyone who chooses to write without being published could publish poetry, they could have a Web site, they could have people connect with them on the Internet or digitally. In fact, a lot of texting, a lot of the abstractions of language that happen now so that people can speak a lot faster and get—communicate their emotional information at a faster rate. I think that there is more and more—or at least, maybe I’m either getting older or this is really true or both, but people abstract language more now, more freely, and have more fun with it, whereas, you know, let’s say if we were to take somebody who was interested in poetry from the 1940s or ’50s and just for a brief second hook them up with a time machine and they were to look at text messages, they would think it is e. e. cummings or somebody like this, it’s just so fragmented.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Well, if you take—like we were saying, if you extract the punctuation from a sentence immediately there’s—there’s some kind of poetry to it—

RYAN ADAMS: More time.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, or something. It sounds more—it sounds more interested. And he was saying—what were you saying your favorite word was—“nimble,” or it was a word that you liked?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Nimble and pusillanimous. 

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Those are your two favorite words?

RYAN ADAMS: Can you believe—can you believe that accent?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It’s beautiful. What words do you feel like are your favorite words?

RYAN ADAMS: Will you call me later and leave me a message?

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I’ll have him leave you one right now. Do you feel like there any words that you overuse when you are writing, or that you always go to because they—they really work for you, or there’s something in them that’s elastic, that they can go, like, a lot of different ways, words that you fall towards. We have a friend who writes songs, and I feel like many of his songs, the word “rain” is them and “sleep,” and you know what I mean? 

RYAN ADAMS: You’re sure this isn’t me?

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Not always in a good way.

RYAN ADAMS: Rain is the easy out.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Rain is the easy out.

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, because it’s got water in it, there’s sexual connotations, it’s elemental—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It’s dark.

RYAN ADAMS: Well, there you go. (laughter) I wasn’t thinking that, but see, you go like, “look, I don’t have much time, just fucking put rain on there,” (laughter) I you’re out of the studio and you make dinner. I know that you know Mark Strand bathes in the moonlight a lot. Which is interesting. There’s moon and bathing—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Metaphorically? Yes, he does, he does. There are a lot of trees, actually in his poems, too, like people in trees, people sitting in trees.

RYAN ADAMS: Well, the idea of Mark talking about poems being something that should be used, you know, time and time again, this concept for me is—is it okay to discuss that? 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah.

RYAN ADAMS: Is, like songs, poetry, in my opinion, poetry that really moves me or matters to me, it definitely—my opinion of a poem and my feelings about a poem can change over time, which is different than music or songs even though, in my opinion, the idea of poetry is that it is the origin of songs. It is singing for people who choose to live without melody, so that’s to me really super—it’s just very beautiful to imagine that everyone is reading these things at a different meter, at a different pace, with their inside reading voice, who knows what that sound is, you know, everyone probably has a different one—I would hope they do, I don’t know other people’s experiences, and mine are probably very different, but so the idea of writing something down, the idea of writing something down also that is not on a screen. 

There is real human connection to this. You know, it’s something you can carry around with you. Of course you could read something on SpaceBerries or the iDoodles and all that stuff, you know what I mean, but there’s just something very intimate about the fact that it’s on this page, that the page is living and the word is living and so are you, and, you know, you’ve passed the entrance by a long shot, and now you’re headed for some exit, but you can’t quite see it for all this fog of day-to-day bullshit, and then there’s something that somebody wrote because they didn’t know you, but they loved you so much or they fucking hated you so much they wrote this shit down. I love that. That’s so powerful. And no solos. (laughter) Because you know what I mean? A solo can blow the whole thing.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Mark says a lot of poetry is about fear of death because if you sit and you examine your experience, which is essentially what you’re doing when you write, is to go into your experience of something, or of yourself, that what you will be met with ultimately is your mortality, and in some sense there’s always this trajectory towards death, which is why lyric poems are usually sad and why I think a lot of times people don’t like them, because people don’t like to read—well, most people. I do. I love to read things and be sad and read like really wildly depressing things. But I think a lot of people don’t want to be depressed when they read. They don’t want to enter into that. 

RYAN ADAMS: Well, if in fact death is a depressing topic, although it is a very—it is a—I think it is a universal, how should I put this? Obviously the idea of death being a dark, not very pleasant thing is there because it can happen in so many different ways but the idea of really going and exploring the idea of mortality, in my opinion, is if it’s happening you’re doing it because you’re alive, or because—not many zombies sit around discussing death. They’re just eating brains and finding shelter before dawn.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Or are they?

RYAN ADAMS: It’s all they do.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Or are they?

RYAN ADAMS: Or are they?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Or are they? (laughs)
RYAN ADAMS: You know, but that said, you know, I mean, it would probably be very, maybe this is true, maybe this is not true, but Jungian or it would be getting into trying to understand people’s proclivity towards certain subjects than others. You could say that it’s sexual and it’s related to the either fear or the concept of understanding death. And you know just trying to understand that, just trying to understand the entire cycle. I mean, there’s—it’s romantic either way that you look at it for me.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: What do you mean by romantic? Like what essentially do you mean by that?

RYAN ADAMS: In the truest sense of the word. Like, romantic, humanitarian, of man’s existence, of trying to conceptualize why anybody is here and what that means and, you know, there is a desperation I think in—there’s a desperation in art—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Totally, totally.

RYAN ADAMS: —in the same way that there’s a desperation in the way that people want to tear artists apart. Because for everything that you could do artistically there’s going to be—I’ve learned this—there is a gang of people.

(laughter)

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: There’s more than one gang. (laughter) There are several of them.

RYAN ADAMS: I like to think of them as just a big gang with unhappy face shirts on. (laughter) And you know, but there is this idea that if you’re doing something that’s too artistic or too much that it is out of entitlement—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Or ego, yeah, well, I guess they’re the same—narcissism.

RYAN ADAMS: Totally. But the mirror is there. And I think it is really so ignorant to choose to pretend it’s not. I mean, how does anyone learn anything about their experiences if someone else isn’t thinking about their own and trying to find a way to validate or to take it apart and deconstruct those experiences to give them—to give them—to create Polaroids of those moments, even if they’re wrong emotionally. And I think a lot of the stuff that I’m interested in—it doesn’t always stimulate people intellectually but it always stimulates them emotionally and this whole thing that I came from was this teenage revolution—at the very end of it—I got in the very end of it, and I was nowhere near southern California, where, you know, hardcore music was coming from or New York hardcore or any of this stuff but I got those records and it was all these kids, these young people who were like, “Fuck this and fuck you and fuck that and I gotta find something to make my hair stick straight up.” (laughter) But they all did something. They made a fucking noise, you know what I mean, they were like, “I’m going fucking make noise.” 

And that’s the same thing that, like, Allen Ginsberg was doing in my opinion, it’s the same thing that Frank O’Hara was doing, or Auden, you know, who was having this scandalous relationship with this guy Christopher at a time when people didn’t understand any alternative lifestyle. There was one way to go, you know, or there was two ways to go, and one of them was straight to hell. (laughter) And but now it’s different, it’s different in that, or it is to me, my experience is changing and I get a lot of power from this invisible gang of the unhappy face gang because it’s like you gotta love, you gotta love the idea of art so fucking hard that you’re willing to walk up to the wall and scrape your knuckles across of it and take an egg in the face, because no one—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Why is it? Why is always met with such like animosity—why are people so mean about it? Why do people want to dismantle it before they’ve even experienced it? It’s like Ryan Adams wrote a book, and somebody wants—I mean, not you specifically, and somebody wants to take it apart before they’ve even like given it a chance to wash over them or have any, like, effect on them. It’s like people—why are—it’s such a mean culture. You know, and I feel like it’s so much about Internet, because it gives people a voice and the voice that’s going to be heard is the meanest voice in the room.

RYAN ADAMS: Well maybe because I’m doing my job. That’s what’s good about it. But what’s sad is that what I do isn’t even that fucking controversial. It’s not political. It’s about, “Oh my God, I got dumped. Oh, fuck.” (laughter) Or—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Oh, is it about that?

RYAN ADAMS: Or, “We’re all going to die! Does my ass look good in these jeans? Oh, fuck.” (laughter) It’s all fucking so lame. (laughter) And there is, like, moments of humanity in that because the idea is, look, language is the church, right, and the rest of it is just bullshit graffiti in the fucking alley in the back of the church, but that stuff, that stuff, like, for me, like, that’s where I have to go and pay every day, you know what I mean? It’s like that’s where I like gotta go pay for real, not inside. The idea isn’t—the idea isn’t to do anything other than be a servant of experience, but I think, all that stuff said, it is the idea of writing, for me, of writing poetry or communicating emotional information in an extreme way, or in a way that isn’t extreme, is that all those kids making those fucking records that were so fast and just loud, and it was fun but there was such earnestness, because, I mean, every person I knew growing up gave such a fuck—and I don’t know why or how this works—but you have to pay for giving a fuck, you have to, because people—they have energy for you because they’re just fucking terrified to just—and I’m speaking openly here, but, you know, there’s a table and there’s your balls, (laughter) and you can put them on the table or you can walk away and go into a comment box, but there’s really no—but that’s the line.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: But I think unless you’ve been eviscerated—by like publicly like eviscerated, I don’t think you can really understand what it’s like, and I think that’s why people are just like, “Oh, they’re—you know, they’re famous, or they’re successful, or that so this isn’t going to hurt, but there’s like—a growing—there’s like a mob mentality to their meanness, and I think it just—I don’t think people understand like how—

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, and less about my stuff, really, but I keep thinking and of course those people are there, but obviously, you know, someone like Allen Ginsberg, someone that actually in my opinion with poetry changed a lot of people’s minds and really blew open the doors on so many levels to so many different types of art and also probably you know smoked some of the best pot that’s ever existed on earth and like really lived this crazy fringe life as a counterculture personality. There was a place for those kinds of writers, you know, because that’s the way that the world was and they were sort of breaking open the doors, and what’s interesting, or what I actually am really super interested in, is what is the next step?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: How do you be subversive now when somebody’s already written Howl, and somebody’s already, you know, how do you, how do you be alternative when there’s already been an alternative—is it to be mainstream?

RYAN ADAMS: Well, there’s so much information maybe it’s to not write.

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It’s just to sit.

RYAN ADAMS: To write like this.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Write in the air?

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah.

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: But you do that with your painting, too, so it’s the same—I don’t know, does it come from the same center, do you feel like, when you’re painting or when you’re writing a song or whatever that it’s coming from the same center, or it’s—do you access different—do you go to a different spot?

RYAN ADAMS: I mean—yes and no. I mean, I think the thing for me is I love all that stuff so much that I just want to try it my own self and then I get sucked in to that, and then there’s coffee—(laughter) and then—
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: The Vitamin A salad?

RYAN ADAMS: What is that?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: The Vitamin A salad that you used to be obsessed with from Lifetime. The one with the green stuff.

(laughter)
RYAN ADAMS: Thanks for that.

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It’s true. It’s a healthy thing.

RYAN ADAMS: Counterculture.

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: People don’t know this about you. I know. You’re breaking barriers.

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah. I forgot what we were talking about. 

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Salad.

RYAN ADAMS: You shut me down. You do this to people.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I don’t. I don’t. I was just talking about your love for salad. In any case—

RYAN ADAMS: Oh, yeah, so, painting, or art.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I feel like your paintings are poetic. I feel like your songs are poetic. So I feel like maybe it’s all coming from that same—so poetry was inevitable for you, maybe.

RYAN ADAMS: Maybe. I mean, you know, there’s a lot of people that would probably argue that they would rather me do that stuff so that they wouldn’t accidentally run into my jams, and that said, it is a different—you know, to be honest, I always, when I was younger than this, you know what I mean, when I was a young man, I had these ideas that I could be a writer, but I didn’t have any kind of attention span. I still really don’t. They make medicine for that, but it doesn’t make you a very nice person. (laughter) I don’t recommend it. But so for me playing music was a way to sort of put a Band-Aid on that dream, and, at the same time, I really loved music, so it seemed—it seemed like a really—it seemed like a really physical way of engaging in poetry or engaging in verse. Because for some people, you know, they just can’t get enough language. You know, they just can’t get enough. Or read anything or they are attracted to reading and it’s just all the time, and so, you know, I sort of got sucked into that life.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Do you feel like you read more poetry when you’re writing poetry or do you think it feeds what you’re writing, or do you feel like—I kind of think if you read a good poem it makes you want to go write one.

RYAN ADAMS: I do this really amazingly dumb trick that has just kept me entertained forever. And it’s I get two pieces of information that are in no way creative at all, or they’re not meant to be creative at all, and one of them is a reference book—I’ll just go get an eighty-cent reference book from somewhere. And then the other thing is I’ll either get like a—I’ll just pick out a page from a newspaper or something like that. It could be, like, an article about food, like Vitamin A salad, or whatever. And I’ll kind of put them on either side of my work area. And I won’t touch anything for a while and I’ll just consider what was on this page and what is on this page. And let’s say like maybe someone was talking about how to make a good fruit salad. They are like, “look, you have to use the strawberries”—I don’t know if that goes in a fruit salad, I obviously don’t have fruit salad—“The strawberries—they have to—in order to make this fruit salad, this rustic, autumnal fruit salad, the strawberries must be picked on a Thursday, and they can only be from a basket made of twine, and there must be an orange wall behind the strawberries, and it has to be floating on a raft made of popsicle sticks, floating down a river.” 

And the way I’ll get there is of course I’ll have the reference book probably open to “popsicle sticks” or “river” or whatever I’ve underlined like I’ve chosen some stuff and I’ve chosen some paragraphs and all of a sudden I start thinking about, you know, that woman reminds me of a floating strawberry on a raft of popsicle sticks rolling down my river and then I’ll go “oooh,” (laughter) and, you know, like my insides will kind of go ruff, ruff, shift around, you know, and I’m like, I’ve gotta write this shit down. And once that goes down, it’s like the first bit is done and the rest of it is sort of—it’s kind of like the too many basketballs in the bedroom closet, you open the door and out they roll. (laughter) Sorry. I shouldn’t have any more of this tea.

(laughter)

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: How do you feel about your sec—I know that you feel that your second book is really a result of where—that you’re in a different spot, and when you were sitting down to write a lot of that, did you feel like there was this—Because I feel like what you’re saying right now is there is a sense of deliberateness, like, “I’m going to look at these two things and I’m going to sit and I’m going to find inspiration from them,” and is it ever just because of the spot that you were in your life you would just sit and organically something would happen and you would just write, or do you feel like there was, like, intent of where you’re going to go with this poem or what I’m going to write about or—

RYAN ADAMS: Winding back to that Christmas and that book and that I was reeling is that you really gave me a great gift by sort of, you know, leaving the bowl of milk out for my stray-cat soul or something. Because I kind of quit writing too many songs because I just need something to do. I’m just one of those people that you know I will take apart your VCR if you leave me in your house (laughter) without something to read. You come back and I’m like, “Look, there could have been dust in there and you left the coffee on, look at me now.” 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: You cleaned my floor once. I came back and he’d cleaned my floor. You were like, there was a hot dog under the table. 

(laughter) 

RYAN ADAMS: There was a hot dog explosion. 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: He did, he cleaned my floor.

RYAN ADAMS: Oh, snap, I lost my train of thought. 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: You felt like, where I was asking if there was always deliberateness when you sitting down to write—

RYAN ADAMS: Just jump on the caboose at the last minute. So yes, the idea, I think the idea of finally going, okay, there’s all this writing that I have done that didn’t—that obviously wasn’t meant for songs. And it was stuff that I had no courage about. I had no courage to consider, I had no courage to print, I had no courage to share it, it just terrified me, the way this terrifies me on every level. It—I was drawn to it and I knew that I needed to deal with that, because I was drawn to it, but I was fucking scared of it, too, so there was something there. There was something there. It needed to be thought about and investigated, and I went down the—I just pulled all of this writing out and then I started to write around the writing, and it was—it was—it was life-changing in every way because I was able to find out that, at least for me, that first amount of rereading and going to a typewriter every day, I set a crazy schedule for myself where I got up at seven and I wrote at eight and I wrote until noon when I took an hour off to go smoke one thousand cigarettes, which I don’t smoke anymore, and don’t smoke, if you don’t, because it’s terrible, and then I would write again until four p.m., and then I would just go freak out all day, you know, or freak out more. 

And this whole process as I was writing, is that I realized I had so much just—just fucking resentment and just tar-black, just putrid disgust for so much stuff that it was really great. It was like those seven-inch records all over again, it was like, “Goddamnit, I’m really angry at some stuff, and I’m really just going to explode, you know,” and then I also found out that I really liked stuff, too. It was a really, really deep experience for me on every level. I got to know myself in such a crazy way, such a crazy way.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: You kind of exploded, though. I felt like you just couldn’t stop writing. You would send me like the poems, and they would be really long.

RYAN ADAMS: Oh, yeah.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Really. I still have a lot of them on my computer. It’s almost like—do you feel like you rewrite things a lot or do you edit—do you feel like you’re a good editor of your own writing? (laughter) Or do you just, you know, let it lie?

RYAN ADAMS: I have been known for my editing skills. (laughter) That’s why I’m here. They don’t call me David Ryan “Greatest editor of his own stuff in the whole world. You wouldn’t believe how good he is at it.” Adams for nothing. (laughter) Yeah, I couldn’t stop. I was like, oh my God, blah blah blah, it was like Cold Roses times eleventy, it was just endless. (laughter) It just went on and on and on, which was a great thing and, at some point, you know, I think at the last minute I made these different things and these changes to it my own self, but I was really—I wanted editing to be the enemy, I wanted the first thing to be just a booger on the wall of poetry, you know what I mean, just really, just vile, I wanted to see how fast it could go, I wanted to see how quick it could turn.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: So you would leave them after the first—you would just let them out and leave them there and not really mess with them.

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, I mean, really, you know, look, you know, Johnny Temple got this—got the—oh, hello—got this amazing job of having to actually sort through all this crap and deal with me, and, you know, I mean, obviously grown-up type people in my life I think probably felt like this is going to be the initial wind-up and then there will be some calm or some sense of that after, which is true, because I sort of learned that if this idea of turning all of these ideas and thoughts into—into work that was going to matter to me, you know, that I couldn’t go out and try to chop all the book trees down in one go. I was going to have to just go out every morning and just sort of like chip away, but I found that pace after, but, you know, I went out like I do everything being incredibly overzealous and full of shit. But that got me to this second book. 

The first book—I never even looked at it. I just pretended like I was looking at it. I just was totally full of shit and said, “oh, yeah, it’s great,” and then somebody gave me a hardback copy of it one day, and the feeling was like someone was going to push me off of the edge of the earth. It was fucking terrifying. It was crazy, crazy writer’s remorse, and it just shut me down, and that was a great moment for me. Like, I really felt like—in this stupid way, I really felt renewed. Because I thought—it was like exhaling black smoke, thick oily tar—crazy, awful black smoke, and then it’s gone. It was really a lot, and I felt like my palate was clean.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Do you go back and look at them ever?

RYAN ADAMS: Can’t do it, no. I give them that consideration of, you know, I always think that, you know, there’s a whole world of madness going on inside these bones, you know, and so I’m just trying to be the reporter. And I figure that the best consideration I could ever have for the people that are going to view this stuff is to never consider them, otherwise it will be like I’m making it specifically for them, and that’s not effective. That’s not a way of really exploring the different valued parts of a life, that’s not my job, but, that said, maybe I should start doing that.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Mark says that—Mark—this is all about Mark—Mark says that he feels like you have—

RYAN ADAMS: You guys don’t mind that we’re using Mark Strand as a jumping-off point, do you?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: That he feels like you have to meet a poem halfway—that if a poem tries to explain itself to you entirely that it has no dignity and it’s pathetic, and that you have to allow for a poem to not be entirely—like to get it right away and feel like it just is not necessarily easy to read, but is just self-explanatory, that it should be poetic, in a sense, it should be remote you have to be able to read it and reread it and it is abstract, you know. That if it’s just “and then I saw a flower, blah-blah,” then it’s not—it has no dignity, or no real worth.

RYAN ADAMS: Well, you know, also, he has that refined line. He says so much with simple—I feel like he is sort of—makes really complex sketches and then possibly I imagine how he does this, but then he brings it all back so that the lines say the most by saying the least, something I know nothing about, truly.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Well, I know you like Anne Carson, too, and Anne Carson’s more of a—talk about some of the other people that you like because I know that you’ve been reading a lot lately, and it would be nice for people to hear, because maybe they would read more poetry.

RYAN ADAMS: Okay. Well, I just got turned on to this guy. I read somewhere that—in this—I don’t know if it was Bookforum or what it was, but it said Frederick Seidel is the poet that the twenty-first century deserved. I was like, Oh, snap. Yeah, he’s like the Hannibal Lecter of poetry, he’s like the Dawn of the Dead of verse, and just like a real bastard. He even has a poem called “Doctor Love.”

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: He just died.

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, he’s dead. No, actually, he’s not dead, (laughter) this is all the work they had between ’59 and 2009. What if he was here and afterwards we got a little note—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Fuck.

RYAN ADAMS: that said “Roses are red, violets are blue. I’m going to kill you.” (laughter) Look at that dude, man, that guy is—you can’t really see them. Yeah, he lives in New York City, so we should probably go out the side entrance. So I’m going to read a poem called “Blood.” 

“The yellow sunlight with the milky moonlight makes an egg without cholesterol and I will live. O tree of brains and sound of leaves the day is green and now I pray. I thank the cotton for the shirt. I thank the glass that holds me in that I see through into out there. I’m driving to the car wash, and the dogs are getting haircuts. And the motorcycles drive by and I ask for mine, my body in your hands to live. The bay is blue to me means that. The saline breeze says that the soft is firm enough today to hold the water up with gulls on top that won’t sink in. I don’t know when. I don’t know how. I don’t know I. I tell the cardiologist that I’m in love. The needle draws the champagne into crystal flutes the lab will love.”

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: That’s really good.

RYAN ADAMS: He’s so creepy-looking it’s unreal.

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Read another one.

RYAN ADAMS: Can I read this other one?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Do you have another one?

RYAN ADAMS: I’m just going to read some stuff. This is “Venus wants Jesus”. “Venus wants Jesus. Jesus wants justice. That one wants this. This one wants that. I want. It means I lack. Working men and women on May 1st march. They want to increase the minimum wage and they will form a line. My fellow”—what is that?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Glands march.

RYAN ADAMS: I just thought it might be glandès.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Say it like that—it sounds good.

RYAN ADAMS: Pardon?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It sounds good like that.

RYAN ADAMS: “My fellow glandes march entirely around the girl while around the world bands are playing. On the White House lawn, ‘Hail to the Chief’ greets the arriving helicopter slowly curtsying on the landing pad. They ought to wait until the rotor stops. The president descends the stairs waving. Behind him is the uniformed aide with the attaché case carrying the codes. The president can place a lei around a million necks in an hour. They wanted to live till June. They wanted the time. They wanted to say goodbye. They wanted to go to the bathroom before.” 

He just doesn’t give a fuck at all. (laughter) This guy is like a real isolated freak, man, he’s totally got like every channel on satellite TV and got like a typewriter. Anyway. Did you bring some stuff? 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I brought a list of poems that I really liked. 

RYAN ADAMS: You can have this, I have one at home. I just got it to read.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Thank you, awesome. Why don’t you tell, I mean, some poets that you think that people would like that they could read. 

RYAN ADAMS: Well, I’m curious.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Because I think it would be nice if people read it.

RYAN ADAMS: How many folks here are, you know, writers or poets? That’s so funny. Everybody was kinda like, “I don’t know if I want to call myself that.” (laughter) Why is it so—why would it be so bad—not that you did anything wrong, just asking. Why would it be so bad, so silly to say, “Yeah, that’s what I do.” Like if you were like a snowboarder.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: She seems okay with it, you right there behind the fern, you seem really okay with it, and you have great hair. What do you write? Survival and love. Well, there you go. 

RYAN ADAMS: How many snowboarder poets do we have?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I have a snowboarder right there.

RYAN ADAMS: There we go.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: But how many people read poetry, ever? That’s not bad. Give them some more poems.

RYAN ADAMS: I brought some Eileen Myles. I think that you like that, would you like to read us some? No? Yes? Is that weird?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: No. This is called “Milk.” “I flew into New York and the season changed, a giant burr, something hot was moving through the City that I knew so well. On the plane though it was white and stormy, faceless, I saw the sun and remembered the warning in the kitchen of all places in which I was informed my wax would melt. No one had gone high around me. Where is the fear, I asked the Sun. The birds are out there in their scattered cheep. The people in New York like a tiny chain gang are connected and they’re knowing and they’re saving one another. The morning trucks growl. Oh save me from knowing myself if inside I only melt.

RYAN ADAMS: That’s good, right?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: That’s really good.

RYAN ADAMS: She has the best title for a book, ever. I think it’s called Sorry, Trees. (laughter) I saw that and I was like, “It could totally blow, and I’m just going to always like her.”

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I know how you feel about this guy, we don’t need to pull him apart or anything. 

RYAN ADAMS: No, no, no, I like him, I like him, but you know.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: How do you feel about her, Elizabeth Bishop, “In the Waiting Room.” It’s a really—see, you know everything. Great. What’s your name? Liz. Liz what? Whatever got you here. 

RYAN ADAMS: Did he tell you his hands are still shaking?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: John Ashbery, Jorie Graham. How do you feel about it?

RYAN ADAMS: Oh, you gave me the John Ashbery book. It’s so good it made me mad. 

(laughter)

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, it kind of makes you wish that you wrote it, right? Jorie Graham is awesome. Kenneth Koch. I think that you would really like Kenneth Koch. I wanted to get you a Kenneth Koch book.

RYAN ADAMS: I have a book of his. 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, it’s pretty great. It’s the same school as like Ginsberg. Stanley Kunitz is amazing. I love Philip Levine, but they’re all really different. I feel like—I don’t know. I feel like sometimes people don’t want to buy a book of poetry because it feels like a waste of money.

RYAN ADAMS: Oh, it’s such a good dinner date. When I was solo, when I was just totally solo, you know, when I was flying solo and just crazy on my medicine to help me concentrate, I would totally just go pick up a book, you know, I’d go over to St. Mark’s Books and pick up a book and go eat at Veselka, and by the end of the evening I would totally really despise or really just have no feelings for or really love the poet, which was really good, and then, you know, a lot of my guy friends were like, “What are you reading? Hey, what is that? (laughter) Are you reading your poetry?” 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Have you ever gone by anybody and seen them reading one of your books?

RYAN ADAMS: No.

(laughter)

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: But clearly someone’s buying them.

RYAN ADAMS: A few people. I mean, most, I mean, you know, we’re keeping the complaints department pretty happy. So those people have a job. Yeah, that would be weird, you know, I mean, I’ve spoken to people who have said that they have read it, but I choose to not believe them, because I think that they’re being nice.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Well, someone’s bought it, so someone’s reading it.

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, but certainly everyone has bought books that they don’t read.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yes, but of the eleven thousand people who bought it, people have read it.

RYAN ADAMS: I have a couple of extreme metal albums I bought and never listened to. (laughter) I am not kidding. I paid like twenty-five dollars for that Wolves in the Throne Room record and it still has the plastic on it. It’s almost like it’s great—you know, I just get up and put on Converge, and I’m done.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Do you—would you give people your first book? Even though you feel, you seem to feel, like you said writer’s remorse or whatever? Would it feel weird to you to give someone a copy of that or do you feel much more confident about the new book, or is it because you were in a happier place when you wrote it, or a clean place?

RYAN ADAMS: I think it’s because I was in a clean place. I have a nonrelationship with the first book. I have a nonrelationship with it. But in the way that I—I know that by—because I was—because of where I was elementally people being in my opinion at the core probably more similar than some people would like to think they are. I think that I had abstracted myself into a place of such madness that just the sheer act of writing the book allowed me to sort of get to a different place. That said, I kind of wonder—it sounds funny, but I almost feel like that in order to respect the person that I was, when I was writing it and in the place that I was in, it’s that I would never recommend it but I would never deal with it, because it just really felt like a huge change to then write the second book, but I’m sure that will change again, too. I mean, I one thing I’ve learned is that shit always changes.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: It does, right. That’s the only thing you can count on.

RYAN ADAMS: Truly. 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: And is there a third one coming?

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, oh yeah. I mean, you know, I’ve started the race—started the race to write. I feel sometimes like even if I weren’t to—if I’m not going to do anything with some of the stuff that I write, which is a lot of the stuff that I work on, it’s still—it’s gotten to the place now where writing for me, which I’m sure it’s like this for other people, it’s a practice like kung fu, or gymnastics, you know, it’s something that you just do every day, and it’s something that I do for me, and then at some point, you know, I go and have a look and see if it has—if it has what it takes to sort of walk its own walk, after, you know. Yeah, but I’m pretty wound up about it.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: And do you feel like once you finish a poem and you read it, do you ever wish you could go back and change it, or do you feel like it’s done?

RYAN ADAMS: No, no, no, there are definitely like—poetry for me is a lot like getting a good guitar take on something or writing a song in five minutes and going, oh, that’s great, or drawing a sketch sometimes. It’s just—it just sort of is what it is, and I don’t want to mess with anything. I will obsess on one single word now. Like, I’ll think, “I know how this closes in my mind,” because in my mind I’ll think that the ending of a certain poem, I don’t have my own book, so I don’t know what I’m talking about, again, but it will be like—I’m always thinking about the delivery of the last line. It’s easy to go in gangbusters for me at this point. Like I feel like I’m getting into a vibe where I know how to kind of like set the scene and I feel like in the first five lines I want to get somebody somewhere, you know, if I’m just going to be out there, I gotta to be able to have taken somebody either all the way into me, so that they can see through my eyes in a moment and be looking at, you know, someone’s hand touching someone else’s shoulder, you know, or in the first five lines, try to yank enough color out of the cloud that you can get like a hallucination-type effect, you know, and then it’s just open, and it’s open for me, but I have learned—I am learning the art of brevity.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Have you ever thought of an exercise, or not as an exercise, of writing in meter. A writer told me once that to you find something sometimes if you write like in sonnet form, or if nothing else, it just fills you with rage because it’s so hard.

RYAN ADAMS: Sonnet, rhyming long meter,

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Well, it’s like there’s a particular meter to it.

RYAN ADAMS: It’s like, “Across the moon,— 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, but you can use your—

RYAN ADAMS: —traveling across the spheric sky.”

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: See, but see, that’s what you think when you think sonnet, the same way people think when they think poetry, but you can use your exact text.

RYAN ADAMS: “I was hungrier than a cosmic cheeseburger missing a French fry.”

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, it just has to scan. I think you can do it.

RYAN ADAMS: Rhyming poetry to me—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Not necessarily rhyming, but—

RYAN ADAMS: I like to get people, I like to get people looking for it, like they get two or three, or it’s something I’ll be doing with my own self, if I am my own audience when I am writing, which is true. That I’ll start thinking, like, I need the delivery to be in the middle of the third line, of where the rhyming pattern shifts in the middle and then maybe it picks back up. But nothing ever has to rhyme at the expense of what it has to say. Because sometimes I think that the words are beautiful enough on their own and if they don’t work, well, then screw it, I’ll put an “e-r” in there and just make the whole thing up or I’ll just bend it or leave out a letter and it seems to do just the same amount of work.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Do you read them aloud to yourself, ever?

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, totally. I totally talk to my fucking self in my office, this room. Yeah, but completely, but it’s a mumble it’s like a, it’s like a, you know, “so alone,” you know, I’ll—they’re all usually some of them are really like I’m speaking in a really facetious tone or sarcastic and some of them are—you know, they all have different. I mean the language is different for me than it would be for someone else. Have you ever wondered if like—what if—we just can’t know this, but what if, like, Baudelaire or somebody like that, what if their tone was something like—we will never know, but what if it was something like, you know, [adopts squeaky silly voice] “It’s still raining, and the yellow and cotton fruit looks silly in front of the window and from the winter trees.” (laughter) Like, there was probably a whole fucking section of poetry dedicated to people whose speaking voices are just like so fucked up (laughter) that like they had to do these things or they would, you know, never get laid. (laughter) It’s true in music. There’s a lot of guys that if you took the Les Paul away, you know what I mean, you took the Stratocaster away, you’d be like, “Uh, I don’t know.” (laughter) It’s bagging groceries or do the solo. 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I feel like in music and in your painting you’re really open for the accident. I know the painting that you gave me, the self-portrait one, it started off you said as people in the subway, so that if you look at it this way, it’s people marching to the subway and then you didn’t like it, and you turned it this way and you turned it into your self-portrait with the bird, and I remember when you were writing that song with Adam you misheard the lyrics that he said and you said no, that mistake is so much better.

RYAN ADAMS: Yes.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Do you do that with your writing as well, like allow for like the little accident that erupts or whatever and kind of exposes itself?

RYAN ADAMS: That’s the thing about art for me is that it’s really all about this beautiful mistake scenario. It’s really about—I mean, everybody knows that rock and roll at some point was the blues plus somebody who, you know, was really tired and they were out traveling before, you know, they had tour buses where you could sleep, and like, “Take some of this, it will pep you up.” All of a sudden it was, and the guy was looking over like, “slow it down, slow it down,” next thing you know there’s a whole generation of people trying to make their hair stick up. It’s just this accident and language as—language as—using language as an agent of seduction certainly would be because the accident maybe was a person—had to do with someone feeling like their personality or their ability to communicate was interrupted or maybe the idea that—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Interruption. Yeah. The accident is interruption. That’s really—I like that word.

RYAN ADAMS: There’s sort of—poems are just these big idea garbage monsters, you know, and they’re crawling out of your—the subways of your psyche and they’re going to eat people. That’s the way I like to think about them as, you know, but sometimes with flowers.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: There’s such a sweetness about the second book—and there’s such a sweetness, I don’t know any other word to say. It’s almost—it’s really moving, it’s sweet.

RYAN ADAMS: I’m getting older. I’m becoming a big softy. This is what happens to the biggest dicks of all time. (laughter) They just start to mellow out, you know?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Does that feel good or not?

RYAN ADAMS: Yeah, it’s nice. I like it a lot.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: And do you feel like right now you’re more—because you’ve been doing the painting a lot at the Morrison Gallery.

RYAN ADAMS: Right now I keep thinking about the coughing people, because I have always—when you’re in, like, a public speaking place. Do you know what I mean, like, I don’t know if you’ve ever been in a public—you know, like you go to see—I used to go to NYU and—obviously I didn’t go to NYU, (laughter) let’s not kid ourselves. (laughter) But I would go down to NYU and listen to these—

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I walk by it.

(laughter)
RYAN ADAMS: And there would be these lectures on ancient Near East studies, you know and like Sumerian stuff, you know, I love all that stuff, I can’t get enough, and I would, you know, be in there and some very distinguished gentleman would be up there like reading from some book that was like older than time, you know and it would be like this, “The story of Gilgamesh . . . crossing the Sumerian landscape,” and I’m sitting there and it was always like right when it would get really quiet that I would just get that little tickle in my throat, just a little bit, it was like someone was taking and feather and going, “You’re going to do it. Nope, not yet, you’re going to do it,” and then you’re like [coughs] and it’s always, like, as loud as a Marshall amp to your own self, and people are looking over and you’re like—and your hair is sticking up. Should we take questions? Are you good? Should we read more?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I think you were going to read.

RYAN ADAMS: He said as long as a shrink’s appointment, but this is way longer than I’ve ever gotten. (laughter) They speed the clock up.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a mic, and if you’d like to come up to the mic and ask some questions.

RYAN ADAMS: How are we doing?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re doing beautifully, though I would have loved to hear you read one of your poems. I don’t know if anybody else would like that. 

(applause) 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Do you have your book?

RYAN ADAMS: Shall I go get one?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Just read one of your poems. Where are you going?

(laughter)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: You know it’s possible he could just not come back.

RYAN ADAMS: Anywhere but here, man. (laughter) Last night, or the night before last, I was doing this charity auction thing, and I had to get up and speak and we built this like makeshift stage, and I was all, like, cooled out, because I had been doing all this like hypnotherapy stuff, you know, with Doc Agano, to try to make me less terrified. And of course it was right before I had to get to tell everybody what was going on, my jeans like ripped completely out of the ass. (laughter) I’m not kidding. It was unbelievable, and I still did the whole thing. I’m going to put my jacket on in case I have to flee. 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Which one are you going to read?

RYAN ADAMS: I don’t know—do you, is there any that you like?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: “Plus Dreams”? Or “High”?

RYAN ADAMS: “Plus Dreams”? 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I like “Plus Dreams.” Do you like it, would you like to read that one?

RYAN ADAMS: Is this like—do you know like Fugazi doesn’t talk about the meaning of their songs? Is this going to like take away the meaning of the poem if I read it in a certain way.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Yeah, forever.

RYAN ADAMS: Am I going to have stop “Waiting Room” after like two verses and go “Hey, man, no pushing down front”? (laughter) I saw them twice, and it broke my heart. He did it at the same time. They had a bit. Fugazi had a bit. Yeah, but people really were pushing, though.

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: How do you feel about that one? Do you feel good about reading that one? I like that one, it’s my favorite.

RYAN ADAMS: Don’t fall asleep. Okay. “Plus Dreams.” “Okay so it goes like this, word clutter, endless thankless pitiful days are planted and ready and we are a new winter already but blip clang zap go machines at night and most of the time I’m not as much sad as I am just, well, ready, and nothing goes as fast as this whatever this is, this which comes with blur heart and repeat fizzle stutters, this which holds me open to the pen, and words glide, the fascinating of a bushel of new days plus dreams.

(applause)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: How bout “High”? I like, “High,” too. 

RYAN ADAMS: Pardon?

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: “High.”

RYAN ADAMS: You know at the end of “White Diamond” when the diner takes off like a UFO, that is the best shit ever. That is another great thing about poetry for me is that I could literally make entire restaurants levitate daily. (laughter) My own CGI, you know. This is “White Diamond.” “Lots of things make noise. Even nights can make all that noise. So I stopped building noise factories inside my house, typing away into the void, into the hurricanes, I stopped building yapping machines out of strangers and letting in the gas from the dream cemeteries. Swamps. That noise sounded funny, then bad, like a scream for help, if it was helpless fast, so I quit into the hurricane. I stopped looking at those ghost pictures and I stopped listening to those disembodied voices with so many opinions that almost, for how cruel and negative a person can be, they forgot to have their own, you know, identity. So easy these people are nowadays like dominoes falling into place, when someone starts the smear campaign yelling, Come on! Engines starting, people so easy with words, these blind fools word marching, burning torches with words, out their bedrooms, out their backrooms, he starts the dogs, gnarling, gnashing teeth out the gates, it meant nothing to read books or to capture summertime things in your hand or, well, kisses, those sloppy fucking hand-up-your-skirt kisses, running fingers across the side of your back down to where your arms fold and stop kisses. Nope. The word marchers roll through the word towns of museums. The night watchman is beaten down with words. While the night watchman is sleeping and the paintings come down burning one by one to the ground on a pile with the other artifacts and the folklore and whatever wasn’t bolted to the ground. Even the ink pens in the bank with the chains, they were swinging empty on the bottom over the wooden-paneled counter. If they were an idea, you could race the others to the yard with them, and stand there on the banks of the cliff and with all that music watch it go over the side of the quarry and fall like a classic car exploding on the rocks, everyone standing there, their keyboards blank like a killer’s eyes. It’s super weird. People have stopped counting on hands and in their heads. Everyone is on something in their minds or in their mouths twice a day or on something: electric bicycles, staring blankly into screens and those screens have funny lines going across them when you videotape them and people look like they’re in a trance, disappeared and so sad at the end of the entrance with no exit blank eyes and carrying it now nervous, their little palms always stuck to their faces with their devices, unaware of how pretty it is to be out walking in all these amazing places. Riddled with billboards screaming into the alleyways like glass floating houses into the hurricane. Oh well. I pretend I am a hovering diner full of fucked pirates in their oil-stained linen shirts, cuffs out, smoking and being assed, beer gutted and crook toothed and/or I am surrounded in a white Formica silver and gold flecked booth by library anomalies. The diner is me, but a robot me with shiny insides, silver on the walls, real metal. In the back where the swinging door swing or the bell pops and goes ring like a cat moving across porcelain pizza boxes, reading minds like a psychic trucker. His hand twitches and reaches for the coffee scalding hot always, as dawn fades up and down like it is note guessing the bridge in a trap called—get this—the White Diamond. The old lady summer waits it out until the heat dies. And it’s always someone else’s fault, isn’t it, when a change is so slow and with one flash of the bulb swish that picture is made and it’s your fault if you kept reading the menu. Your name was always right here in the back next to mine, because we always loved each other so, so much. Stranger. We always loved each other this much before the screens went on, before the mystery was undone and we forget our telephone digits by heart, our addresses not places on a street or halfway up a building side over looking the highway, but things we typed into the beast, the beast, inside us an insecurity and a nagging pang forever hungry.

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now Mary-Louise Parker needs to leave us, but we get to keep Ryan Adams. 

MARY-LOUISE PARKER: I don’t know how to get this off.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They will come and help you. A big applause for Mary-Louise.

(applause)
MARY-LOUISE PARKER: Thank you.

RYAN ADAMS: Hey, do you want to take these, because I can’t take them back?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You can stay. I’m right here. I promise you. I think some questions for Ryan Adams.

RYAN ADAMS: There’s someone in the middle.

Q: That poem was magnificent.

RYAN ADAMS: Thank you. 

Q: So you and Mary-Louise were speaking about mortality earlier. If you were to die tomorrow and you could read one poem by one poet, what would it be and why?

RYAN ADAMS: The longest one. (laughter/applause) Self-explanatory. 

Q: Not a sonnet.

RYAN ADAMS: If it was long.

Q: Hi, so you know how Billy Bob Thornton tends to freak out when he has his—when he decides he’s a musician and people accidentally remember that he’s an actor? Do you try to segment yourself in that way or are you content to just be an artist and let people enjoy what they choose to enjoy of your art?

RYAN ADAMS: Where do you get off asking me this question? (laughter) No, no, you know, I just dig doing this stuff. I don’t know, you know, I can’t speak for if it’s valid or not valid. It just is what it is, you know, and I think it’s, I think, you know, I think there’s enough room out there for everybody to do whatever it is that makes them happy with art and, you know, it just seems a plus to me and not a minus. But I don’t know anything about that guy’s temper, except for, you know, what you probably know and doesn’t he play drums or something? We’ll just pretend like we ever even—we were never here. Side entrances.

Q: Hi. I was just wondering how between your paintings and the poems if they ever influence each other. She was talking about you know the different modalities that you explore and just, you know, the interplay. Does one inspire the other, I guess?

RYAN ADAMS: Not really. You know, I stay really inspired, you know, I stay in front of a lot of art and I keep myself busy looking at as much stuff as I can whether it be you know going to the museums and seeing new art that I haven’t been exposed to or just going and drooling over a de Kooning or, you know, a Robert Rauschenberg or whatever it is that I’m really on about and—but I really honestly don’t know what the hell I’m doing with any of it, but it feels good to do it, and certainly I don’t, I don’t feel like it’s my—I don’t feel like it’s my duty to make that much stuff or to be you know, experimenting with these different types of art forms, but visual arts was something I was always interested in and you know it sounds funny, but there just isn’t anything to do sometimes on a Friday evening for me, you know, so—and there’s an art store, and it just seems like, you know, I could do a lot worse. I’ll go in there and just see what I can come up with and, you know, I find myself carried away. But the only thing I can think of that—

Q: Your poetry like after you finish a painting, does it ever just segue back into—

RYAN ADAMS: I wrote a lot of poetry about really hot girls that were at the art museums. (laughter) It’s true, I’m sorry, it just—that’s just totally true, and a lot of you guys, you don’t give a fuck about art, but you love going to museums. It’s true. Thank you.

Q: Hey Ryan, I don’t know if you remember this, I met you very briefly a while ago at a Starbucks and we had a great moment together. I was telling you about how you made me feel a little bit less sad when I was sad and then, you know, you sort of looked at me funny and you were like, I listen to my records and I feel sad too and I feel a little better. And then we sort of looked at each other and shuffled our feet and we were like, “Okay, see ya!”

RYAN ADAMS: What was the second part of that, sorry?

Q: I was telling you that you know I listen to your music when I feel sad sometimes and it makes me feel a lot better. So I have—I was gong to leave you a message if that’s okay, because I have a really good story about when that happened. Do you want a message? If you write down your e-mail address I’ll e-mail it to you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is there a question?

Q: Yes, there is a question also. The question that I had for you is because you’re often talked about as very prolific, and, you know, I don’t think that’s so much narcissism as I think you’re a very honest person and I think you try to—at any given moment, you know,  you’re trying to figure yourself out, trying to figure life out and whatnot, but it seems like you’ve changed a lot over the course of your career. And I wonder about how, when you look back at your earlier work, how that makes you feel. If there’s any sort of—do you feel uncomfortable or do you feel like you would have changed anything or maybe not written stuff or do you feel like “that’s how I felt at the time and, you know, fuck it”? That’s my question.

RYAN ADAMS: That’s a good question. I have a really—I’m beginning at—I’m thirty-four now, I’ll be thirty-five in November, and I’m starting to have a really creepy relationship with my own life and my own past because I have slowed down enough finally to realize that just about—just about all of the really intense years that I’ve gone through where I was establishing a basis for who I am, or when I imagine most people are, when they’re going to college or really starting to participate in their adult life, I’ve done all this in front of others, and not just kind of. I mean, and I don’t know how to feel about it, because I was experiencing—I was experiencing my life through my art and I was experiencing all of my choices with terror, with fear, but it wasn’t narcissism which led me forward. 

I had no vocation, and plumbing, as much as I really loved plumbing, truly building new plumbing, is and was—it didn’t, my life didn’t feel like it was supposed to go that way, and I was really encouraged by a lot of the people I was around. A lot of what I do I think at some point maybe in my mid-twenties, although I was very active as an addict and an alcoholic that entire time, which I’m not embarrassed to say, because this happens, this shit happens, is there were people I kept losing. A guy I played music with the very first time passed away, and other people around me, and some of these were just—they just happened, and I would feel compelled to not stop, because I would think, “gosh, you know, we used to talk about doing this shit for real.” I still fucking say that. I may have said that last night in the studio with Jesse and Johnny, like, it just—It feels like, you know, there’s doing this stuff and then there’s not doing this stuff, because people may say, “well, fuck you.” You know, “Where you do get off diluting the world of records with all these fucking records. Or how dare you make all these books, you’re diluting the bookstore. Or making your paintings. How dare you sell a painting for fifteen thousand dollars?” You know? 

And somebody’s gotta do this shit. Somebody’s gotta fucking be the next people that does this stuff. And I’m a bad example, but I just got to the place where it was like what am I going to do, like am I going to—am I going to try to function as a human being and, you know, have this next sort of bushel of ideas that are blooming, I can feel they’re coming around, do I just walk away because, you know, do I walk away because I’m not tough enough? Do I walk away because my name almost sounds like Bryan Adams? (laughter) You know? Who has great jams and has had huge success? You know, I listen to a lot of that stuff and there’s truth there, but there’s, I mean—oh man, you know, I’m just—when I hear my voice on old recordings or think about those times, I sometimes just don’t know how I didn’t collapse under the pressure that I was putting on myself to not give up. 

And I’m not saying that I’m a charity case for anybody saying, “Oh, he was a nice guy actually could formulate a sentence, don’t hate on this guy,” because this shit is—that is the fucking way of the free fucking world and I love it. I love it. That said, I just think, you know, I just think about those times like it was a—like an emotional war zone and it could have gone a lot of ways, you know, but it luckily—I think all that art probably kept me alive and probably kept my heart alive as well. 

I mean, sometimes I am surprised that I am not more jaded than I am, but it would—there’s just something in me that says every time someone goes, you know, you know, “you should have stopped at Strangers Almanac,” or, you know, “fuck you, Heartbreaker was the only good record he ever did, and there’s just this thing in me that I’m always going to have which I love that just goes, “Fuck you.” (laughter/applause) Which is why people call me David Ryan “Making Friends across America” Adams. This is so weird.

Q: Hi, I’m Kelly. I don’t have a question so much as just a comment if that’s okay. I didn’t have a chance to read your new book yet, but I bought it tonight, so I will, but when I was reading Infinity Blues, what really jumped out at me was the emotion around all of the fear and the isolation and the loneliness that comes along with addiction, whether it’s your own addiction or somebody that you care about. And then after I was done reading the book, I went back and reread the foreword, and I just wanted to tell you how beautiful I thought that foreword was.

RYAN ADAMS: Thank you. I appreciate that. I’m glad, I’m glad to know or I’m always happy to know after I’ve done something regardless of what its impact, it’s great when I hear stuff that it affected somebody in a positive way, because a good amount of this stuff, as you probably are well aware of, is some dark fucking cold shit and but there’s room for that. The pink elephant is all dirty, you know what I mean? I should write that down.

(laughter)

Q: Hey, Ryan, I’m Julie, I met you the other night at your show and everybody in this room should go and see his paintings, because if you like his writing in any shape or form—sorry, you know, I just, it’s very moving. I wanted to ask you how much do you rely on writing in the Jungian stream of consciousness mode?

RYAN ADAMS: Quite a lot. I think that that’s probably where a lot of the—that’s where a lot of the—there’s a lot of truth in those moments, because you’re not putting on, you’re not thinking—you know, the stream of consciousness in writing for me is the event and usually the first four lines and the last four lines are the “what am I going to wear to this thing?” and the last four lines are the, you know, “where are the Adidas running shorts that I sleep in and my oversized, you know, shirt, and where’s the remote,” or whatever. So I think that there’s a lot of that background noise has got a lot of use, for me it does. But I don’t plan a lot of what I do. I just try to get right in there and experience the act of it and then find out how—what that means to me, and if I feel like it has any elemental truth to it. Thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe one more question and let it be a very good one.

RYAN ADAMS: “Question.” I mean it in the best way.

(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I didn’t hear what you said, what did you say?

RYAN ADAMS: I said a question.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Question. Oh, please, I’ll ask you a question with my accent. I promise you.

RYAN ADAMS: Will you?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

Q: Okay, so I do have a question. My question is about your opinion of the relationship between art and stability, because I think we have this image and I know I really got into reading and poetry because I loved this image of these wild and these crazy poets who were all batshit and either that’s why they wrote poetry or locking yourself in your room and writing poetry drives you crazy and it’s all about alcoholism and addiction, and a similar thing when I went to your first concert I wanted to get tattoos and smoke cigarettes so bad and I never did. I still haven’t gotten fully into either of those, (laughter) but it just seems like you have a really unique perspective as someone who’s written art in this horrible dark tumultuous place but also now you’re writing in a place of happiness and cleanliness and I’m just wondering whether you think—I mean, obviously your art is affected by it, but whether the thing has fundamentally changed or whether your relationship to art necessarily has to change based on these things?

RYAN ADAMS: Thank you for that question. I think I’ve said something or I think I may have said this to someone or at some point before, but I’m always thinking about this—I’m always thinking about that cave that they’ve re-created that is in France that is the oldest—that is the oldest art known to man and it’s this incredible picture of a buffalo or a bison or some big not a deer ancient fucking thing that’s roaming the hillside, and it’s beautiful and it’s not in the easiest place to reach, either, in this cave, it’s like pretty high up as far as I know, and it’s colorful and possibly made with charcoal, and you know, I don’t know how they did it, I’m not that old, but they—this is at a time when I imagine, you know, unless we’re all fools and history has been rewritten and we don’t know, this cave was certainly not a museum, it was this dude’s cave or this woman’s cave and something compelled this man or this woman to have this experience of watching these wild beasts, you know, probably—probably ascend in a flock or whatever across from the hills into this valley, the way that it’s painted, there’s movement and there’s more than one, and, of course, they could just be saying, “Look, this is a good place for hunting. If you see the cave and you see the marking, this is a good place for you to hunt.” 

But it was totally abstract and just beautiful and something in me wants to think that there was just this moment where, you know, this ancient soul was moved and was moved to for no other reason than just because he couldn’t contain how beautiful it was in that very moment to observe life, his own life, and that things around him—it was so tremendous that he had to go and let it out. He had to tell with his—he had to tell his version of this moment or something in him would not stop stirring. And I think that as someone—for me, as someone who’s had a complicated and ever-changing and not always very friendly or warm relationship with my idea of spirituality or God or meaning—that this act was the most beautiful act that could happen, because it harmed no one and it showed such great appreciation for the experience of living and by leaving this in this cave it also, through the abstraction of trying to re-create something that can never be really, truly re-created, showed the essence of humanity and I just want to live inside that moment for as long as I fucking can, because that’s where I feel the safest.

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s nearly the natural place to stop in that fucking moment you want to live in, (laughter) but—I’ve never used that word on this stage in five years, but it feels good. (laughter/applause) But I would say, you’re talking, I think, about the impulse towards beauty in some form or fashion and I wonder—it seems we were thinking that this evening would be about the importance of poetry and why poetry matters and maybe why poetry at certain moments has saved you or has helped you, encouraged you. I’m wondering does—or if or perhaps maybe—does poetry provide you something in both the writing of poetry and the reading of poetry, something that the writing of music and the performing of music does not? Is there something in the form of poetry that is so substantially different than performing music or listening to music or reading a novel? Is there something in the essence of poetry that matters to you, Ryan Adams? What is it?

RYAN ADAMS: I think I’m all about celebrating the differences rather than the similarities, but truly music, or at least performing music is really, at least for me and in this day and age is more like a sport because there is an audience and there is you and then there is tons of sound, lights, it’s a production, it’s like modern theater for a lot of people that aren’t going to go and see a Shakespeare in the Park or whatever, you know, whereas, and songs too, because poetry is kind of—it’s sort of indestructible in a lot of ways because it still works when the electricity goes out, not that, you know, acoustic guitars don’t work, but the electricity, or the meaning, also the fucking singer, the singer, the person or the band, you have records to establish what that meaning is, but I mean, we all know that there are records that go out print or there are, you know, recordings that people can’t find anymore, there are things like that, but I mean they are still discovering, you know, those Sumerian scrolls—there’s more scrolls—they’re finding more scrolls than they can get translated. There are only eight translators in Germany for all these Sumerian scrolls or early Mesopotamian, pre- I don’t know what the pre is for there, but civilization in Mesopotamia that existed that were documenting things in language and people didn’t really think that there was going to be evidence of and then, made scrolls. Leaving a living document of the word, you know, and I think that for me what I love is that I can have a direct relationship with a poem or a book of poems that is in my own—it can go—It’s like Rock Band for language. Even though I don’t know what—really I have not played Rock Band, but I imagine that I can make the music of the words go as fast or as slow as I like, I can read it when I’m angry and it can matter to me in a different way than if I were to read it and I were feeling lustful, the tone can change, but there’s always—but there’s always the writer’s thread there to hold, hold all those different colors together, those emotional pieces of information and those colors, you can sort of change—you can change their brightness, you know, per your own experience of reading it, but elementally it stays the same, and so it’s a very—it’s a different discipline. It requires, in my opinion, a tremendous amount of truth.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Ryan Adams. Thank you very much.

RYAN ADAMS: Thank you.

(applause)
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