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A n  O r a l  H i s t o r y  O f  C o l u m b i a  C o l l e g e  C h i c a g o

D i a n e  W i l l i a m s

It is September 10th, 1999; this is an
interview with Diane Williams, who
began as a student at Columbia College
and held a variety of positions at the
school, ultimately teaching in the
Liberal Ed Department.

So,  D iane,  i f  you cou ld  te l l  us ,

you know,  when you came to

Columbia  as  a  student ,  and why

you chose Co lumbia  as  the

co l lege o f  your  cho ice.

Well, I came in 1980, because I
had been out of school for three
years, I’d left the University of
Illinois because I’d sort of lost my
goal in life, or my mission, and I
needed some time to think about
what I really wanted to do. And I
looked in the newspaper at some
different colleges, and picked
Columbia because of its wonderful
creative arts program, in writing
and film and that sort of thing. I
was interested in doing that, so I
came as a part-time student. 

And why d id  you choose to  stay

at  Co lumbia? I  mean,  d id  you u l t i -

mate ly  f in ish  your  degree at

Columbia?

Um, I chose to stay because I was
really enjoying the programs. I
enjoyed writing, I got a chance to
do that, I got a chance to become a
tutor during my stay at the
College, and I enjoyed the people,
the faculty, the other students. So I
didn’t want to go to another insti-
tution, I really wanted to stay at
Columbia and finish. 

Who are  some o f  the  teachers

that  you r emember,  and why?

Ah, let’s see... I remember a
number of the Liberal Arts teach-
ers, including Louis Silverstein and
Bill Hayashi, because they gave me
a different way of thinking. They

were using a very holistic approach
to teaching, very humanistic. So it
was more than just, you know,
memorizing dates or just reading
material, or they weren’t feeding
you answers, they were letting you
find your own answers to things.
And also, in my own major, which
was creative writing, there were
people like Randy Albers and Larry
Heinemann, and Tom Nawrocki,
who were very influential, very
important teachers for me. And a
number of others, I’m sure, that
I’m just not thinking of right at
the moment.

And d id  you u l t imate ly  f in ish  your

degree,  and then stay  on at

Columbia? How d id  that  work?

How d id  that  t rans i t ion  work?

Well, I finished my degree in 1984,
and then I took a year off just to
work again, and then I really
discovered that I wanted to teach at
a college level, so I went back to
get my MA. So that’s when I
became a secretary and a full-time
graduate student. 

And what—why don’ t  you speak a

l i t t le  b i t  to  that ,  the  course

content  you took and what  that

was l ike ,  at  the  graduate  leve l .

Well, I had a chance to take some
interesting courses like Bible as
Literature, and some other litera-
ture courses, and, of course, writing
courses and poetry; and it was a real
challenge, because I had to come up
with a significant number of pages
of fiction and poetry, so it was a
real challenge, and I remember
working with my advisors, and
gaining a lot of experience, and
polishing my writing. And I
remember Cyrus Coulter was a
guest lecturer, and he was really
challenging to me, because he was
very different. He came from

outside the College, and really chal-
lenged me to do the best I could
with my writing. And so that was a
really rich experience for me. 

And who—did you have more than

one adv isor?  Who were  they,  o r

who was your  adv isor?  

I’m trying to remember (laughs)...
John Schultz was kind of the
department at that time, and...
gosh, I can see his face, and I can’t
recall his name.

Wel l ,  i f  i t  comes back to  you

dur ing the course o f  the  inter -

v iew,  you can jump in  wi th  i t .

OK.

That  br ing  us  up to ,  you know,

when you became a  teacher  at

the schoo l ,  and what  were  you

teach ing,  and maybe how your

exper ience as  a  student . . .  how

did  that  in f luence your  teach ing

in  the c lassroom?

I was very fortunate that I had a
chance to teach in the Liberal
Education Department after I got
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my degree. I taught a course called
Fundamentals of Communication,
which was very good, because it
allowed me to use skills in speak-
ing, writing, and reading in one
course, and so that was the first
thing that I taught. And I was
mentored by Bill Hayashi, and so
that was very good for me. And
then later, I taught English
Composition. 

And what  was that  exper ience

l ike?

Actually, it was very interesting,
making the transition from student
to teacher, because I was very close
to my own experience as a student,
so I was trying to be as helpful as I
could, and you know, bring with
me my own experience at the
College as a student, and be as
helpful and, you know, positive as I
could in the classroom.

Based upon your  exper ience at

Columbia—and aga in ,  you know,

i t  cou ld  be as  student  or  sta f f

member  or  facu l ty,  how has

your—how would  you def ine  your

persona l  v is ion  o f  educat ion ,  and

d id  that  change,  o r  was that

shaped by  Co lumbia?

Well, it was shaped by Columbia,
because even now, there’s things
that we did at Columbia that I still
do in the classroom. For example,
sitting in a semi-circle, you know,
seems like a simple thing, but it
taught me that people could actu-
ally be in a room together and feel
as though as they were part of a
community, instead of sitting in
rows, and you know, staring at the
back of each other’s heads. And so I
took that with me, and you know,
and I try to have a very holistic and
humanistic approach to education,
so that students feel they’re getting
some sort of life benefit out of their
courses, not just, you know, “Oh,

we have to take this course, that
sort of thing.” So, you know, learn-
ing how to create a community in
the classroom really came from
Columbia. And I’ve not forgotten
that or... or as I say, you know, that
sense of community.

And would  you say  that  that  is

par t  o f  the  miss ion  o f  Co lumbia

Col lege? I f  you had to  descr ibe

the miss ion  o f  the  Co l lege,  you

know,  based,  aga in ,  upon your

exper ience,  how would  you do

that?

I’d say that it was part of a mission,
I think, to create a learning envi-
ronment that’s different, that is
more creative and enthusiastic and
energetic than some other institu-
tions. You know, Columbia
provides a good education, but I
think they also provide sort of a life
education too, on cooperative learn-
ing... cooperative learning and—
I’m trying to find some words for
this, but—but just, again, that
sense that we’re all in this together.
And that our energy and strength
together helped create a more posi-
tive learning experience, one that
you want to take with you, not
leave behind.

Maybe i f  you want  to  expand

upon some examples  o f  your  own

in  the c lassroom,  o f  that  coopera -

t i ve  learn ing,  o r  that  bu i ld ing o f

community.  How d id  you l ike

br ing that  to ,  say,  a  wr i t ing  exer -

c ise  or. . .

Well, for example, I do writing
workshops where my students share
their work, whatever it is that
they’re writing, whether it’s a
creative writing class or a composi-
tion class. They get to help each
other with their writing, rather
than just depending on me for the
answers. 

Hmm. And aga in ,  that ’s  some-

th ing that  you fe l t  that  came out

o f  Co lumbia ,  that  grew out  o f

your  exper ience?

Yes, absolutely. Columbia was my
first teaching experience, and since
then—that was 1987—and since
that time, I mean, we’re talking 12
years, and I still value my experi-
ences at Columbia and what I got
out of the classroom. 

So when you—and how long d id

you teach at  Co lumbia?

Let’s see, I taught there on and off
for about six years.

OK,  so  that  was l ike . . .

Until probably 1993 or 1994, I got
a full-time job.

Did the students  change dur ing

that  t ime,  between 1980 and

1993? How would  you descr ibe

the student  popu lat ion?

I think students became more
courageous in their art. There were
things that were on display in the
Art and Photo departments that
were very, I think, unique and chal-
lenging in a way that was different
from 1980. I think that people had
those sorts of visions, but they were
more likely to express them. And
we all seemed to be, you know,
blossoming more, I think. 

And when you were  a  student  at

Columbia ,  how d id  i t  compare  to

your  exper ience at ,  say,  at  U o f

I?  Was i t . . .  l iberat ing,  o r  were

the students  ver y  d i f fe rent  f r om

the ones that  you were  used to

be ing [around]?  How would  you

descr ibe  that?

I think it was liberating, because U
of I is a good institution, but again,
it’s much more traditional. And
there were only, you know, perhaps
one or two classes that I had during
my year and a half there that were
sort of very open, and... sort of
invigorating, in a sort of a creative
way. So I think it was, it was a very
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different experience for me.

And in  between 1980 and 1993—

and aga in ,  you can ta lk  about  i t

f r om a student ’s  po int  o f  v iew,  o r

f r om your  teach ing exper ience—

what  were  the b iggest  cha l lenges

fac ing the inst i tut ion ,  as  a

student  or  as  a  teacher,  that  you

saw?

I think as the College gets bigger,
and it’s still growing, I think as it
was getting bigger, the challenge
was to manage to keep it... to keep
it with an intimacy, to keep it
having an intimate feeling, that
you could go in the classroom and
you weren’t overwhelmed, or you
didn’t feel lost on campus, or that
sort of thing. I remember at U of I,
because it was so—it was such a
big campus that sometimes you
just felt swallowed up by that, that
you were one of, you know, 15,000
other students or something. And I
think at Columbia, one of the
things that was most welcome was
that you were being taught by
people who genuinely were profes-
sionals in their field, that was
always the big thing that people
would say, but also that the classes
were intimate enough so that you
could ask questions and feel as
though your teacher knew who you
were, and they got to know your
work, and that sort of thing. So I
think the biggest problem is, as the
institution continues to expand, is
to, you know, continue that feeling
of intimacy. 

Mm-hmm. And what  about  as  a

student?  Were there  any  issues

that  you faced or  fe l t  that

weren’ t  be ing addressed,  o r  had

to  be addressed at  the  inst i tu -

t ion? 

I think the College has done a good
job in recent years of addressing
differences in the English
Department, in terms of cultural
differences, and having more classes

that—you know, more women’s
studies classes, and minority litera-
ture classes, and things like that. I
think that helps to broaden the
audience for the classes, but also
gives people a better overview of
the world, you know, instead of just
having, you know, history—
American history—we have also
women’s history, or you know,
things like that, classes in different
kinds of literature. You know,
Black American Literature or some-
thing like that. I think the College
has really done a fine job of doing
that. 

And what  about—now,  were  you

ever  fu l l - t ime sta f f ,  o r  d id  you

work par t - t ime sta f f  wh i le  you

went  to  grad schoo l?

I was full-time staff.

Ful l - t ime,  OK.  Now,  what  was the

d i f fe rence. . .  cou ld  you g ive  some

ins ight  into—or  was there  ver y

l i t t le  d iv is ion  between the sta f f

and the facu l ty?  Do you know

what  I ’m say ing? Was that

another  t rans i t ion ,  o r  was that  an

easy  t rans i t ion?

Well, that was another transition,
because I think the faculty was very
cooperative and helpful most of the
time, but you know, it is being in a
different place, I think, when
you’re faculty. You know, so it
was... you know, I felt as though I
belonged in the Liberal Education
Department, but you know, it’s not
the same thing as being faculty. 

Were you a  secretar y  in  the

L ibera l  Educat ion  Depar tment?

I was a secretary.

Oohhh. . .  so  you were  tak ing

courses in  L ibera l  Ed  as  a

student ,  then you worked as  a

secretar y—

Right.

And then you taught .

I was new to the system before
that. 

Oh my gosh.

So I had a lot of different experi-
ences. 

Wel l ,  maybe you cou ld  e laborate ,

you know,  on what  the st r ength

of  that  depar tment  and what  the

weaknesses o f  that  depar tment

were  in  a l l  those years  that  spent

in  a l l  those d i f fe rent  ro les ,  k ind

of .

The strengths, I think... I think the
quality of the faculty and their
vision for the classroom as well as
the College. I think that was a defi-
nite strength. So many different
kinds of people, you know, but
focusing on educating their
students to the best of their ability.
I think that was a real strength. I
know over the years, some of them-
the more... let’s see... the more
liberal classes were, I think, elimi-
nated, and I thought that was
unfortunate. There was a Modes of
Meditation class, when I first got
there in 1980, that I thought was
very helpful, but you know, they
sort of streamlined some of those
things for the more academic
classes, which I can certainly appre-
ciate, but I wish they could have
kept both, you know. So you had
all the academic classes and also
some of the other ones.

Did you get  a  sense—and other

peop le  have ra ised th is  issue,  but

cer ta in ly  not  ever yone—that

Columbia  is  los ing some o f  i ts

un iqueness,  that  i t  i s  becoming. . .

I  mean,  I ’m just  th ink ing o f  that

example  that  you gave,  that

we’ve  lost ,  in  the  L ibera l  Ed

Depar tment ,  some pretty  un ique

c lasses.  That  i t ’s  k ind  o f

succumbing to  pressures  to  go

more mainst ream—was that  at  a l l
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your  exper ience whi le  you were

here?

I think that that certainly has
happened in the last few years, and
I mean, I certainly can understand,
you know, that they want to be
more mainstream or more accepted
in some cases. But I again hope
that they don’t lose, you know, the
creative edge. [I think] it’s wonder-
ful to have, you know, people who
write teach writing, and people
who make movies teach moviemak-
ing, and you know, because I had
an instructor who had written a
textbook with another instructor
on, you know, writing for film
when I first got there. And I think
that’s a great benefit. So if the
College can find a way to keep its,
you know, unique place in educa-
tion, and you know, give people
the kind of academic standards that
they’re looking for, I think that
would be great. But it would be a
shame for Columbia just to be, you
know, another college. 

Right .  And you ment ioned ear l ie r

that  you fe l t  one o f  the  major

cha l lenges that  Co lumbia  had to

face was i ts  growth.  

Yes.

Is  i t  go ing to  be harder—you

know,  does that  a f fect  the  ab i l i ty

to  r emain  creat ive ,  do  you th ink? 

Well, it could. I think, you know,
if it’s growth that’s gone sort of
unchecked, I mean—while I’m not
saying it’s like a kudzu vine, you
know, that’s just growing wildly,
but I mean, if money is invested in
buildings, you know, that’s terrific.
But I think with those buildings,
we need to keep the original intent
of Columbia, which was to really
be a creative arts institution. And I
think that’s very important, you
know. I mean, it’s, you know, it’s
wonderful to say, “Well, we’re in
the top, you know, 10 schools

academically, you know,” if that
were the case, but you know, to be
that without having that unique
place, I think would be a shame. 

We’ l l  change sub jects  a  l i t t le  b i t ,

but  cou ld  you spend some t ime

ta lk ing about  your  own work,  and

again ,  you know,  maybe how

that ’s  been an outgrowth f r om

your  exper ience at  Co lumbia? But

what  you’ r e  work ing on now,  what

some o f  the  parameters  o f  i t

might  be ,  and how that  was in f lu -

enced by  Co lumbia  or  your  exper i -

ence at  Co lumbia .

Well, I’m still writing, and still,
you know, publishing. I don’t have
a big novel out there yet, but you
know, but I’ve had some publica-
tions and some things performed,
and right now I’m working on a
play for the College of Lake
County, it’s a date rape play,
because they want to address the
issue, and so I get a chance to write
that. And so I haven’t lost the
creative energy that I had when I
was a student there. Of course, the
unfortunate thing is that being a
full-time teacher now, I don’t have
as much time to write, but
certainly the energy is still there,
and you know, the things that I
bring to my teaching that I
remember in my own writing, I got
from the writing classes there. You
know, the vividness of the writing,
and things in the classroom, like
you know, wanting to take the
reader to what happens next, and
things like that I still remember
from my education there. 

Do peop le  ask—are they  cur ious

about  Co lumbia? Is  Co lumbia  k ind

of  st i l l  an  unknown quant i ty,

when you know,  peop le  ask about

your  background or  where  you

went  to  schoo l ,  etcetera? Are

they  cur ious  about  the inst i tu -

t ion?

Well, I always introduce myself on
the first day of class by giving

students information about my
background, including Columbia,
and so I’m happy to say that I’ve
had several students actually go on
to Columbia, either to finish their
BAs or to—I have one student
who’s going to graduate school, or
starting graduate school in January.
So you know, so I’m very happy
about that, [and I do] have positive
things to say.

What do you say  to  the—how do

you descr ibe  the schoo l  to  them,

and why do you th ink they  chose

to  go,  and why was i t  a  good f i t

fo r  them,  do you th ink?

I guess they were students who
were interested in creative pursuits.
They want to continue writing, or
they want to get into filmmaking,
or you know, or other creative
avenues like that. And so, you
know, I always suggest that to
them, that it would be a place
where they can—you know, they’ll
learn a lot, but also they’ll be given
a chance to sort of grow and expand
themselves, too. And I think that’s
really important. 

That ’s  interest ing.  Because,  you

know,  i t  k ind  o f  keeps the cyc le

go ing.  That  you know,  you le f t  U

of  I  k ind  o f  search ing fo r  a  p lace,

and there ’s  students  that  you

teach that  a re  do ing the same

th ing and end up at  Co lumbia .  

Mm-hmm, yeah.

OK.  And let ’s  ta lk  just  a  b i t

about -maybe—I want  to  get  back

to maybe th is  cha l lenges th ing,

and aga in ,  what  about  as  a  sta f f

member? D id  you see—we d idn’ t

ta lk  about  that  qu i te  as  much.

Did  you see cha l lenges that  the

schoo l  had to  address  or  face

more as  a  sta f f  member,  o r  d i f fe r -

ent  issues f r om teach ing and

f rom be ing a  student?

I think some of the issues might
have been the—just simply being
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able to take care of the part-time
faculty, because they’re such a vital
part of the institution, yet they’re
in a place that’s very different, you
know, they’re not full-time staff
and they’re not full-time faculty,
and I was always concerned about
that, and you know, and their place
in the College and that they were
recognized as significant. And I
think that’s still true, at every insti-
tution.

Right .  Now,  you worked fu l l - t ime

as depar tment  secretar y—

Right.

Were you par t - t ime as  a  facu l ty

member?

Yes.

And d id  you ever  become fu l l - t ime

as a  facu l ty  member?

No.

Oh,  OK.  So when you were  ta lk ing

about  that ,  d id  you fee l  that  as  a

par t - t imer  as  wel l ,  that  there

was. . .  not  the  suppor t  o r  the

resources ava i lab le  to  you,  in  the

depar tment  or  in  the  schoo l?  

Well, I hate to say—I wouldn’t
want to say, you know, that they
weren’t available. I think that
people were doing the best they
could, but as a part-time faculty
member, you could, you know, you
may not have the space that you
need, you know, sometimes, or
the—you know, the office space to
have conferences or things like that.

Right .

It’s a very different—sort of like
you’re on the go all the time, on
the run. So it’s very different from,
you know, having a place that you
can call your own as a full-time
faculty member, or even as a full-
time staff member. So it’s very
different in that respect. And I
recognize too, you know, as when I

was secretary, that you know, the
part-time faculty members would
have their own concerns about
getting their mail, or you know,
not having a key to the office, you
know, they couldn’t get in at times
when the office was locked, or you
know, just things like that. I mean,
you know, that’s an issue, I think,
for every institution that has a large
part-time faculty. 

And you’ r e  aware  that  the par t -

t ime facu l ty  then voted to  fo rm a

un ion,  to  un ion ize?

Oh no, I didn’t. That’s great.

Yeah,  i t  was last  year.  And a

lot—I mean,  I  th ink the cent ra l

issue,  o f  course,  is  compensa -

t ion .  But  issues o f  space and a

lot  o f  the  th ings that  you just

ra ised were  cer ta in ly  par t  o f  the

concerns ,  because i t  does seem

to be. . .  you’ r e  in  an  i l l - de f ined

p lace at  the  inst i tut ion .  There ’s

so many o f  you,  and yet  you k ind

of  a re—you know,  you’ r e  not  fu l l -

t ime facu l ty,  you’ r e  not  fu l l - t ime

sta f f ,  and i t ’s—I mean,  i t ’s  some

of  the  issues that  you’ r e  ra is ing

that  cer ta in ly  was a  concern  and

par t  o f  the  organ iz ing  e f fo r t

beh ind the un ion izat ion .  That ’s

ver y  interest ing.  I  was just

jok ing ly  go ing to  say  that ,  too ,

you must  have—if  you were—I

star ted teach ing par t - t ime—I

don’t  know i f  we ever  met  in

L ibera l  Ed—in ‘90,  and we a lso

last  year  got  a  new cop ier  that ’s

ter r i f ic .

Oh wow, great! (Laughs)

We were st i l l ,  you know,  l imping

a long on those r ehabbed cop iers

up unt i l ,  you know,  last  year.  So

i t ’s  k ind  o f  funny  that  a  lot  o f

th ings hadn’ t  changed,  you know,

even a lmost  s ix  years  a f ter  you

had moved on.

(Laughs) I know, the copier issue is
a big on at the College of Lake

County, too. We just got new
copiers, so...

Can’t  get  away f r om i t .

It must be true everywhere. Maybe
the turn of the millennium now,
people want to give you new
copiers. 

Wel l ,  what  about—can you look

back,  as  a  student  or  sta f f ,

aga in ,  o r  facu l ty,  at  some o f  the

r i tua ls  o f  Co lumbia ,  and what  you

remember? Say,  l ike  graduat ions ,

or  more  the soc ia l  aspect  o f  the

inst i tut ion?

Well, one of the things that stands
out are the readings that they had
for Hair Trigger. Those were really
important, because as a student,
they gave me a chance to actually
stand up in front of an audience
and read my work.

Maybe you shou ld  exp la in  what

Hai r  Tr igger  is ,  and what  those

read ings—you know.

Well, Hair Trigger was the maga-
zine put out by the—I guess now
they have the Fiction Department,
but before, it was the Writing/
English Department who put it
out. And it contains a lot of
student works, and it’s won awards,
and it’s a wonderful magazine. And
so the people who were published
in it were invited to come and read
their work, or people in different
writing classes would come and
read their work. And so it was
really—it was a wonderful experi-
ence to just be able to get up in
front of an audience and do that.
You know, and I think that that
helps, you know—later on in life
when I got in front of an audience,
you know, I could call upon those
experiences, you know, what that
was like. To be in an auditorium
with people and reading and that
sort of thing.
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And what  about  any  other  r i tu -

a ls—l ike,  do  you r emember  gradu -

at ions ,  o r  when you graduated?

Or  d id  you attend graduat ions  as

sta f f  o r  facu l ty?

Yes, I did. Oh, I remember my
advisor’s name: Andy Allegretti. 

Oh,  OK.

[How] did I forget that? (Laughs)
But graduation was really impor-
tant to me, because I, you know, I
had a chance at that time to have
my parents come, and really, after
having left college for a few years,
and coming back, and being able to
finish, I actually did go to my
undergraduate graduation. I didn’t
go to my graduate graduation, but
I did go to the undergraduate one,
and it was a thrill.

And what—I have to—I’m gonna

stop the—OK.  As a  student ,  what

were  your  impress ions o f  the

Col lege Pres ident ,  Mike

Alexandro f f?

I... well... [let’s just say] I don’t
really—I don’t really have very
many recollections of Mike
Alexandroff, actually, as a student. I
think that I probably was
immersed in, you know, in my
studies, and other activities around
school, and my teachers, and I don’t
really have a memory of him, you
know. 

Who would  have been l ike -say—

was i t  ind iv idua l  teachers ,  o r  was

i t  depar tment  cha i rs  that—you

know,  who f igured b iggest  in  the

facu l ty  in  your  exper ience there?

I think probably it would have to
be the teachers in the Writing
Department, because that was my
great passion, so I spent more time
there than I did anywhere else,
except liberal arts. They had the
biggest impact on me.

And maybe i f  we cou ld  just  go

back to  some o f ,  l ike ,  the

courses that  you took that ,

aga in ,  maybe in f luenced your

future  work or  what  you were

interested in .

Oh, I took poetry classes, and now
I can’t remember my poetry advisor
or teachers. Umm...

That ’s  a l l  r ight .  No,  I  mean,  but

just—I mean,  more  impor tant ly,

what  you took away f r om i t .

Because are  you wr i t ing  poet r y

now as wel l?

Oh yes, I’m still writing poetry.
And... and the challenge to
continue to do better, or to reach
for different images, or to find new
and fresh ways to say things, I
still—I took that away from that
course. All my courses, the same
sense of importance in the way I
used words. 

Mm-hmm.

So when I’d say to my students,
you know, I really do enjoy reading
and writing, because many of them,
especially in the composition
classes, may not really feel that way,
but I really do feel that way. I really
do enjoy reading and writing, and
you know, and Columbia was a big
part of that. I spent so many years
there... you know, but that really
helped to feed my desire to teach
and to write.

And when you f i rs t  r ea l i zed  that

you were  interested in  that ,  o r  in

pursu ing wr i t ing ,  how have you

evo lved—obv ious ly,  you’ve  grown,

evo lved,  but  how have some o f

the changes mani fested? Are  you

wr i t ing  about  d i f fe rent  th ings

now,  or  how is  your  work,  you

know,  grown and evo lved?

I am writing about different things,
and I learned—at the U of I, I was
censoring myself, and at Columbia,
I learned to stop censoring myself.
And that’s very important, and I
try to get my students to under-
stand that too.

L ike what  type o f  th ings—if  you

cou ld  g ive  an example—would  you

have censored,  and then—

Oh, personal relationships, or, you
know, that sort of thing, and then
you don’t write about them and
then you wish you had, or you
don’t write about them with the
sort of honesty that you need in
order to make the piece work. And
you know, and so I still try to get
students to be really comfortable
with that, and to say to them, you
know, if you don’t write with an
honest vision, then you know—and
I got that from my experience at
Columbia. I really grew there. I
had such a difficult time expressing
myself, and as I continued with the
writing classes, I really opened up a
lot.

And I ’m cur ious  as  to—again ,

maybe i f  you cou ld  go back,  you

know,  how you got  to  Co lumbia ,

that  i t  was—you know,  how d id

you learn  about  the—was i t  just

the courses that  were  o f fe red and

read ing i ts  cata log?

Yes, actually, I was looking in one
of those sections—they have those
school sections in the paper, and I
was looking through them, because
I really—I had made up my mind,
I wanted to go back to school, and
I saw Columbia, and their creative
writing program and their film
program, and I said, “Wow, this is
the place I wanna be, because this
really addresses what I want to do
in life.” 

That ’s  interest ing,  and I ’m cur i -

ous :  do  you have someth ing

handy—and I  can turn  the tape

of f  and wai t—but  cou ld  you r ead

some o f  your  poet r y,  o r  is  that  a

poss ib i l i ty,  fo r  the  inter v iew to

have i t  on  the tape,  and you

know,  be a  par t  o f  the  t ranscr ip -

t ion?

Oh. 
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Because I  can turn  the tape o f f ,

too ,  i f  you can go—

Oh, sure. You want something
new—I hope you don’t want some-
thing I have to go back in my
archives—

No,  no,  no!  I t ’s  complete ly  up  to

you,  but  I  th ink i t  wou ld  be n ice

for  the  inter v iew and the t ran -

scr ipt ion ,  just  to  have,  you know,

a p iece o f  your  work on as  wel l .

Oh, that would be great.

Does that  sound l ike  a  good

idea?

Do you want something long, or—
I mean, not too long, I’m sure,
but—because I have a poem that I
just wrote, about being tired of not
being able to write, so—

Per fect .  And do you have i t ,  o r

shou ld  I  tu rn  the tape o f f  fo r  a

moment?

Just for a moment.

Al l  r ight .  And now,  D iane Wi l l iams

is  go ing to  r ead a  p iece o f  her

own work,  and I ’ l l  le t  you int ro -

duce i t .

OK, thank you. 

Whi le  Eat ing at  the  Pac i f ic  R im

Kitchen [For  Mel issa]

Between sushi and ginger and plum
wine,

Notions wander behind my eyes.

Is it that mama has gone,

Or that papa sits like a stone
against my wall?

Or that you have become my miracle,

As distinct as rising with the sun in
the morning, 

You whose smile is a thousand suns, 

A thousand saviors.

Let no mortal set this asunder, I
declare.

Sipping your white wine,

Toasting to a [fabric] just at my
fingertips. 

With this trickling down of romance, 

The still-beating breast of the
songstress, 

I no longer crave the life of the itin-
erant lover,

Traveling from palm to tongue to
gray matter

Only to find No Peddling signs
tacked to each locked door.

For here is a heart whole enough to
open, 

Here is a soul free enough to share,

Here is a genius pondering all of
eternity

In the quite space of here and now.

I am entranced, enriched, engorged, 

Looking for the more that you have
become,

The beauty in your face, like a
candle aflame.

I stare at the truth and for once I do
not flinch. 

I am not melting like icicles or
solstice suns, 

My passion has not forsaken me,

This muse has not discarded me on
some desert

That I can not cross.

Instead, you sit facing me,

The flute and harp accompanying
your tongue

As the gods request a hymn.

You dip your fingers in the saltiness 

Held in the ceramic dish, 

Place them upon my fingers, 

Knowing love is not a tap to be
turned on and off.

I drift, not sure if this is a gentle
breeze

Or a stormy wind that tickles my
spine.

But I go forward, sure, but of
what?

Of letting go to hold on to, truly
potently?

I love this peace between us,

This place within us, 

Held with the grace and certainty of
chopsticks.

That ’s  beaut i fu l !

Oh, thank you. 

That  is  beaut i fu l !  I t  makes such a

d i f fe rence to  hear  you r ead i t .

You know,  i t ’s  got  k ind  o f  a  song

to i t .

Oh, well, thank you.

That  I  th ink i f  you were  r ead ing i t

o f f  the  page,  but  to  hear  the

author  r ead i t ,  that  is  beaut i fu l .

Oh, thank you.

I t  made me fee l  l ike  we were  on

some deser ted is land someplace.

(Laughs)

(Laughs)

Wel l ,  I  th ink that ’s  a  good p lace

to  end the inter v iew,  un less

you’ve  thought  o f  anyth ing e lse

that  you’d  l ike  to ,  you know,  a

memor y  or  a  r eco l lect ion  o f

Co lumbia  that  you th ink is  par t ic -

u la r ly  te l l ing  or  ins ight fu l .  Do you

have anyth ing e lse  you’d  l ike  to

add? 

Well, I can only say that, you
know, I take the wholeness of
Columbia with me, I guess. It’s
still very much a part of who I am
as a person, and I think that’s really
important to know. And talking
about it has helped me really fully
see that, despite the fact that I talk
to students about it, or that sort of
thing. It’s sort of like... getting a
chance to talk about it like this
really helps me see how much
Columbia is still such a big part of
who I am.

Hmm. I  th ink that ’s  n ice .  I ’m

sure . . .  i t ’s  n ice  to  know that .  I

mean,  i t ’s  a  good perspect ive  to

have,  too ,  fo r  th is  Ora l  H istor y
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Pro ject ,  that  someone who—you

know,  i t ’s  p retty  r ecent ,  obv i -

ous ly,  that  you were  here ,  and in

so many d i f fe rent  capac i t ies ,  but

k ind o f  a  f r esh memor y  o f  i t .  So ,

I  th ink you ver y  much fo r  your

t ime.

Oh, you’re welcome. I’m glad I was
able to do the interview. This was
great.

I t  was ver y  n ice .  I  hope someday

we’ l l  meet .

Yes, absolutely!
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