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Interview with a YoungArts Alumna: Award Winning
Poet and Educator Caitlin Doyle

We’re happy to present an interview with Caitlin Doyle, a YoungArts alumna who won our
Anne Kaufman Poetry Prize as a teenager. Since Caitlin’s participation in the National Arts
Recognition and Talent Search through YoungArts, she has gone on to publish widely in
magazines, journals, and anthologies, to receive numerous prestigious fellowships,
scholarships, and awards, and to work as an educator in the literary arts. Most recently, she
taught poetry as the Writing-In-Residence at Interlochen Arts Academy in Michigan. She talked
to us about her experience with YoungArts and its impact on her life as a writer.
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Tell us about your experience with YoungArts as a teenager. How did your participation
in the program impact you at that stage in your life?

Through the National Arts Recognition and Talent Search, | was flown to Miami to participate in
YoungArts Week with other kids from all over the country —writers, dancers, filmmakers,
musicians, actors, visual artists, and more. Being part of a program that supports young artists
in such a concrete and generous manner sent me a message | needed to hear at that point in
my life: Poetry matters. It’s one thing to receive such a message as a fledgling writer from
teachers, parents, and word-loving peers, and another thing to experience the kind of tangible
and sustaining encouragement that the National YoungArts Foundation provides.

How would you describe your experience of YoungArts Week?

| spent the week with my fellow YoungArts participants in intensive classes and mentoring
sessions led by prominent people in our fields. We generated new work, collaborated within



and across our chosen art forms, and attended each other’s performances, readings, and
exhibitions. Just as exhilarating were the informal interactions at meals and during breaks from
the schedule. For the first time, | found myself surrounded by poets who wanted to stay up
until dawn talking about Elizabeth Bishop, Wallace Stevens, Sylvia Plath, Seamus Heaney, and
so many other writers who had obsessed our imaginations.

Not to mention the fact that the hotel where we stayed had a giant swimming pool (and a
gleaming hot tub to boot!), which was exciting for me at that age. The physical setting
bolstered me as much as the rest of the YoungArts experience. The shining water, palm trees,
and exotic Florida birds seemed to carry an exaggerated luxuriance that magnified the trip’s
artistic elements. My immersion in YoungArts Week made me feel as if I’d entered a world,
both within myself and all around me, full of dimensions, colors, and depths I’d never fully
encountered before.

Since your YoungArts experience, you’ve gone on to teach and mentor student writers in
a variety of contexts. You’ve taught as a Lecturer in Creative Writing at Boston University
and as the Emerging Writer-In-Residence at Penn State Altoona, and you’ve held two
Writer-In-Residence teaching positions at the high school level: one at St. Albans School
in Washington, DC, and one at Interlochen Arts Academy in Michigan. How, if at all, has
your experience with the YoungArts program informed your teaching of young writers?

My experience with YoungArts showed me the far-reaching impact that committed mentorship
can have on an artist in the emerging stages. After YoungArts Week, | knew that, as | went
forward with my poetry, | wanted to devote at least some part of my life to fostering the talents
of writers in their early years. My time in Miami exposed me to the inner workings of a program
that has long been an indispensable support system for young artists in this country. Many of
the most celebrated people in the arts in America received their earliest recognition and
mentorship through YoungArts. When | look back on that week, | realize that observing the
program’s structure taught me a considerable amount about how to offer developing writers
the kind of nuanced mentorship that really makes a difference.

Was there a specific lesson about literary mentorship that made a particularly powerful
impression on you during YoungArts Week?

One of the lessons about mentorship that | absorbed during YoungArts Week continues to
guide me in valuable ways as a teacher: It’s crucial to help young writers remain connected to
the parts of themselves that drive them to write for reasons other than external validation. Of
course, you’re also teaching them how to navigate aspects of the writing life that exist beyond
the self. Examples include helping them learn how to give and receive feedback, how to
consider the idea of an audience, how to send their work into the world, and how to
understand that they exist, as both readers and writers, in the context of literary traditions that
extend far back in time. But it’s important to emphasize for them that if they put too much
weight on the aspects of writing that involve affirmation from others—*“praise” and “wages,” as
Dylan Thomas says in his poem “In My Craft or Sullen Art” —they will find it hard to sustain their
passion and discipline. | hope to guide students toward protecting the place within them that
writes, above all, for pleasure, so that their process doesn’t become overly fraught with other
pressures.



Can you talk a bit about your recent experience as the writer-in-residence at Interlochen
Arts Academy?

Interlochen Arts Academy has been a particularly rewarding environment in which to work with
young writers. It’s one of just a few high schools nationwide where students can major in
creative writing (and it’s the only school in the country with an entire building, known as “The
Writing House,” devoted solely to the study of creative writing). As a renowned boarding
school for the arts, Interlochen attracts truly gifted young writers from all over the world, and it
has been immensely fulfilling to help them forge their artistic identities. When | headed to
Interlochen to teach, | couldn’t have fathomed that I’d find myself immersed in the coldest and
snowiest Northern Michigan winter of the past twenty years. Nor could | have imagined how
much my dedicated students and fellow faculty members would make every snowy trek to
class worth it.
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It’s interesting to note that Interlochen has a long history of student participation in the
YoungArts program.

Yes. Several of the school’s young writers over the years have been selected to participate in
the program, and some of them have received awards at the highest levels of the National
YoungArts Foundation. While teaching at Interlochen, I’ve experienced a wonderful full-circle
feeling. As someone who benefited so much from the YoungArts program in my teen years,
I’ve relished being able to mentor students in a creative writing program that has produced
several YoungArts honorees.

Are there any specific experiences with YoungArts mentors that shaped you significantly
as a writer?

During YoungArts Week, one of the mentors with whom | worked was a poet named William
Kloefkorn. At the time, | was wrestling with the tension between narrative and lyric impulses in
my work, and I’d started to feel swayed by the fact that contemporary poetic trends tended
more toward lyric poetry than work with strong narrative properties. Bill helped me to discern
the difference between genuinely individual poetic impulses and aesthetic leanings driven by
forces external to one’s own instincts. In essence, he taught me to trust myself.

Since your award through the National YoungArts Foundation, you have achieved a lot of
recognition as a poet. To highlight just a few: the Amy Award in Poetry through Poets &
Writers, the Margaret Bridgman Scholarship at the Bread Loaf Writers Conference, and
Writer-In-Residence positions at the Jack Kerouac House and the James Merrill House.



For all of your recognition, you are a still a young writer in the early stages of your career.
Can you talk a little bit about your journey as a writer in recent years?

For the past few years, my life on the literary front has been an adventure. I've traveled all over
the United States for residency fellowships, Writer-In-Residence positions, and creative writing
teaching posts, while also working on and off as a copy writer for a media marketing company.
My writing has absorbed several different landscapes: Wyoming, Vermont, New Hampshire,
Washington, Florida, Michigan, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, Boston, Virginia, and others.
Though sometimes the thought of packing and unpacking my suitcase one more time makes
me dizzy, I’'m beyond grateful for the support of so many literary communities around the
country. I’ve met writers, artists, and teachers of writing who have become my dearest friends,
and I've had to opportunity to expand my world both personally and on the page.

It’s particularly intriguing to learn about your experience holding Writer-In-Residence
positions in both the Jack Kerouac House and the James Merrill House. What was your
path to those particular positions?

When | decided to take some time off from teaching to focus exclusively on writing, | found
myself drawn to the idea of exploring places inhabited in the past by other writers.

| felt compelled to enter the former living spaces of authors who had forged significant bodies
of work. The notion of absorbing creative energies from the very rooms in which those authors
once wrote intrigued me. | applied for Writer-In-Residence positions at several writers’ houses
around the country, including the Carson McCullers House in Georgia, the Carl Sandburg
Home in North Carolina, and the Thurber House in Ohio. When | ended up receiving two
acceptances, first from the Jack Kerouac House in Orlando, FL, and later from the James
Merrill House in Stonington, CT, my excitement was matched by my fascination with the many
differences between the two writers.

What was it like to live and work in spaces formerly occupied by such lauded writers?

The energies buzzing throughout Kerouac’s tin-roofed Florida bungalow and Merrill’s stately
New England Victorian were very different, and each environment impacted my process in
unique and fruitful ways. | also benefited significantly from the generous life forces surrounding
the two houses. People involved with the Kerouac House, and the Central Florida literary world
at large, welcomed me into the community, and I’ve come to think of Orlando as a second
home. Likewise, | know that | will always have a home in Stonington, where so many of the
Merrill House folks and Stonington Borough residents went out of their way to make my time
as comfortable and productive as possible.

You were recently invited to participate as the featured poetry alumna reader in the
annual Boston University Faculty Reading, an event highlighted in a BU Today article as
“one of Boston’s most distinguished literary events.” In the same article, former Poet
Laureate Robert Pinsky noted you as “a young poet who combines focus and range,
feeling and wit.” What was it like to read your work along with Robert Pinsky, Dan
Chiasson, and Ha Jin, among other faculty luminaries?

| spent a lot of time in the preceding weeks practicing and trying out different poem
arrangements with a few close friends and family members. None of that could have fully



prepared me for what it felt like as | approached the podium that night. The feeling that
overtook me was the same one that used to seize me before cross-country races in high
school: a head-to-toe rush of adrenaline-filtered nervousness and excitement. As | said to the
journalist who wrote that article in BU Today, it was especially a pleasure to read with Robert
Pinsky, since he was one of my main professors and thesis advisors during my time in the
program. Returning to Boston University to share the stage with the distinguished graduate
faculty could not have been more gratifying.

You attended the Boston University Master of Fine Arts Program as the recipient of the
George Starbuck Fellowship in Poetry, which is awarded to one incoming student each
year. The Boston University Graduate Creative Writing Program is one of the most
prestigious MFA programs in the country. Can you talk about your experience in the
program?

While the majority of graduate programs in Creative Writing require two or three years of study,
the BU program fits multiple years of master’s courses into a single intensive year. You work
so hard in such a short period that your evolution as a writer takes on the same quality as a
time-lapse video of a flower blossoming. | absorbed a great deal of insight from observing the
passions and commitments of the faculty, including Robert Pinsky’s dedication to exploring
the role of diction in poetry, Derek Walcott’s emphasis on the relationship between poetry and
theatre, and Rosanna Warren’s rigorous belief that writers must immerse themselves in the
past if they wish to truly innovate in the future. Studying in the BU program with the three of
them shaped me as a reader and writer in ways that continue to reverberate through my work.
Another major gift that the experience offered me was a chance to build enduring friendships,
literary and otherwise, with my classmates in the program.

Are there any other teachers or mentors, in addition to William Kloefkorn through
YoungArts, who had a particular impact on your work in your earliest years?

One of my high school English teachers, Jack Pasanen, contributed to my growth as a writer in
unforgettable ways. Studying The Odyssey with him opened up the world of written language
for me, and his classes on the World War | poets brought me closer to an understanding of
poetry’s power than any course I've taken since. In his classroom, we learned to be alert to the
pleasures of discovery that poems can deliver when one truly hears the language.

Jack has remained a significant literary mentor for me through the years, and | still send him
poem drafts for feedback. What | value about his insight is the way that he reads with his ears
and his heart as much as with his mind. Instead of being interested in of-the-moment literary
trends or language that performs tricks of obfuscation, he’s compelled by story and song, and
it always serves my words well to have had him as a listener.

If you had to pass along one piece of advice for current or future YoungArts participants
who might be reading this, and young writers in general, what would it be?

My advice would be this: Don’t listen to advice! Listen to the words that other writers have put
down on the page—poems, novels, stories, essays—and let your reading guide you to
discoveries that will fortify and define your own work.
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Caitlin Doyle’s poems, essays, and reviews have appeared in The Atlantic, Boston Review, The
Threepenny Review, Blackbird, and numerous other journals and magazines. Her work has also
appeared or is forthcoming in several anthologies, including The Best Emerging Poets of 2013,
The Southern Poetry Anthology, The Crafty Poet: A Portable Workshop, and Best New Poets
2009. She has received an Amy Award in Poetry through Poets & Writers, the Margaret
Bridgman Scholarship through the Bread Loaf Writers Conference, and the Tennessee Williams
Scholarship through the Sewanee Writers Conference, among other awards and honors. To
read more about Caitlin and to see samples of her work, you can visit her website

here: www.caitlindoylepoetry.com




