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Poetry as Sleight-of-Hand
An Interview with Marjorie Manwaring
by

Kim Hamilton

M

arjorie Manwaring is an editor at
Floating Bridge Press and co-editor
of the poetry and art journal DMQ
Review. A Northwest Washington
native, she taught poetry at the Osher Institute,
University of Washington, and in the public schools.
Marjorie was a Jack Straw Writers Program fellow
in 2010. Her poems appear in a number of journals
and anthologies and were collected in two previous
chapbooks, What to Make of a Diminished Thing
(Dancing Girl Press) and Magic Word (Pudding
House Publications). Marjorie recently launched her
full-length poetry book, Search for a Velvet-Lined
Cape (Mayapple Press, 2013). Kim Hamilton caught
up with her at Herkimer Coffee in Greenwood to talk
about art and magic.

assist with guessing. That was also the era of The
Amazing Kreskin and Leonard Nimoy’s In Search
Of ... so magic was in the air.

Kim Hamilton: Marjorie, in your new book,
Search for a Velvet-Lined Cape, your speakers disappear, levitate, and escape from submerged boxes.
What drew you to magic as a conceit?

Marjorie: That was one of the rare poems
that arrived nearly intact.

KH: Any later magical influences?

Marjorie: At Bennington, I read a lot of H.D.,
Hilda Doolitle, who was fascinated by alchemy and
mysticism. H.D. wrote to a friend, “I seem a very
between-worlds person.” I was also reading Carol
Ann Duffy and Pamela Alexander’s Commonwealth
of Wings. I think all of these influences just lodged
in my subconscious.
KH: How did your first magic poem come
about?

KH: Like out of a hat?

Marjorie Manwaring: It must have started
with the Hocus Pocus Magic Kit my parents gave
me when I was nine. I became a bit obsessive about
it. I remember having the props set out on a TV tray
in my bedroom, reading the instructions, practicing my patter along with the actual trick. I’m sure
I pressed my parents and brother and whoever
happened to be at the house to be the audience.

Marjorie: Almost. My writing group did an
exercise where we all wrote a phrase, then put
the folded slips of paper in the center of the table.
I pulled: “The man who is always at my side.”
That became “The Magician’s Assistant,” and
then I just kept following the magic — through
different voices.

KH: Yes, what is a magician without an
audience? Tell us about your signature move.

KH: If persona poems reflect aspects of
self, in what way are you like the magician’s
assistant?

Marjorie: My favorites were the card tricks
because they had the element of mind reading in
them. I remember ordering a set of magic cards,
advertised on the Brakeman Bill television show,
where every other card was shaved down to

Marjorie: The magician’s assistant is a woman who is drawn away from her routine; who is
searching for something; who seems willing to
risk herself in order to experience something of
the mystical. I can relate to that searching and
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longing. And I can relate to putting myself out
there and taking emotional risks with my work.
In Ann Patchett’s The Magician’s Assistant, a
conversation takes place between Parsival, the
magician, and Sabine, the magician’s assistant.
Parsival is urging Sabine to carry on the magic
act after Parsival is gone (he is dying). She says
she couldn’t do it, that she’s not the magician.
Parsival replies with “You’re the one that does
the tricks. You just refuse to see it. You do the
tricks hanging upside-down in a box.”
KH: You mentioned earlier that your
book became “a cornucopia of unlikely juxtapositions.” Some of those are really funny.
I’m thinking of “Greetings from the Dead
Poets’ Convention,” “Rejection Letter from
Gertrude Stein” and “Letter to Mick Jagger
from the St. Paul Chapter of the Daughter’s
of Norway.” These poems leaven the melancholy
in some of your other work.

Marjorie: Yes, whimsy is like that for me,
turning dark into light. Watching the strange
shadows it throws.
KH: How does this transformation of dark
into light, or the reverse, in spell-casting and
poetry intertwine?
Marjorie: The magician uses “magic words”
to make something appear or disappear — there
is power in the actual saying of particular words
or syllables — as charms. I love these lines in
“Audubon Enfant” from Commonwealth of Wings,
written in the voice of John James Audubon:
				“…The woman
names me again Fougere you would say Fern,
names are charms and we need them.
There are places I cannot take the little one.
Edges of things are dangerous — where
sea and land meet, or field and forest,
things get loose from their names.”
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There is a connection between saying a
poem, an incantation or a liturgy: something
happens.
In magic, that something is immediate and
obvious — something appears or disappears or
is changed into something else. In poetry the
changes are subtler, but there is that feeling of
having crossed over to a different place.
KH: Do you think the West’s fascination with
the other side — the paranormal, the magical or
the mystical — is growing?

Poetics

Marjorie: Hmmm. Is our fascination with
the paranormal on the upswing? I’m not
sure. Maybe it’s inversely proportional to the
economy, like hemlines — the more dire things
get, the more distraction we need.
KH: Any last thoughts on magic?
Marjorie: It’s in the eye of the beholder. a
Kim Hamilton is a poet and editor living in San Francisco.
Her poetry collaboration with Carolyn Krieg, Visitation, is
forthcoming this summer, 2013.
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Levitation
She enters in darkness
(he forgot to turn on the porch light again), walks in.
Sees him haloed in blue tele-light, eating popcorn in the Barcalounger.
He turns to her. You look pale — levitation again?
Yes, sets her keys on top of the TV.
How far up this time? He holds out the bowl, she shakes her head.
Three feet — he’s trying some new spells. She smells envy, sits.
Loud chewing. Tell me what it’s like again.
The floating — it’s almost unnoticeable, like
lying on a really comfortable bed, and — she hesitates — there’s a sound.
Hmmm? His jaw pops.
A faint — singing. The butterflies.
Questioning look, slow swallow.
Butterflies, he keeps them about — wings, cocoons, for potions.
When I go up, they fly alongside. And . . . sing.
Well, I’ve never heard of . . . Like birds?
More like crickets, or frogs. The magician says animals
can sense transformation. But I’m the only one who hears them.
Eye contact. You mean he can’t? Chewing stops.
Just me — he says it’s part of the altered state.
I was in an altered state once. Big swallow.
She remembers. Yes.
No butterflies though.
No, she kneels down next to him, head in his lap, no butterflies.

—Marjorie Manwaring
(from Search for a Velvet-Lined Cape)
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