Our Interview with Poet

Janet Luongo

| want to be no other than the me that | am.

Sally from the Norwalk Public Library : Hi Janet! Thanks for joining us on the Poetry

Page! |l was first introduced to you through

inaugural At & Text exhibit last year, in which you were a featured poet! | see that you

are quite active in many arenas, but first |

When did you begin writing poetry?

Janet About third grade | discovered rhyming poems, amdldét of fun making up

lines that rhymed. My father encouraged me to keep "a log," so I've always kept journals
which included poems, and some entries became the basis of book drafts. In high school,
| studied poetry and began writing poems in orderelp me understand my life and
mysel f. At age fifteen, | wrote a piece,
audience at my Unitarian church in Queens, New York, and Universalist camp in
Massachusetts.



Janet as a young poet

Sally: Who are your favorite poets, and why? What are a few of your favorite poems?

Janet Glad to share the poet that first struck Mé&lt Whitman . As a child at church, |
heard a chor al r e n dLeavesohGrseosf, op aarntd olf rheil sa t peode: m

THEREwas a child went forth every day,

And the first object he look'd upon, that object he became,

And that object became part of him for the day or a certain part
of the day,

Or for many years or stretching cycles of years.

In my senior yearGGerard Manley Hopkinsmoved me by his ptwmem, NnSpr
a young child) because of his tender treatment of

Margarét, are you grieving
OverGoldengrove unleaving?

| love e.e.cummings, whose father was a Unitarian minister, for his bold experiments,
vivid images, and inventive play with punctuation and words:

i thank You God for most this amazing
day: for the leaping greenly spirits of trees
and a blue true dream of sky; é

Mary Oliver is an idol. She observes nature so closely that her images become
transcendent . I n AThe Summer Day, 0 she studi
prayer as she kneels in the grass, feeling blessed, and asks:



Doesn6t everything die at | ast, and too

Tell me, what is it you plan to do
With your one wild and precious life?

Sally: How important would you say poetry is in your life?

Janet Poetry is an integral part of me because | am fed it every Sunday matmy
Unitarian Universalist church. For twersgven years | listened to Rev. Frank Ball

now retired, and our Minister Emeritusrecite poems by heart. Some of his favorite
poet® Walt Whitman, ee.cummings, and Mary Olivér | now hold in my own heart.

Our current minister, Rev. John Morehouse, continues to make poetry central. And for a
meditation group that | guide before Sunday service, | always open with a poem.

Sally: You give talks about creativity and resil@y, and have written and published a
book,365 Daily Affirmations for CreativityWhy do you feel creativity is so important in
oneds |ife?

Janet In 2009, the faculty of the Teachers College in Xian, China invited me to talk
about how students could bere creative. The book is published in foguntries.

0C



365

Daily Affirmations
for Creativity

Including 60 exercises to Increase your
creativity at work, school, or home

Janet Luongo

Artist, Writer, and Speaker

Foreword by Jack Canfield
Co-author, Chicken Soup for the Sour" book series

My main point in my book on creativity is that everyone is creative, by necessity. When

we hear the word creativity, we usually think first of visual artists, masscipoets,

writers, designers. But, certainly, scientists and inventors are highly imaginative, creative
problem solvers. And we ALL, every day, create our life by the thoughts we choose to

dwell on, by how we eat, talk, act, and play with others. Thraugtthoices and

intentions, we create our families, our careers, our relationships. Parents and teachers
create environments; entrepreneurs create businesses and marketing plans; leaders create
policies that impact millions.

Janet speaking at the Teachers College in Xian, China

| urge each person to recognize their singular creative voice, and to quiet the voices in
their mind of other people and cultural figures whay unduly influence them. Let's
each claim our freedom to follow our own inner trutérsd become our own authentic



sel f. Letds create our unique approach to wh
partnership or family, pursuits in work and leisure, it beliefs and political

ideology.
Think
out of
the box!
Sally: I n your Atransformationo section on your

| coach people on how to transform unhealthy habits so they can lead whole
lives. My experience taught me recovengdahange is possible. After

breaking down in my teens, | finished a masters, launched a career in arts and
education, married and had a cHildll things doctors told me would be

unlikely.

Can you tell us about that? It is so interesting and inspiring.

Janet Raised in Queens, | worked hard as an honor student on track for the City College
of New York.

Janet, a high school honor student



In my senioryear, my mother divorced my alcoholic father, and jeopardized my college

plans by immediately remarrying and moving me out of New York. Then, within months,

she moved back and tried to reconcile with my father. Tired of being bounced around, |

rebelled anadlemanded to live on my own. Our parents rented for my sister and me (age

sixteen and seventeen), a enem apartment near them. Several months later, | quit

college, studied art, and hit the road with a mir@ce musician. We lived in the East

Vilagein fiThe Summer of Love, 0 dealing with pov
built up, and in 1968, after taking a psychedelic drug, | broke down.

Selfportrait, 1967
oil on canvas
Janet Luongo

Doctors painted a dreary picture of the rest gflifie; | am glad to say | proved them
wrong. | returned to my childhood dreams of studying, writing, making art, and creating a
family.

| now enjoy a beautiful, full life.

Sally: You are such an inspiratiolou seem to reach out and help alotof peapl | t 6 s
really so wonderful, everything you do. You
offer guidance in sel€are, seHexpression, love and forgiveness, and spiritual
meditation. o6 Why is this important to you?

Janet My recovery was consideredmarkable only by people who didn't realize the

power of imagination and love. | never gave up my vision of what | knew | could be; |

never gave up my love for myself and for others. With the help of family and friends, |

took deliberate steps to recovemdavhen | found the man who became my-ldeg

partner, he said to me, Al 6m most I mpressed
myself and my parents for (s@lled) mistakes. Mistakes are unavoidable because no one

gets a map at birth to highlight theorrect” path to travel through life. We all stumble



t hrough the best we can and those fimi stakeso
transformationPeople tend to hide the struggles in their lives, but eventually | told my

story out loud. In the year 2000 | lagce a motivational speaker and revealed to

audiences of hundreds how | struggled, and how | prevailed.

People did not judge me, but shared their own struggles, and thanked me for being brave
and honest. In 2005 wrote the book on creativity and how we can use positive
affirmations to transform our patterns. From 2@0D9, | studied at the Institute for
Integrative Nutrition (IIN), which inspired my husband and me to lead an even more
healthy lifestyle. For fouyears, | enjoyed a practice as an integrative coach for students

at IIN, and for patients of an osteopathic doctor.

Sally: You are also a visual artist, Janet. Tell us about the visual art that you create. |
understand t hat vy o umodetn maserd, and exhiBitadrimQereya st udi e
and Paris!o Could you share with us one of vy
favorite of yours?

Janet | consistently practiced visual art, along with writing, since childhood. My artistic
mother hung Impessionist paintings on the walls at home, and | dreamed about one day
exhibiting my paintings in Paris. In 1978, my husband, Jim Luongo, got a teaching
position in Switzerland, in a town above Lake Geriewaly hours from Paris!

Janet and her husband, Jim

| set up time to paint a body of work, and was accepted in small local galleries.



Our son was born, a vision comesatu

Janet, her husband, and their new little son

A few months afterwards, | created a painting that is one of my favorites. I'd dragged my
paint box, easel and ar¢ge canvas into the cornfields that surrounded our home. Above
me, swaying in the wind, stood stalks of corn. | noted details: the ears, the seeds, and
their push upwards toward the sun. | recalled the recent feeling of new life growing inside
my womb, whch developed according to a plan beyond anything | consciously directed,
and felt in the cornfields that same driving enérdg force de la vieThe Force of Life

Cornfield-Forceof Life
oil on canvas
Janet Luongo



In 1985, a year before the end of our eigbér stay in Europe, some paintings were
accepted for an International Exposition in Paris. BUT the Swiss bureaucracy put up
roadblocks to transporting them. Determined that a bureaucrat WQilckeep me from
fulfilling my childhood dream | outmaneuvered him and we celebrated success.

By the time we ended our eigiéar stay in Europe in 1986, I'd landed a-peeson
exhibition at Galerie Motte, a prestigiogallery in Geneva; and, with acceptance in an
International Exhibition, I did fulfill my childhood dream of exhibiting in Paris.

GALERIE MOTTE

21, GLACIS DE RIVE, GENEVE

" ‘ X
EXPOSITION

DE PEINTURES DE

Sally: Your memoir,Rebellion, 1967: A Memoirhas been accepted faublication, and
will be coming out next April. We at the library are so excited for you!! Could you tell us



about it? Being a memoir, it is of course deeply personal. Do you feel that writing it was
hard or courageous? Or was it simply time for you tibewit?

Janet In Rebellion, 1967: A Memoirl relate the story that | described to you earlier: the
year | started college, quit to study art, left home at eighteen, and dealt with poverty,
heartbreak, and danger.

LOST IN A BLEAK PERIOD.
Rebellion, 1967.

It is about m& as an individua as well as family and society, all of us caught up in an
interconnected web. The Sixties were turbulent times, and my personal experience of
rebellion ran parallel to the student movements for peace and sexualdibelrgtt

involved in the black community. | marched for civil rights with Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr., and forged interesting intecial relationships with a friend, an artist, a
community activist, a doctor, a lover.




From journals | kept in the Sixties, in 1980 | began the first draft of my memoir while
living in Switzerland. When my son was born two years later, | hid the manuscript under
the bed. In 2006, back in the States, | pulled it out to, t@atdbut it away again until

2011 when | joined the writers' grouprite Yourself Fregled by Patrick McCord in
Westport CT. It was time to finish the book.

| worked with Patrick for four years, and then with author/teaSlophfroniaScott, and
editorCarolDannhaussewho founded the Fairfield County Writers Studio. After
several drafts over nine years, | completed the memoir. | dreaded the next step of
contacting hundreds of agents wingght, after years of searching, find a publisher. |
learned ofShe Writes Press (SWR) hybrid publishing company, and looked them up. |
felt fully at home with their book titles, philosophy, and spirit.

SHE WRITES
PRESS
—Spring 2021

| applied to SWP, and only them. They accepted my memoir, and | have@ryoyking
with them. They win awards for book covers and we collaborated to create my own
cover:

Sally: That is a beautiful book cover, Janet. So compelling.



It seems to me that one experience in ydarHas led to another, and another, and
anothed all, in the end, positivde and now with your new memoir coming éutin
which you explore your own life so deeply, and courageously, and will be shéring it
what new journey do you think youight find yourselfon?

Janet In the future | hope to get back to visuaBapainting and photography. | want to
travel out West to visit our son, daughtedaw, and granalaughter. For now, | look
forward to booking talks on the creative process and readings from mgiméhave a
follow-up book project in mind, and hope to write short pieces: poems, articles, essays.

| am plugging away on the path toward racial justice. The Black Lives Matter banner at
our Unitarian church has been vandalized three times, and three times we replaced it. We
are creating our own beloved community with geffection on unconscious bias that we
pick up from our culture, families, and friends. In my memoir, | personally, painfully,
explore those issues. I'm sorry to see that much of the racism of the 1960s is still with us,
surfacing more in the last four years.

Just last week, | felt connected to a black friend from my Unitarian church after she
delivered a sermon in which she described falling in love at an early age with the beauty
and strength of the Statue of Liberty, a symbol | also love.



In my memoir, | write about howady Libertymoved me early on to believe in the ideals
of America. | latey started Individual Democracy Actions, a Facebook group, to
encourage citizens to vote, and act to live up to our ideal of liberty and justice for ALL.
We need to work together in order to transform and to save the soul of our beloved
country.

Sally: Any final words on your poetry to close our conversation?

Janet As for the poetry selected, | pulled up poems and poetic prose contained in
Rebellion, 1967: A Memoirin that vulnerable period of coming of age, with such
trouble in my family, | searched ftwve, and found comfort and purpose in the black
community.

The first poem expresses the platonic love | had for my mentor, an older black mural
painter. The second poem is about falling in love with a young and talentedracesd
musician, but feelingetrayed and angry at the end. The third is about discovering a more
transcendent love of Self. It is our vision and our love that will save us as individuals, and
as a nation.

| thank you, Sally, for your provocative questions, and the Library for theramities it
affords our community.

Now, Janetds poemsé



Poems of Coming of Ageby Janet Duffy Luongo
From:Rebellion, 1967: A Memoif.o be published b$he Writes Prega April 2021
1. Painting with Bill

Bill's radio, arched like a cathedral,

ached with mournful sounds of Handel.

He said, "My samut heibelateso as if |
His Buddha belly filled and emptied of breath.

Choked up, httat s pokeul AMawi c. "

Bill, like most singers of Sixties soul music, was black.

| wondered if I, a white girl, could feel suchplles of soul?

Listening to Handel, we painted an Old English Town,

A fantasy of propriety unlike New York City, our home.

Where workers in a rat race commuted underground.

| pictured myself safe inside the sketched storybook mansion

on the hill, siting at dinner with the English family politely chatting.

Voices of my own family intruded, shot cutting words at each other.

Once, Mom crawled under our dining room table to pet our cat, Beauty.

In minutes she crumpled to the floor, sobbing. My chelsed.

Bill turned off Handel and handed me a new sable hair paintbrush.
Looking at my wet eyes, he said, ADuffy,
Now mi x up some greens for the grass. o |
Naples yellow, cobalt blue, titanium whitefilled my cup with oil.

My thumb grasped the palette, | claimed my place on the scaffolding.

We painted late into dusk, listening to soul music from centuries before.

The only other sound the brush of sable on whitewashed wall.

2. Love, first whiff to last gasp

Lover, you were a splash

of exuberance on a dark street,

a kiss on the eyelid,

an orgasm of the Indisshennai

and the violent frenzy

of the saxophoneos
eager rapid tongue and biting teeth.

Now, thoughts of you crawl in mptestines
like cockroaches on a wall,

gnawing at my gut like sandpaper.

Your last stab pricked a wound.

The raw pulp of my heart passed

out of me like a menstrual clot,

like something unborn, bleeding sharply.



3. Me that | Am

| strugglethrough a forest of reactions

to reach the centeréthe center as clear as
the reflection of the sun in a woodsd pond,
as spacious as the heart of a loving universe.

| want to be no other than the Me that | Am.

Awareness of this core is all thaetke is.

Thank you, Janet!

Janet wth her son, and his family
beneath fia blue true dream of skybo




