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peN: What you keep as part of your memory is not a choice, 
according to a blurb on the back of Keep, the new book by poet 
Deborah Poe. Michael Ruby says “each person’s memory is a 
vast, mostly unconscious construction… that can provide the 
materials for conscious construction” and I would add is shaped 
by neurobiology and personal mythology, or the other way 
around. Regardless, the spot where brain science meets Dōgen’s 
Buddhism and manifests in memory is at the core of Deborah 
Poe's poetry in this book and it has a depth and a richness that 
rewards repeated readings. Deborah is our guest today to talk 
about Keep, about her work and about the territory she covers 
here. Deborah, so delighted to have you in this setting and 
talking about your book. 

DP: Happy to be here  

peN: This moment here was a long time in manifesting. 

DP: I know. I know 

PeN: What was the name of that conference in Binghamton, New 
York… Writing by Degrees! 

DP: Yeah Writing by Degrees. Right, and I was a Co-director of the 
conference every year. It was directed by graduate students who 
basically drove all aspects of the organization of the conference 
with support, but very little assistance, from the faculty. It really 
was a graduate student led effort, supported by the department 
and I co-directed that year.  

peN: You were a graduate student?  

DP: Yeah. I did my Ph.D. at Binghamton.  

peN: Who did you study with? 

DP: To be honest, I studied fiction. There were a few reasons. One is 
that I had finished my master's at Western Washington 
University and it was really focused on poetry. I wrote a poetry 
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manuscript, which was Our Parenthetical Ontology, my first 
book, published later. 

DP: But I also wanted to explore fiction, as another means of 
expression. In addition, it was a better fit for me. I was looking 
at global literature. I was trying to get global literature in the 
mix and literary theory and fiction lent itself much more easily 
to the work that I wanted to do with those. And also the 
aesthetics of the poetry department were about as categorically 
oppositional as you could get. Maria Mazziotti Gillan is a 
profoundly narrative poet. That's how she comes to the page. I 
do not. I don't come in a straight line, but we can talk about that 
more if you'd like.  

peN: Or we can talk about global literature. Who are some examples 
of folks that you admire?  

DP:  I love Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. I love Junot Diaz. I love, 
Arundhati Roy. Her first, her novel, The God of Small Things is 
one of my favorite novels. In fact, when I got to my job at Pace 
University, after I finished my phd at Binghamton, I ended up 
co-editing an anthology of criticism and fiction and included 
many of the authors that I just cited and many of my favorites.  

peN: Of course, that's how it's done. How did you first get the idea to 
write Keep? 

DP: That is a very good question. Let me think about this. I got it in 
my head that I wanted to look at the relationship between brain 
science and psychology, Buddhist philosophy and look at those 
together as a way to consider memory. I think memory is super 
important. What is even more important though was that I 
recognized in myself this inability to really have set memories. 
Like some people can just say, “oh, there was the time when I 
was 12 and I did this, this and this…” And they remember so 
many details. I am not that person. I have much more of an 
emotional summary memory. And I started calling my 
memories “scattered thunderstorms” because it was like these 
little fragments. And so the essence of the book at first was just 
looking at those scattered thunderstorms, those fragments of 
memory, and then seeing what happened from those. And then 
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the book went from there. So what happened is that I ended up 
building a lens, so to speak, of psychology, neuroscience and 
Buddhist philosophy and then poems that were about those 
scattered thunderstorms that were really place specific. That's 
how it ended up. And looking at those through this lens that I 
built in, at first.  

peN: The poems do read as if someone did a mashup of neuroscience 
and Buddhism. But at a very high level. I understand Buddhism 
a little bit, and neuroscience certainly less than that, but it 
seems to me that it is at a really high level. Do you have a 
background in these things? 

DP: I have a background in writing about science. I am a very 
creative person, but I'm also a very analytical person. And that 
is why I ended up at Microsoft. That is why I also ended up as a 
professor and that is why I have ended up in these varying 
careers because I just really always want to feed those two parts 
of myself. And so in my writing that has led me to be very 
interested in writing about science and translating scientific 
terms or ideas into laypersons terms and really exploring that. I 
love to research. I'm definitely a very research-intensive poet. 
My novella in verse, which is a full length collection, lineated 
like poetry called Hélène had an inordinate amount of research 
about Chinese and French silk production in the 19th century. 

 I even went to France to research. So, these these things that 
need to be figured out like puzzles and researched are very 
attractive to me. I had also done a tremendous amount of 
reading on Buddhism since I was 19, and was reading a lot 
about science. I should say that it's not always me trying to 
educate the public about the science. It's almost like I'm 
developing a taxonomy from the language, and I do get caught 
up in the language, but I hope not at the expense of some 
meaning and emotional resonance. 

PeN: Right. Edward S. Casey is a prime source for the book. Who is 
he and what is it that you find useful about his work? 

DP: He is a philosopher who's written a lot about place. He has 
written in this kind of multidimensional way. He’s  written 
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about place and memory in a way that's interdisciplinary. That 
would probably be more apt. That was very attractive to me. I 
have not read many writers that made sense on this sort of 
interdisciplinary level the way that he did to me. And he became 
somebody that I did a, not a deep dive, I wouldn't say, but 
definitely explored quite significantly for this book because I 
was really compelled. It felt like he was giving me point of 
departure after point of departure to consider. I'm fairly 
confident that he is one of the primary reasons that I ended up 
doing the section on Prouns, which is really a meditation on 
place in memory. 

PeN: That's fascinating that the threads and how they come together 
and the really esoteric nature of what's influencing this is 
fascinating. “Encode” might be a good poem to start with so 
folks can get a sense of your work. I have the bookmark in my 
copy of the book or you can simply go to your copy, to page 21. 
We're talking with Debra Poe about the book Keep. 

DP: Do you want to read it with me? 

peN: Sure. 

DP: I really view “Encode,” “Storage” and “Retrieval” as poly-vocal 
pieces, if you will. There are lines that are in regular texts, 
normal text, and then there are lines that are in italics and I 
really hear those in a very multiple voice kind of way of a multi-
vocal poet way. And so I can read the regular and you are 
actually, you read the regular and I'll read the Italics and let me 
know where they come in and do it. Yeah. For a girl as yeah. 
Okay. And um, and I'll say the title and then you can get started 
and then we'll just go from there. 

PeN: There's so much that goes on in this and I just came across from 
a friend in my spiritual community this notion of telomeres? 
These caps, the shoelace-like caps on synapses? 

DP: Oh yes, yes. And the brain science has proven that the 
meditation will extend those telomeres. Yeah. That's why they 
can show the graphs now of how meditation (works) because we 
have such a negativity bias, as human beings. And meditation 
helps you to get around it among many other things. 

  
Page !  of !4 23



  
Page !  of !5 23



peN: Yeah. The line, “how you pay attention determines what you 
remember” is telling. And it seems to me at the core of the 
content here. “How you pay attention determines what you 
remember.” Can you talk about that line?  

DP: Sure. Um, let me think for a moment… Well, I do have a 
longstanding meditation practice. I view myself as a 
mindfulness practitioner and so, to me, how you pay attention 
speaks to that, of course. Which speaks to the integration of 
Buddhism and brain science in the book, but… also, it's 
interesting what was happening to me because you know, I 
wrote this however many years ago and actually now I'm seeing 
it attributing control like as if you can control how you 
remember. But that's not what I mean. I don't think, I mean 
that. I don't think, I mean how you pay attention, like you have 
control over it. I feel like instead I am saying that mindfulness, 
how you pay attention to the world around you… And I didn't 
have that in my palette, in my toolbox, so to speak when I was 
young would have been really helpful. Mind you, but… 

PeN: Well, those things happen for a reason, right? I'm reminded of 
Jane Hirshfield’s Buddhism primer: “Everything changes. 
Everything is connected, pay attention.”  

DP: Right, right. Exactly. That's well said.  

peN: You know, when you read at (the) Margin Shift (reading) and 
you had a person from the audience play my role reading the 
poem (or I played the role of the person in the audience today) 
you said, and we talked after the reading about this choral 
poetry and about lines kind of running in to to one another and 
you said, “this is how my brain works.”  

DP: Yes.  

peN: And as a person who studied neuroscience, you'd probably 
know what you're talking about. What do you mean by that? I 
mean, we know about this concept of selves, how we're all a 
conglomeration of many different selves and are several of them 
coming up when you're in the act of poetry? Is that how it 
works? 
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DP: Ah, okay. I'm going to make a wild hypothesis perhaps, but I've 
been thinking a lot lately, like the last month, about the trauma, 
or suffering, or struggle if you will, of certain events (or states) 
across my younger years, let's say. And I just turned 50 and I'm 
still trying to figure it out and I will probably be thinking about 
it for a long time, but my point being that I've realized that my 
problem-solving nature, my analytical problem solving/
managerial nature really could be seen as a sort of way of being 
attached in the central  world. And what I mean by that is that 
there are selves of mine that have things to tell me in dreams, in 
images, in not necessarily, language. And I've got those in there 
and they want to tell me things. And I haven't always been a 
good listener to those parts of myself. And so I think that I 
always have this sort of sensual infrastructure. That's why I 
coined that phrase in my first book. I have this sort of sensual 
logic that's happening, but I or I also have this analytical 
problem-solving nature. And so I do think that both of those 
things happen and I think they tangle on the page and I think 
they tangle within myself and my person. And I think that just 
comes through in the poetry, if that makes any sense. 

PeN: Yeah, makes a lot of sense. You know, when I started reading 
José Koser, he has a lot of parenthetical thoughts. And when I 
ever started reading about the Neobarocco movement in Latin 
American poetry and José Lezama, Lima and others associated 
with that, many of whom we published in an anthology Make It 
True meets Medusario, and you know, the Neobarocco features 
parataxis, features, abrupt subject changes, features a lot of 
parenthetical thoughts, sidebars and, and is the kind of writing 
that I think both you and I are very much interested in. And it 
seems to me, in an effort to assimilate or, or become more 
familiar with Kozer's work, I started writing cover versions of 
his poems, right? And it seems to me that writing that way, in 
that Neobarocco way, where you're not so much concerned 
about whatever meaning's coming out is really how the mind 
works. 

DP: Right.  

peN: You know, with these abrupt subject changes, if you look at the 
way we talk, if you look at the transcription of this encounter 
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that you and I are having, there could be some gaps, but 
because we're here together and we have eye contact and we are 
expressing things with physiology, that's adding to the ability 
for the meaning to get across, whereas you don't have that on 
the page. So, there are some gaps, which I think in poetry are 
things I like. That's the reason you didn't study poetry at 
Binghamton because the people you would've studied with are 
saying, “you've got to take this out.” They would have to 
workshop a lot of the weirdness out. So it seems to me that 
writing in the way that you're writing or the way that Kozer’s 
writing, or the way that Bernadette Mayer's writing, or many 
other people that I think we both like, is a more true 
transcription, or act of how someone's mind moves. 

DP: Yeah. The nonlinearity of, of thought. Yeah. Yeah. 

PeN: Dōgen is a person who comes up in the book and Norman 
Fisher is another source that comes up in the book. And this 
goes to the Buddhist side of you. So maybe you could talk about 
where you first encountered, these writers and what you've 
gleaned from them. 

DP: Okay. So, Dōgen came up for me when I started sitting with a 
Soto Zen sangha in upstate New York, in the Hudson Valley. 
And I had sat with the Soto Zen Group in Bellingham, Tim 
Burnett and Red Cedar Zen is the group specifically. And I don't 
remember if we explored Dōgen, I don't remember reading 
Dōgen although he's very instrumental or important for the 
Soto Zen lineage.  

peN: He started it, did he not? 

DP: Yes, and I might've been introduced to him earlier but I don't 
remember, but I had never read him. And so, for whatever 
reason when I first started sitting at Twining Vines, which was 
in New York, the teacher was reading a lot from Dōgen and it 
was just hitting me exactly just so, like a metaphysical precision 
collision, if you will. It was really meaningful and resonant and 
that started an interest in Dōgen and I ended up getting Moon 
in a Dew Drop and like two books of Kazuaki Tanahashi’s 
translations of Dōgen’s work and just loving them so much. I 
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would say probably nearly as much as I love the Tao de Ching 
when I was 19 and I picked it up and went, oh my God, what is 
this? But for some reason I hadn't read Dōgen and I had read 
probably a lot more Chinese thinkers in translation, frankly. But 
then Norman was connected to Red Cedar Zen, because he's up 
frequently in Seattle and Bellingham. And so I was introduced 
to him. And honestly, I don't know if I knew he was a poet until 
I moved to New York! 

 And then when I moved to New York, I realized that he was a 
poet and a Buddhist and the blown back book felt really, 
related. It felt like a cousin at least to this book. I really 
appreciate Norman's philosophical meditations and I've always 
been interested in theology and spirituality, and I think that 
he's very interested in that too, so that's another kind of 
connection.  

peN: We touched on this earlier and the question I had lined up next 
to ask was, do you find that Buddhists from centuries ago are 
having their cosmologies verified by cutting edge science? And 
you already testified. 

DP: I remember when I started studying deeply studying literary 
theory, Derrida and other post-structuralists. I did a whole field 
exam on poststructuralism and language theory. I was amazed. 
I felt these guys are your European thinkers and this was like 
the stuff that the Chinese and Japanese thinkers were writing 
about… 

peN: 1200 years ago.  

DP: Precisely! (Asking about water. “Is this mine?”)  

peN: Ah, no, but I can pour you more tea here. The interesting thing 
is that, quoting Robert Hass in A Sense of the Whole, (page 118) 
the deconstructionists say there is no ground, no place to stand 
to say that anything is true which leads to nihilism, while 
Buddhism says there is no place to stand to say anything is true 
because it’s all samsara and this leads to practice, to right action 
and to doing your work right, which is life giving. So, the 
deconstructionists come to a similar conclusion as the 
Buddhists, except their action is to jump out of the fucking 
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building! (DP laughs) I mean, I hate to put it way because that's 
not a very Buddhist, or kind thing to say, but it seems to me, 
like you said, they're talking about things that are 1,200 years 
old, so you might as well go to Dōgen. I said that, you didn’t. 
But telomeres and other scientific support of Buddhist practice 
are being verified by science, as you know, because you’re a 
thousand times more of a scientist than I am, but Buddhists are 
validated. 

DP: I don't think so, but I don't know. 

peN: They're validating what you're talking about. They're validating 
Buddhism and they're validating your own practice. 

DP: Right. And I think another important part of this that I just 
thought of is that, there is probably nothing that I'm more 
oppositional to than a binary way of being. And so that is why 
poststructuralism, that is why Dōgen, that is why the Tao Te 
Ching are attractive to me because, and I know that that is at 
least partly from my upbringing. I was a military brat. I had to 
move a lot and it was not always easy. I wasn't always easily 
belonging anywhere. And that made me very sensitive to 
questions of difference. And I think that among other reasons, 
this makes me think that there was a defiance in this whole 
decision to leave academia that I said, “No, no, no, you can't do 
that! Nobody leaves a tenure track job.” And I did because I'm 
not going to be stuck in a silo. I'm not going to be stuck in a box. 
I don't want to be put in a box. I don't want to be labeled. I don't 
like binary binary ways of being or thinking. And so I think 
that's in there as well. Probably related to all of the last two or 
three questions that you've asked me. And so I thought that at 
least worth noting. 

peN: Absolutely. There are at least a couple of musical references in 
the book. Lady Sings the Blues, My Funny Valentine. Can you 
talk about the connection between music and memory? It's the 
funniest thing. We'll be in conversation with my partner, or my 
daughter, and some phrase will come up and I often think of a 
song lyric, or a line of poetry or a joke. They prefer if it's a song 
lyric or poetry, because I have a lot of dad jokes. But music and 
memory… 
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DP: Music is hugely important to me. I played piano for nine years 
from, whatever age to high school, my junior year. I love music. 
I listened to music a lot. It's a very important part of the fabric 
of my life. And I wake up with songs and they, they're 
sometimes very important because they are the gateways into 
the dream space that I just left. That song Lady Sing the Blues 
is a reference to an ex of mine named Paul Dees. He’s no longer 
living. He died of AIDS. I hated Valentine's Day and uh, this 
was in Austin, so this would've been like 1992, ’93. I was in my 
mid twenties. And he introduced me to Billie Holiday and he 
also introduced me to being at least a little bit more open to 
Valentine's Day by giving me two Billie Holiday cds, but I don't 
think that's really answering your question. That's more talking 
about the poem.  

peN: But maybe reading the poem might open up some things, so, 
why don't you cue that up? I'm going to close the window 
because the boat noise is…  

DP: Out of control?  

peN: A little bit. Sunday. It's a sunny day. (Paul closes the window.) I 
don't think it's too warm in here. Alright, that's better. 

DP: Before I read the poem, because I don't want to forget this 
thread, I do think that music and poetry are a way to access 
memory and they're also a way to grab memory in a different 
way than you can do with just language because there are those 
gaps you were talking about earlier. There are gaps in music 
that your imagination can bridge. And I do want my work to 
reach to a reader and allow them to make meaning for that 
relationship. So there's something happening between us. I 
never want my poem to just be  language for language’s sake. 
I might be very caught up in the language and really be focused 
on making the language very particular, but it's because I'm 
trying to get a spirit of some moment, or thing. So, okay, I'll 
read this and then we'll see where we go from there.  

(Deborah Poe reads her poem “My Funny Valentine.”)  

without thought of that music  
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derives its haunting power  

more by memory than being  

by its homogeneity (in other words, you're here) so might  

you wake this year's red holiday too 

I cover the waterfront, I'm watching you  

a song haunt certainly its own memorable place 

balloons  

resist potencies as container 

“you can't hate valentine's day”  

exerts an active influence on us 

Chet Baker, Billy Holiday, and  

these words have no idea who you are 

peN: Good to have the background on that heads is helpful with this 
irritable reaching [laughter] that we all do.  

DP: I feel like this book is a different book for me and I, and I mean 
that in so many ways, I don't even know where to begin when I 
had to say that out loud. But, I would not call it 
autobiographical, but I would call it more deeply personal than 
any other book that I've written. I've done so much work. From 
the time that I took a workshop in Seattle at the extension 
program when it was still called the extension program..  

peN: At UW? 

DP: Yes, at UW. It was with Jana Harris. Oh  

peN: No kidding!  
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DP: And April Denono was in my class, no kidding. As was another 
poet that I don't remember her name because she was awful to 
me. But um, but in any case that, scratch that off the record. But 
in any case, in that class there there were people that were 
extremely frustrated with my work (Paul laughs) and now I 
understand why because it was highly internal and it was young 
and internal if you know what I mean. And I worked very hard 
subsequently to make the concrete ground of my poetry as 
accessible as possible so that I could weave the abstraction in 
there and it would still create the world, or the spirit, that I 
wanted to create with that particular piece or that body of work. 
If that… 

peN: Yeah, it makes total sense. And especially regarding an 
institution like the UW, which is rather conservative in its 
aesthetic.  

DP: Yes. 

peN: UW-Bothell is certainly more open, but you know, they have 
their own sorts of methods and challenges and preferences. But 
is definitely more open it seems to me. 

Speaker 6: Yes. Well, April Denono in that class was… that is the reason 
that I really gained most of what I gained, through meeting her 
and getting to work with her. She's a wonderful poet.  

peN: Another New Yorker! 

DP: Another New Yorker. 

peN Fantastic. She used to hang out at Red Sky Poetry Theater. I 
don't remember seeing you at Red Sky, but that was about the 
time. 

DP: No, it wasn't very long after that that I started working at 
Microsoft and that was pretty consuming. And then 9/11 
happened and then I was applying for grad school and then by 
2002, I was starting my masters. 

peN: But we've entered a sidebar, but the thing that you were talking 
about is that it's a very different book. 
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DP: It's a very different book for me. And I think it’s likely my most 
difficult book, probably for a reader, I would think. I mean, I 
have no idea. I haven't talked to people about it, but I would 
guess that it is. 

peN: I feel better with your saying that because doing the interviews 
for me is a way to gain more intimacy into someone's work, 
someone who I find is valuable, which is great that I'm no 
longer in radio because radio would say, well, why don't you 
interview somebody who studies with David Wagoner or 
someone like that. Again, I'm not interested in that kind of 
linear narrative as you put it earlier. But, as I said in my 
introduction, it's deep and it rewards repeated readings and 
that's what art's supposed to do. Even The Simpsons has that 
quality. You'll notice things you didn't notice the first one or two 
times you've watched an episode. So, good art is something that 
you not only should be able to go back to, and get more out of, 
but read it five or ten years later after you've changed and 
hopefully become more wise, and you get more out of it. It's a 
different person reading the book.  

DP: Right.  

peN: And it has more to say to you at that point. Fascinating. 

DP: It's really interesting to hear you talk about it. I think that in 
addition, you made me think of something else. I feel like I'm 
part of either a two or three part whole. What I'm working on 
now, is related to this so much. In that Margin Shift reading, I 
was mixing in newer pieces because they're just so intertwined 
with this book. 

peN: Keep-like.  

DP: Yeah.  

peN: Branching off from. Graftings of. 

DP: Yeah. And I can talk about that too, but that's a whole other 
question. 

peN: Would you call it a serial poem? 
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DP: Well, I do, sort of write that way. 

peN: What does that mean to you? 

DP: I don't see this as a serial book. But, I know that serial poetry 
has been attractive to me. I mean elements. If we think about 
elements and, the last will be stone too, which is all art pieces 
about death. So, it's really a reflection on death and art. I would 
not call it serial, but what's that word where you're like 
ekphrastic? I wouldn't call it an ekphrastic book because that's 
not what it's really trying to do, but I do see that as serial work. 
I mean I systematically went through art pieces and explored 
them in this serial fashion. And so I'm implicitly defining what I 
mean by serial is when you have like a lot of a type and you have 
a lot of elements of that type and you are hitting those in some 
way that makes a meaningful whole, right? 

peN: Right. You’re not just writing occasional poems and when you 
get 30 or 60 of them, you put them in a book and it's a book.  

DP: Right, right.  

peN: You’re writing a book from the beginning.  

DP: Yes. And I can't even think of an example where I don't have a 
strong conceptual drive for every single book. This was 
memory. Elaine was labor and East/West relations and women 
and labor history. Women in history, I guess. Elements was 
obviously The Periodic Table about science. Keep is about 
memory. I just get fixated on something and I'm like a dog on a 
pants leg and I just do it.   

peN: The book’s in four sections, five, if you count the one poem in 
the section Keep. Tell us about the importance of chapters in 
this book and if you had them before you started or if they 
evolved as you began to assemble the book. (Discussing boats in 
the marina. He doesn't know how to go out forward. He's just 
learning how to pilot that boat. So on previous occasions he’s 
backed out all the way into the lake. It's interesting. And flying 
the Pan African flag today, which is interesting. I've never seen 
that flag on it… 
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DP: Maybe he'll get nicer as he gets more confident with his boat.  

peN: There’s always hope. He might be figuring it out now.  

DP: I think he's turning it around. She’s probably instructing him. 

peN: Yes, how close he is. I think he’s making it.  

DP: I have a feeling this might be the turning point for Ms Pearly. 
(Which is what his boat is called. 

 So, the sections, 

peN: Yes, they're all occasions for practice, aren't they? 

DP: So, the sections happened as I was writing the book, they just 
sort of organically happened and that was because I had the 
setup, the lens I was building and I ended up calling it 
“Cartography” because this ended up being such a place 
focused book. Of course it did because I'm moved all over 
creation growing up and my memory is moving all over the 
place. That's right. 

peN: And Dōgen says, when you find the place where you are practice 
begins. 

DP: Right. Exactly. And then, this section while I was writing, I 
thought there's going to be this section that's the scattered 
thunderstorms. And then they became city or place- specific 
and then dreams. I wanted to do some dream work because I've 
never done a conscious effort inside one of my published books 
of dream work and I wanted to do something and I had so many 
dreams that were just clearly so important. I mean like the 
dreams that you remember for 20 years. The one about the 
sister's boyfriend is a dream I had when I was like 23 or 21. And 
then Prouns was… if there was anyone that was not expected, it 
was that one because what happened is that I was probably this 
far through this book, like through this body of poems, the first 
three sections. And then I saw the El Lissitzky piece at one of 
the Harvard museums. (It’s in the notes in the book). I wanted 
to have poems that did spatially what he does. And so I was 
trying to like do something different spatially on the page with 
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these poems at the same time that I was meditating on place 
and memory and because of the spatial orientation. Edward 
Casey is here again. And after this book, I will be designing my 
own books using InDesign from here on out because I lost a lot 
of my line length with this book. These were very long lines and 
I had to end up breaking them in not ideal places, but I just did 
the best I could with the format that I had. You know the 
publisher Dusie (Collective), she did an astonishingly great job 
with this book. We ended up not being able to format it in the 
line breaks that I had envisioned. And I'm mentioning it right 
now because it's spatially not exactly as it was on my eight and 
half by 11 word doc. 

peN: But it's all an occasion for practice.  

DP: Right.  

peN: And when I, when I, when I said that you immediately picked 
up the book as if, wait, I got a poem for you. Was that the case 
or was I know? No, 

DP: No, I was just like, Oh God. Yeah. 

peN: Right. Since you mentioned the sisters boyfriend dream, maybe 
that's a good thing.  

DP: Okay, and this is from the chapter. It's the first poem in “Signs.”  

peN: And I've got notes on this, I've underlined the last line, which is 
in quotes. And then I wrote “creepy dream.” 

DP: Yeah. It was a creepy dream. This poem does not do it justice, 
frankly. Cause it was a crazy dream.  

(Deborah Poe reads the first poem in the chapter “Signs.” It is untitled.) 

you're the sister's boyfriend                                      you're the sister  

in a bedroom                                            bare save the heart-shaped bed  

red satin spread shaped also like a heart    someone from behind you 
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jabs syringe into thigh                               jester figure appears  

podium legs rivet to base                 in brightly colored clothing 

half theater half clown       pointed hat flickers a checkered black and white  

the jester faces the scene        in the bed you are the boyfriend who leans in  

to kiss the drugged girl                morning you are the girl  

who enters the kitchen to find            scattered on all kitchen surfaces  

small scraps of paper                                        with the word “personal”  

and the brother who speaks                                        “everything is personal” 

peN: Do you use any dream books to break down and - here’s my 
irritable reaching again - to provide some meaning. When you 
have a dream like that, it's, it's like what the fuck just 
happened? What’s this about?.  

DP: Well I think I've been trying to figure it out since I had it.  

peN: Are you a Gestaltist? Do you believe that every aspect of the 
dream is an aspect of yourself? 

Speaker 5: No, not always. And I also don't look at those dream books 
because I don't believe that everyone's iconography or 
symbology is the same. I think that we're all very different. And 
Carl, my husband, he tends to think that dreams are just kind of 
like processing and it's just emotional garbage being processed. 
I think for myself, there's much more of a tangible fabric, 
happening there. I can see my upbringing all over this poem. I 
mean, I had just look at it and even just the last line  

peN: and your personal mythology?  

DP: Yes. Probably. I mean the gender switching, I'm switching from 
girl to boy, that anti-binary sentiment that I expressed earlier. 
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So, yeah, there's a lot in this dream that is very much me. I don't 
know how else to say it. 

peN: Proun. Is that how you say it?  

DP: Yeah.  

peN: Because if you see it prune, it sounds like a dried plum. 

DP: Yes, that's true. Which is probably how it's pronounced in El 
Lissitsky’s world. 

peN: P r o u n, so like noun with a PR in front of it, like pronoun 
without the o-u-n or whatever. Proun is a concept that comes 
out of El Lissitsky. It always comes down to the Russians, these 
days, doesn’t it? 

DP: Oh, it was the Arthur M. Sackler Museum at Harvard. 

peN: Okay. So you’re in this museum and this Russian artist’s 
paintings are on the wall? 

DP: I believe that in on the wall, in the placard next to the piece, 
they told the viewer that he once defined Proun as “the station 
where one changes from painting to architecture.” And that was 
the seed, that was like, how cool! Because I love translating stuff 
into other mediums. I love doing low-fi video. I love doing 
photography. I love making books. All of these things like 
translating from one medium to another is very fascinating to 
me and I really like to see what happens. It's probably again, the 
gaps and what gets created and what new gaps happen. What is 
filled in. What is able to be filled in by a spatial piece that 
language can't do on the page. And so I got very excited about 
that and I was like, “well, I'm going to do this translating of my 
own… (translate) my own my language into a more spatial…”  

peN: Construct?  

DP: Construct. Yes. Thank you. And see what happens. And this is 
what happened. 

peN: I think we need to hear some of it.  
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DP: Okay.  

peN: What would you read? 

DP: I do have favorites. 

peN: Okay. 

DP: I'll just read the last poem in the book. Also a Proun. 

(Deborah Poe reads Proun). 

1. 

You seek a mobile home in him, yet space rises before you; 

you linger in the rift. 

A patriarch pulls down the truck bed. 

House with rock wall beside the lake distracts the beads. 

You look through glass and see nothing shorter.  

Boundaries contrast what in the ru(i)n, thin delicate lines,  

narrow enough to act as string?  

House the song, dissonance mitigated, certain things kept  
away.  

You don't have to bridge the distance. What falls from the  
hands. 

2. 

Chord and boundary might be said to compliment one  

another.  

Then they’re Alaska.  

The girl, regressed stands on bow, silences the glacier. 

3. 
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Hurricane remainders blow down makeshift beds.  

Cat's manifest a disheveled electric. 

Tarps, plastic bags, branches-separated but free.  

You understand the contradiction by watching wind whip  

across the land, then turn your back to the window. 

DP: It’s a pretty sassy poem. (Paul laughs.) I’m glad you laughed like 
that cause I think that you kind of understand that.  

peN: You know, I don't know that I understand it, but I do know that 
I appreciate it and I do know that I go to poetry not to get the 
instant gratification.… In fact, Sam Hamill said “instant 
gratification is the enemy!” (They both laugh.) 

peN: I think about that, you know. The people in the poetry 
community who want that instant gratification are really the 
ones that I don't find myself drawn to.  

DP: Right.  

peN: So, I look at a book like yours and I do feel that it's kind of a 
struggle, but I also remember that all the poets that I love 
deeply, it was a struggle. They weren't going to say, “here, you 
can get it on the first serving.” You know, you're going to get it 
on the seventh or eighth. And once you get it, how their minds 
work, then it becomes easier. I envision this sort of trap door 
and once I get it, I'm falling into it. It's worth it.  

DP: Right.  

peN: What is the connection between this Proun and the work of art 
that you saw? Semi-ekphrastic? Do you vamp from the piece, or 
how would you describe it? Because were we to see the piece,  
would we have more of a sense of… now you're shaking your 
head?  
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DP: No. I think that the El Lissitsky piece was a seed. It was a 
catalyst. I liked the way this art piece was done and I liked the 
way it was trying to translate something from some field to 
another field or some construct to another construct. And I 
want to try to do that and see what happens. And then what 
happened was what I did. And I don't think there would be, I 
mean, if you stood there and went like this, I mean I'm sure 
some brilliant human Michael Ruby could probably… like if I 
handed Michael Ruby this poem and he probably has it in his 
brain, frankly. I think he could probably do it, but I don't think 
ever just anyone could make the connection. It would have to be 
somebody pretty… what is the word I'm looking for? 

peN: Astute? Psychic (Deborah laughs.)  

DP: Michael has books that are devoted to memory, his own books, 
so, I felt like he had a really interesting insight into this 
particular manuscript. Erudite is the word I was actually 
thinking of.  

peN: What did you hope to discover when you set about to write and 
Keep, or what did you discover in the act of writing?  

DP: I think what I set out to discover was an understanding of how 
brain science and Buddhism fit together. As I mentioned, even 
in graduate school I was thinking about, the evocations that I've 
found again and again in literary theory and Buddhist thought. 
And, so I wanted to explore that. That was very important. I 
also was truly intrigued by my inability… my way of 
remembering and what that meant. And now, I do have a 
deeper understanding of that now, but I'll leave that for the 
other part of the question. So I was keenly interested in how my 
memory works and why it worked that way and trying to just 
get inside of these fragments of memory to see what happened. 
This is why I'm not a narrative poet. I don't start with the 
answer and then write about the answer. I start with a question. 
I throw it out there and then I pull back and then I find my 
answer. That is how I come to the page and it's for better or for 
worse sometimes. That's the way I think. I kind of talk things 
out. 
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  I feel like what I got from the book was the knowledge that yes, 
there are different kinds of memory, but there are some things 
that I'm navigating in terms of my history that probably have 
something to do with the way that I remember. And that was 
very insightful and undoubtedly led to what I'm writing, what 
I'm working on now. 

peN: Are you able to be more gentle on your old self because of 
writing the book and seeing the way memory works and the way 
memory is constructed? 

DP: Yes, but that is also a work in progress.  

peN: As it is for all of us.  

DP: Yes. 

peN: I think it's fascinating, this book and your work to me is just 
fascinating and your performance at Margin Shift was 
incredibly memorable. 

DP: Oh, thank you. I really appreciate that. 

peN: I’m glad we had this a time to talk about it. 

DP: Yeah, me too. 

peN: Continued success.  

DP: Thank you. 
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