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Bright Power, Dark Peace: Traci Brimhall and Brynn Saito's Poetic Prowess
by Breana Marshall

 Imagine wandering through the ruins of a once prospering city. What would you see? What would you 
hear? What would you feel? For many, answering these questions seems foreign and impossible. How could one 
possibly know what it would be like to walk on roads that had been abandoned and left to rot? But what if these 
ruins really produce life? And what if the life has a promising future? Does what was once thought dead really 
yield hope? In Traci Brimhall and Brynn Saito’s 2013 book, Bright Power, Dark Peace, readers journey through 
a broken city and society. Brimhall and Saito attempt (and achieve) the impossible when they create poetry 
about a seemingly post-apocalyptic society that has become the birthplace of beauty.
 Saito and Brimhall take a once populous city and transform it into the home of only one inhabitant, a 
wolf. A girl returns to this apparently dead city, which was her birthplace years prior, and finds it almost empty. 
What Brimhall and Saito accomplish in this book is the transformation of hopeless deterioration into beauty and 
optimism. The book serves almost as a guide to readers who follow their own journeys to self-enlightenment 
and understanding. In a way, the girl in Bright Power, Dark Peace looks for herself while simultaneously search-
ing for a lost society, symbolized by the ruins of a forgotten city.

 

 The truly miraculous aspect of this book is not its theme, though. What really makes the book impres-
sive is Saito and Brimhall’s ability to craft such a thought provoking and detail-oriented masterpiece out of a 
series of poems. In a way, the work reads like a narrative with the same themes flowing from page to page. The 
difference is that each poem in the text has its own title, creating segmentation that magically blends into one 
piece. Creating a book of poems that all work together so effortlessly is something rarely executed with such 
skill as that of Brimhall and Saito.
 The normal confusion and misinterpretation that the average reader experiences while analyzing poetry 
is also missing in Bright Power, Dark Peace. The authors’ poetic prowess leaves no room for misunderstanding 
or lack of interest, either. Though any given reader will find his or her own interpretation of the text, no audi-
ence member will determine the book to be “too ambiguous” or “misdirected.” The idea of finding beauty out of 
destruction is salient no matter which lens the book is looked at.
 Essentially, a book about ruins is guided to become poetry about living through tough situations and 
becoming a better and stronger person. Having finished Saito and Brimhall’s collaborative work, I know I am 
not the only person who hopes for a sequel. Though there is no word of another upcoming duet from the pair of 
poets, each writer has hinted at publishing more of their own individual works in the near future. In the mean 
time, pick up a copy of Brimhall’s Our Lady of the Ruins and Saito’s The Palace of Contemplating Departure 
while you anticipate their promising new works.
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Kerry Shawn Keys & the Poetry Bird
by Seretta Martin

 

 Every once in a while you meet an incredible person who has managed to live life to the fullest wherever 
he lands, a man who seeks adventure and the stimuli of new people and places all of which inevitably inform 
his writing in remarkable ways. Kerry Shawn Keys is the epitome of such a person. The day of his performance 
at Upstart Crow was one of those San Diego perfect, sunny afternoons. Light shown through the bookstore 
window and accentuated his silver hair braid. Around the hairline his hair was cut shorter revealing his strong 
features and blue-gray eyes. Kerry wore a cargo-style fishing vest, casual tan, cotton pants and a zippered pouch 
that crossed over his chest depicting a world traveler — practical and prepared for the journey.
 The audience, coffee in hand, gathered at café tables surrounded by shelves of books. Kerry sipped an 
Espresso while chatting with Al Zolynas, a local writer, originally from Lithuania where Kerry now makes his 
home. Around 2 P.M. the I opened Kerry's reading with a brief introduction.
 Many of Kerry's poems are rooted in the Appalachia hill country, and in Brazil and India where he lived 
for a considerable time. He serves as a poet-in-residence at the International Writing Workshop, SLS, Summer 
Literary Seminars, Lithuania.
 Kerry proceeded to give us a generous fifty-minute reading, then sat in a rocking chair and casually 
swayed back and forth during the delightful Q & A session.
 I was captivated by his musical tonality and pacing, especially during his reading of bird poems from the 
book, Broken Circle. These poems highlighted his affinity for nature  In the poem, “Bluebird,” he wrote, I’m 
leaving you along the road / smashed into tar and feathers, / frail blue cousin, blood-brother, / migrant picker of 
fruit and bugs, / saying my Hail Marys to your spirit /…

 One lyrical and tender poem, “The White Goddess,” he wrote for his son, Mickey who loves the moon:
 "Moon, Moon he cries excited as his father always to see the priceless pearl  burgeoning with evening 
in the sky …And though my son eclipses his days  interned like a tidy mussel  raised in a cumulous of bone to 
keep him innocently well-tuned, I pray one day he will, like Venus, burst open his shell to catapult that implant-
ed pearl and disassemble the fortressed world / of the artificial from the real…"
 From his book, The Burning Mirror, Kerry read one of my favorite of his prose poems, "Almost Invis-
ible,” and he dedicated to his partner and poet, Sonata Paliulytė. It is curious, surreal, ethereal and beautifully 
sad:
 Sunlight billows into her room half the day long as it should. Sometimes leaves are falling, and the light 
skitters between the leaves to get in. When the leaves aren’t falling, still nimbly attached to the branches of the 
birch trees, the light then gently flutters among the leaves and around the branches, and enters the window flut-
tering, and flutters on the carpet and wall dancing with its partners, the trembling shadows. 
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She watches the spectacle on her wall from her bed, and at a certain time she knows the dance will end, though 
that moment of time mingles with the time of the day and the seasons, always changing…The apples now have 
all fallen or been picked and eaten, given to lovers and children. She gets out of bed and stands framed in the 
window as if in a Hopper painting, looking out at the empty branches…the moon…She shimmers silver in its 
light like a glass of champagne at a wedding without a bride or groom, and sees her face in the windowpane…

 Between poems Kerry often he leaned into the crowd with endearing gestures.

 

 During the Q and A, I asked him about his Flamenco poems and he read a couple of them. He usually 
reads them with a guitarist and his voice becomes another instrument. Someone in the crowd wanted to know 
more about his wonderscripts, so he read one for us explaining that they are prose pieces written in a trance, 
often in the persona of another person or in the voice of a woman. It was colloquial and rich with dialogue. An-
other asked him to read a poem in Lithuanian and he admitted that he didn’t know the language, so he called on 
Al Zolynas who recited some charming children’s nursery rhymes in a playful, whimsical manner.
 Angie Vorhies, Kerry's gracious San Diego host, recorded a video of some of the reading from her 
iPhone and I took the photos that you see here.
 Kerry and Al talked about the history of Lithuania and how its  people had endured oppression dur-
ing the many years of Communism up until the early 90's. Apparently they have the highest suicide rate of any 
country and Kerry’s family has experienced three such tragedies. One was his aunt and he read a poem for her. 
When asked why so much suicide, he replied, “poverty and lots of rain!”

 
 After the reading Kerry signed books on the patio. Then, a few of us strolled over to the Hyatt hotel. 
More than thirty floors up we showed Kerry a birds-eye view of San Diego.

A recipe for the refreshing drink that Kerry ordered:

He said, “It is best when served in a chilled copper mug.”
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Moscow Mule
1 half lime
2 ounces vodka
4 to 6 ounces ginger beer, preferably homemade or Cock'n Bull
Squeeze lime into Collins glass (or copper mug) and drop in a half lime.
Add 2 or 3 large ice cubes, then pour in the vodka and fill with cold ginger beer.
Serve with a stirring rod.

Of course I had to order one too! It was delicious – tastes like a gingered Marine-layer fog, typical in San Diego 
this time of year.

 Here’s to Kerry!
 įsveikatą
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Imagination and Truth: Poetry as Interview
by Seretta Martin

Poetry can be an interview or conversation with yourself that brings thoughts to the surface in a variation of col-
ors from darkness to light. Some of the following poems will entertain you, and others have the power to make 
you laugh or cry.

 “The Dwarf”
 after a Punch Trade Figure  c.1880  polychromed wood, iron wheels

 Oh what a funny little dwarf!
 He’s dressed in a scarlet suit with a ruffled
 green collar and golden sleeves. His boots
 are black and his pointed hat has a bell.
 His blue eyes stare into open space,
 and he chuckles at something that we can’t see.
 There he stands in a stiff, yet natural pose,
 on a small wooden cart with four iron wheels.
 He is in a land of fantasy where almost anything
 can happen. I gape at his little round belly,
 wishing to know what he is laughing about.
 This little man is the root of life.
 He lives in all of our minds —
 in our dreams, our hopes and our wonders.
 He is the Dwarf of Imagination.

 by Jasmine Zhang, Grade 4
 Spreckels Elementary School, San Diego County
 Elizabeth Stewart, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *

 “I Am a Down Pillow”

 I live in a Five Star Hotel
 in a bed in the Royal Suite.
 I eat fluffy down feathers
 for breakfast, lunch and dinner.
 I am a warm, down pillow,
 and I am slept on every night.
 I pretend to be the princess of pillows.
 I always hear the sound
 of humans snoring. I see
 the back of someone’s head.
 When the maid arrives, she puts a mint
 on my pillow case. Once a guest
 slept on it and the chocolate



9

 made a sticky mess in her hair.
 I really want to have a pillow phone
 so I can call my family
 and my pillow pals. I worry
 that they will get worn and
 be thrown in a dumpster, or loose
 all their fluff in a pillow fight.
 I wonder what life is like
 outside of these clean sheets.

 by Zoe Seely, Grade 4
 Spreckels Elementary School, San Diego County
 Elizabeth Stewart, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *

 “The Witch and the Duck”
 (after a photo)

 Through the stone window
 a old woman peeks out.
 She is brown and wrinkled
 like a one-toothed witch.
 With the morning light
 her eyes turn green,
 but when the day darkens
 she looks mean.
 The old woman smells foul
 like a witch or a rotten rat,
 and she wears a black hat.
 Her voice is a dog’s growl.
 Sometimes she howls.
 This withered witch
 has imprisoned a pet duck,
 it is too weak to cluck
 and she feeds it muck.
 If he sees day light
 he will become himself,
 flap his wings, and escape
 the cruel witch’s night spell.

 by Kaela Sirois, Grade 4
 Spreckels Elementary School, San Diego County
 Elizabeth Stewart, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *
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 “Raining Baseballs”
 (from a post card)

 In the sky there is a baseball shaped cloud.
 It is raining baseballs everywhere.
 Kids race outside to catch them
 as they fall from the sky.
 I see the chaos of people running
 and throwing the balls. I smell the fragrance
 of fresh grass that covers the baseballs
 as they fall fast to the hard, wet ground.
 I taste the delicious eggs mom has made
 as I watch the street through our kitchen window.
 In my imagination I taste popcorn, cracker jack,
 hot dogs, cotton candy, and roasted peanuts.

 by Leon Wu, Grade 4
 Spreckels Elementary School, San Diego County
 Elizabeth Stewart, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *

 “The Chair that Fell in Love”
 (after a sculpture)

 One day in the school hallway
 there were two chairs.
 They faced each other,
 and fell in love.
 The boy chair saw her,
 and knew he was in love.
 The sweet scent of her blond wood
 was so beautiful, and he said,
 “I hear your heart, and
 I love your soft white skirt.”
 They kissed one another,
 and sighed, “see you tomorrow.”

 by Jacob Sirois, Grade 3
 Spreckels Elementary School, San Diego County
 Millie Weil, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *
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 “A Girl and Her Holstein Cow”
 (after a photo)

 A girl loves her cow.
 On the barn floor she is reading
 a Harry Potter book to him.
 She leans against his black and white belly.
 The cow turns to listen, rests its head
 on the girl’s shoulder and breaths
 the sweet smell of hay into her face.
 She whispers to her cow,
 “You are so warm and cute.”

 by Jane Ballard, Grade 3
 Spreckels Elementary School, San Diego County
 Millie Weil, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *

 “I am the World”

 I am a huge, strong planet. I wonder
 if I am the largest thing around.
 I hear men and women talking about planets.
 I see nothing but a glow from far away.
 I want to see down inside of myself.
 I am the world.
 I feel sad that I can’t know
 what it is like to be a person.
 I say to you, “I will never die,
 but this rotation is boring me.”
 I dream of doing something exciting.
 Someday I hope to become famous.
 Be kind to me. I am the world.

 by Trent Johnson, Grade 3
 Spreckels Elementary School, San Diego County
 Marisela Sparks, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *
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 “The Frame”
 (after a photo)

 I rest on a brick wall day and night.
 My edges are covered with coral.
 I see the bright sun and feel the air
 along my strong, red wooden cross
 that keeps me in place. I am a frame
 and although it may sound strange,
 it is true — I feel secure being nailed
 against this brick wall in the warm sun.
 Some day a person will come
 and fit a picture inside my empty frame.
 Anxiously, I wait for that day.

 by Michael Smith, Grade 3
 Spreckels Elementary School, San Diego County
 Nancy Chavez, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *

 “The Cave”
 (inspired by a painting)

 The terrified snail
 is about to crawl into a cave.
 Peering through darkness
 he sees a thick red lining.
 He’s frightened and tries to run,
 but as you know, snails can’t run.
 A force pulls his shell, the cave
 sucks him inside where white rocks
 with sharp peaks are as large as mountains.
 Moving closer and closer he hears
 boulders grinding. Suddenly, he falls
 deeper and deeper down a dark tunnel
 and a booming voices says,
 “delicious escargot.”

 by Dario Rojas Salas, Grade 6
 Audubon K-8 School, San Diego County
 Jolene Cook, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *
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 “My Most Sad Moment”

 I never understood why my parents
 were never there to see me.
 All my friends have a mom and a dad,
 but why not me?
 My most sad moment was when I was five,
 and old enough to understand.
 Grandma told me
 that my mom was in jail.
 If you want to know how
 sadness feels, I will tell you.
 It’s like when a family member dies
 or your dog dies.
 I want to meet my mom, just one time.
 My idea of a perfect day
 is to spend it with mom and grandma
 so that we can be a family.
 I wish that I could see mom, just once.

 by Elizabeth Marie Huber, Grade 8
 ALBA High School, San Diego County
 Robin Nelson, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *

 “A Bird”

 I am a bird that wants to fly far away
 to that unnamed place. I wonder
 if I can get close to those peaceful woods.
 I wonder if it would stay as divine there
 as it is in my dreams where I hear
 flowers blowing in the wind,
 and other birds singing. I see
 green flowers swaying and red
 butterflies chasing in circles
 over a swift flowing lake.
 I want to take a good look at this,
 but I am too far away. I feel
 the sun warming my wings.
 Light runs through my feathers.
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 Now, I’m beginning to catch
 the scent of those flowers.
 I feel myself getting closer.

 by Nadua Nacgadim, Grade 8
 ALBA High School, San Diego County
 Robin Nelson, Classroom Teacher

 *    *    *

 “Caring Hands”
 (inspired by a sculpture)

 Here I lie in a pillow of comfort,
 cushioned in the softness of red velvet
 like sleeping in a field of roses.
 In my head I hear children laughing,
 and I picture them running, enjoying life.
 Around me are thirteen hands made of gold
 that make me feel special, safe, and loved.
 The hands are a shield from those who
 mean to harm me. This is the cycle of a child.
 Every day I feel like a phoenix, blessed
 to awaken in daylight and sleep sheltered at night.
 I recall when I was one of the hands, and
 before that, I was many other things. When I feel
 fulfilled, I will be ready to crack. (die)
 I want you to be a hand, metaphysically.

 by Armando Juarez, Grade 6
 Audubon K-8 School, San Diego County
 Jolene Cook, Classroom Teacher
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A Life in Poetry – Lucille Clifton (1936-2010)
by Christopher Gorrie

 Last year, The Collected Poems of Lucille Clifton (1965-2010) was published by BOA Editions, Ltd. 
This book presents a backward glance over the career of the once-Chancellor of the Academy of American Po-
ets and renowned educator Lucille Clifton. It is a poetic testimony to both poetry of all styles and poets across 
the globe. Clifton has firmly planted herself alongside other greats of the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first 
centuries.
 The volume presents all the poems Clifton published in book form during her life plus previously un-
published and uncollected poems. The foreword is written by Toni Morrison, who describes Clifton’s poetry as 
“moving declarations of racial pride, courage, steadfastness…they are eloquent elegies for the vulnerable and 
prematurely dead. She sifts the history of African Americans for honor.” Clifton’s poetry in phenomenally var-
ied and simultaneously of the moment – fresh and forward-looking.
 Much of Clifton’s early work is focused on “The Man”, or the oppressive nature of the United States in 
which she lived. She was writing this poetry during the Civil Rights Movement, during the Vietnam War, during 
JFK, Dr. King, and Malcom X’s assassinations – it only seems appropriate. However, this is her trying to find 
her voice, and she did not remain focused on these themes throughout her career. She eventually turned to writ-
ing about the family, and about the unification of humanity. One sparkling piece from her early period (prior to 
her first book’s publication) is “Black Women”:

 America made us heroines
 not wives,
 we learned the tricks
 to keep the race together
 but had to leave our men
 to find themselves
 and now they damn
 what they cannot forgive.
 Even ol massas son
 lives in a dream
 remembering a the lie
 we made him love.
 America made us heroines
 not wives.
 we hid our ladyness
 to save our lives.
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A powerful poem of remarkable clarity for a young poet.

 When Clifton shifted to more private (and, in a sense, more universal) themes, her poems remained just 
as clear and striking. A good early example of her move to the private life and the inner life can be seen in “ad-
monitions”, published in her first book:

 boys
 i don’t promise you nothing
 but this
 what you pawn
 i will redeem
 what you steal
 i will conceal
 my private silence to
 your public guilt
 is all I got

The poem is both polemic and musical; there is a message within the song. This is an early glimpse at what 
Clifton had to offer to the world in her art. Her first books are a remarkable epic of the ordinary and every day, 
including several key sequences that still seem as vital to life as when they were composed. Much of her early 
work is angry (just look at the context in which it was written), but Clifton doesn’t draw her power from the 
anger itself, rather from nature and the world:

 being property once myself
 i have a feeling for it,
 that’s why I can talk
 about environment.
 what wants to be a tree,
 ought to be he can be it.
 same thing for other things.
 same thing for men.

 Clifton moves on in her middle period to speak on spirituality and faith, as well as loss – loss anticipat-
ed, remember, refused:

 in the thirty eighth
 year of my life,
 surrounded by life,
 a perfect picture of
 blackness blessed,
 i had not expected this
 loneliness.

Clifton puts the reader on edge, seeming to topple expectations of blackness and blessedness, until the poem 
ends with the rhyme on “loneliness.” Clifton expresses in her middle period both a wish and wishful thinking: 
to be “ordinary” is a way of staking a daily poetry that brings the extraordinary within reach.
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 Clifton does some mask-making for her poetic persona in her middle period, creating different aspects of 
herself that are sometimes imagined, sometimes realistic, sometimes some mixture of both. Clifton’s third book 
ends with the evocation of the poet as “lucy one-eye”:

 i was born in a hotel,
 a maskmaker.
 my bones were knit by
 a perilous knife.
 my skin turned around
 at midnight and
 i entered the earth in
 a woman jar.
 i learned the world all
 wormside up
 and this is my yes
 my strong fingers;
 i was born in a bed of
 good lessons
 and it has made me
 wise.

Near the end of her middle period, Clifton moves into a poetry of “history”, characters, disease, dreams, and 
shapeshifters. There is a sequence of poems in her fifth book that all begin with the phrase “my dream of”; 
probably the most engaging is “my dream of being white.” Clifton also takes us into the discarnate mind of her 
then-recently-deceased husband, Fred, in “the death of fred clifton”:

 there was all around not the
 shape of things
 but oh, at last, the things
 themselves.

This is not just a description of the afterlife, but the life Clifton’s poems seek; a poetic life that heads inward and 
upward.
 Clifton’s sixth book, marking the beginning of her final phase as a poet, explicates on womanhood. One 
of my favorites from this book is “wishes for sons”:

 i wish them cramps.
 i wish them a strange town
 and the last tampon.
 i wish them no 7-11.
 i wish them one week early
 and wearing a white skirt.
 i wish them one week late.
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I’ve read this poem a number of times and am always intrigued by its generosity and humor, something easily 
lost sight of in Clifton’s directness, her bravery in saying the unsaid.
 In the last ten years of her life, Clifton produced some remarkable work. It became explicitly spiritual, 
manifested in such poems as “blake” (i.e. William Blake):

 saw them glittering in the trees,
 their quills erect among the leaves,
 angels everywhere. we need new words
 for what this is, this hunger entering our
 loneliness like birds, stunning our eyes into rays
 of hope. we need the flutter that can save
 us, something that will swirl across the face
 of what we have become and bring us grace.
 back north, i sit again in my own home
 dreaming of blake, searching the branches
 for just one poem.

 Clifton’s poetry grew conscious of her life’s end in her last two books. She both questions her own end 
and the enigma of death in general. Despite these dark musings, she also returns to earlier themes of race, fam-
ily, and femininity. After her last book was published in 2008, Clifton didn’t stop writing. She kept on going 
although she knew the end was immanent, for that is what a true writer does. Her final unpublished poem (also 
untitled) gives a striking account of facing death with vigor, as well as gives a wonderful close to a wonderful 
and extraordinary life:

 In the middle of the Eye,
 not knowing whether to call it
 devil or God
 I asked how to be brave
 and the thunder answered,
 “Stand. Accept.” so I stood
 and I stood and withstood
 the fiery sight.

TO ORDER
The Complete Poems of Lucille Clifton 720 pg.
Lucille Clifton
BOA Editions Ltd.
ISBN: 1934414905
http://www.boaeditions.org/
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Night Flight: From Octopus to Epistle
by Seretta Martin

 Kerry Shawn Keys sits on the patio, a forest of banana trees, palms and redblooming So-Cal native 
plants in the background. A hummingbird buzzes as we sip wine and munch sesame cracker and hummus. After 
several years of email correspondence Kerry and I are finally meeting in person as I gather insight to write an 
interview and a review of his most recent book, Night Flight.
 At 67, Kerry’s wispy braided hair and out-doors-man attire express a man who has spent years traveling 
and communing with nature. Casual and engaging, he talks of the journey from his boyhood home in a small 
Appalachian town to Brazil and India, his time in the Peace Corp, and now, his current home in Vilnius, Lithu-
ania, with poet- translator, Sonata Paliulyté and their twins. On the table is his newest book, Night Flight. It 
is one of over 40 books he has fathered through his long career as a writer, small press owner, translator, and 
professor.
 Keys received the Robert H. Winner Memorial Award from the Poetry Society of America and a Nation-
al Endowment For the Arts Literature Fellowship. He writes a bi-monthly column, Letter From Vilnius: Eastern/
Central European and Excursions Elsewhere for Poetry International Journal, San Diego State University.

"Good word-sling -- rich sense of music, metaphor, image, melody -- color and flavor..."
- Gary Snyder

 Many poems within the pages of Night Flight show his deep reverence for nature:

 “Tonight, perhaps the last breath of winter will coat the budding plum with a delicate appliqué of 
snow…” (Crocuses In Spring Incited This Paean) and “Focused on my pilgrimage, the sun hangs in a harpsi-
chord of tarnished, fibrous, purple light, stalking my stalking, my site.” (The Ruby-crowned Kinglet)
 Poet Gerald Stern got it right when he wrote: “Keys is a nature poet both in his closeness to and his ter-
rific knowledge of the things of the natural world, and in his deliberate and absurdist anthropomorphization of 
those things…He is a teacher, a fable-monger, even a moralist”  (from the bookjacket of another of Key's books: 
The Burning Mirror)
 Others poems show us shades of life from beauty to the stark brutality of death: “The viewing has all 
the grim trappings of a wedding, but no groom would ever trespass her brilliance, nor any greenhouse roses 
serve as fitting corsage…Tonight, starlight foxtrots my classmate’s gravestone…the sphinx-like quicksilver of 
her smile…I knew Kathy Leonard in the nigh soiled, chiseled guilt of my adolescent dreams.” (Elegy for Kathy 
Leonard)
 A tender sensuality appears in these words:  “My whispers linger along your thighs. Face to face now, 
the offspring of our breathing (from Waif) and “…(we) press our lips to the morning’s breaking light…red riv-
ers flow in the arroyos of our hands. And how is it possible to smell the pulse of a turtle’s heart, except that we 
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take the moon down in the tall grass and discover the scented cloud of our breathing.” (The Earth’s Pulse -for 
Jen in April) and “two of us become the ghosts of each other passing through willows and poplars approaching 
the field below” (Daydream)
 Tomaž Šalamun, a contemporary Slovean poet recognized as a leader of the neo avant-garde poetry in 
Central Europe, astutely describes Keys’ poetry as he writes: “I find Kerry’s poetry lucid, lyrical, and broad-
ranging. It is also lush and often absurd (unusual for an American), and delves into psychological, spiritual, and 
cultural areas -- a deep involvement with brazil and India -- that few others are gifted by experience and ability 
to touch.”
 Elsewhere in the book you will find delightful and sometimes dark, humor: “At night when the octopus 
comes, I get down on muddy knees and pray to the octopus. It gently cradles me in it’s arms, it bottle feeds me 
the black ink of its suffering, of its hunger” (Octopus) or “Today, I watched my groundhog come out of it’s hole 
in the orchard. It wasn’t as fat as I am from shoving too many nerves in my mouth over the holiday…”  (Spring-
time At the Edge of Paradise -for Thoreau) As a side-note to this poem it is amusing to know that Keys boiled 
and ate groundhogs. It must be an Appalachian tradition. He says, “You boil it, skim off the fat – boil it again, 
then, it’s ready to eat!”
 A “must read” is the poem written for “the Twins” prior to the birth of his children.  Here you have this 
fine poem:

“Dispensation”

 This guild is like a rock, it shatters,
 amalgamates, and shatters again,
 scratches the veins like sandy quarts,
 etches each green iris with torts of blood.
 And this is all that I have to give you,
 my children — my left hand crossing for one
 of you, my right hand for the other, and a home
 built on quicksand and the fat of my heart.
 How to interpret the dream, the Easter
 of your birth, and later your breath dying
 into this world with no star to guide you.
 I would like to give you the freedom
 of birds, the resourceful ore of the sun,
 the exquisite but bearable sorrow of the moon.
 I remember a poem about two doors
 opening and closing, but you will share
 four wings, and doors are for earthlings.
 My gift is meant to be burnt, a sacrifice out of whose
 ashes you will escape both the Old and the New.
 turn to your mother, she is like a grown-up child
 artless in her wisdom, and her breasts — the left one
 for one of you, the right for the other — will be
 more than just a milky way to guide you.
 you will be given the freedom of birds, a pathway
 crossing the sky across this tumultuous earth.
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 Coming into this world is tumultuous and joyous. In this poem that reads like a loving prayer, a flood of 
emotions surface. The poet's awe and veneration for the miracle of birth is mixed with a sense of longing to give 
his children a life of freedom, perhaps an easier life than what he and their mother have experienced. It is as if 
the poet perceives the place before birth to be less vulnerable than joining this world of "earthlings." He knows 
how this planet is often violent, indifferent and troubled. We sense sadness too.
 Keys’ writing is a self-made tradition of romancing words and lyrical language. His works range from 
theatre-dance pieces to flamenco songs to meditations on the Tao Te Ching and children’s books. In recent years 
his main attention has been on his children and writing prose wonderscripts and monologues for the stage. He 
also performs with the free jazz percussionist and sound-constellation artist, Vladimir Tarasov.
 If there were ever an author who consistently surprises and disconcerts us with his range of voices and 
themes, it’s Keys. He has more than earned the right to experiment and indulge himself all he wants, and we’ll 
wait patiently to see what comes next.

From the book jacket of Night Flight:

"When I read Kerry Shawn Keys' work, I note immediately how much I enjoy his phrasings, the unpredictable 
turns and twists of a line where each new word comes as surprise, and yet all are deeply satisfying when one 
re-reads them… "tonight, you will drown in the unattended glossary of your dreams" or "ragged seams of coal 
share the flute-like warble / of a high-C in her voice" or "If all mornings could be like this whispered shower 
/ of sunlight and rain" - this gorgeous language that wants to stay in the mouth, one wants to toss the line this 
way and that, in memory…by the end, what I found myself marveling most at was his extended epistle, "From 
Celsus A Few Words", and his poignant, playful, and beautiful prayer, "Octopus". Both poems are brilliant gems 
in their genres, and any reader who opens the book on those pages will want to buy it and share the work with 
others. It is that good". -Ilya Kaminsky

TO ORDER:
Night Flight 92 pg.
Kerry Shawn Keys
Presa :S: Press
ISBN: 978-0-9831251-3-6
www.presapress.com
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The Inside World of Kerry Shawn Keys
by Seretta Martin

“The Muse and great poems of the past are the best teachers, and life. A teacher can only offer a very little 
guidance.” – Kerry Shawn Keys

 Kerry Shawn Keys defies simple categorization. He is a recipient of the
Robert H. Winner Memorial Award for his meditations on the Tao, and has also
received many other awards including, a National Endowment for the Arts Literature
Fellowship. His international and eclectic works span from poetry translations to
children's books. Keys is the author of 40 books, including translations from
Portuguese, Czech and Lithuanian. His newest collection of poems, Night Flight,
was published in 2012 by Presa :S: Press.
 He is also a playwright and wonderscript writer often performing with the free
jazz percussionist, Vladimir Tarasov. Originally from the Susquehanna Valley of
Central Pennsylvania, he now lives in Vilnius, Lithuania with the poet and translator,
Sonata Keys, and their twins. He has received a translation Laureate from the
Lithuanian Writers Union, and Fulbright grants for African-Brazilian studies.
Keys has served as an Associate Professor at Vilnius University, teaching translation
theory and creative composition and is a member of PEN and the Lithuanian Writers
Union. Many of his poems are rooted in the Appalachia hill country, and in Brazil
and India where he lived for a considerable time. He serves as a poet-in-residence at 
he International Writing Workshop, SLS, Summer Literary Seminars, Lithuania.

Seretta Martin:  You participate in the International Writing Workshop Summer Literary Seminars and Festival 
in Lithuania. What makes it so wonderful and world renowned?

Kerry Shawn Keys:  Well, Vilnius is an exceptional city -- a cultural crossroads: Lithuanian; Polish; Russian 
and Belarusian. And then nearby and historically important, Germany and Latvia. After independence in the 
90s, the Scandinavian countries made inroads also. All of these regions feed Lithuania, which has its own very 
thriving poetry and theatre scene.
 Poetry is held in very high esteem in this part of the world, and poets are often confused with savants, 
even drunken savants. They are not to be ignored since they are often journalists and intellectuals, and politi-
cally active, and their opinions count much more than in predominantly “entertainment” cultures such as the 
United States of the Greenback.
 And there is the very important Yiddish and Jewish heritage which permeates so much, though this com-
munity was nearly wiped out during World War II through inter-tribal warfare, peasant sentiment, and German 
and Lithuanian thugs and butchers under the sway of Nazi propaganda and their own greed.
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 But at this moment in time, Vilnius, still in the throes of its bloody and ever-changing identity, is a per-
fect place, full of energy, both dark and festive, and it remains a “jewel” of a city, easy to walk about in, with a 
balmy climate in the summer. Who wouldn’t want to workshop there for two weeks under the guidance of quite 
a few superb or “connected” writers that Mikhail Iossel manages to rope into the program every year.
 Well, me, for example, since I don’t “workshop” and never have, but for those who are true believ-
ers in such Finishing Schools, why not get out of the States or Canada for a while and go to some place exotic 
and a bit mysterious, and get inspired by such wonderful writers and teachers as Ilya Kaminsky; Ed Hirsch; 
Steve Stern; Rebecca Seiferle; and so on. In a way, this SLS writing workshop began in Saint Petersburg and 
then Mikhail shifted it to Vilnius. I’m not sure that it is world renowned, but it certainly is one of the better-
known summer programs in Canada and the United States. It’s run well and yet feels loose and flexible -- a lot 
of intense programming, but a lot of time to explore the area. Also, Russian and Lithuanian writers have been 
brought in to share their experience and writing.
 “Mikhail, Inc.” also manages a contingent Litvak program for Jewish heritage and Yiddish interests, and 
it is geared toward the literary, and the two programs overlap with students able to dip into both if they wish. 
This is a big draw since many of the students are from the NYC area, or of Jewish ancestry, and so the combo is 
ideal. After all, YIVO (Institute for Jewish Research) was founded in Vilnius (Vilno) in 1925. And the Litvaks 
were also very active Zionists.

Martin:  What led you to become a translator?

Keys:  I became a translator from living in other countries early on and delving in those literatures and want-
ing to share some of my “discoveries” with others. It was just natural. I never thought about it. And so in grad 
school at Indiana University in Bloomington I took a course in translation just out of curiosity. I had already 
lived in the Deccan and had explored some Tamil and Telugu literature in translation. And much of the litera-
ture that I loved consisted of translated tales and texts: Homer, (trans. by Fitzgerald and Lattimore, the latter I 
had met just after graduating from the University of Penn) and Dante (Ciardi’s plain and smooth vernacular, the 
King James Version of the Bible, and so on... Willis Barnstone’s work was also a magnet for me, and he was 
teaching at Indiana in the Contemporary Literature Department. His Modern European Poetry Anthology still 
sits next to me in my workroom. And his work on Biblical translations later became important.
 I had a bit of German under my belt and so, began by translating some of Rilke’s early poems — they 
are simple and easy enough. But I’ve never been good with foreign languages despite my love for language, 
so when translating I’ve always required informants or several cribs to get me along. It is not easy not to make 
errors, and to keep close to the original text’s semantics — which is important to me when I am translating a 
poem that has never been translated before. I don’t want to be free and easy and produce a “Keys” poem. I will 
defer here to essays on translation by Paz and Benjamin and Steiner.
 Later, I lived in Brazil for a few years where it was only natural to translate from the Portuguese in my 
free time….and it is a fine exercise when one is not engaged with one’s personal Muse. W.S. Merwin was my 
absentee mentor in this — and his commitment to translation a model. However, I always needed help during 
the process, and then I would send my finished draft to a scholar friend to go over for errors — never for style.
I’m a pretty good poet in English, and this is very important since what is desired is a good poem in the target 
language. Also, I think (think is the word!) I have a gift for getting under the skin of another, or another culture, 
and this is a big help — a kind of intuitive feel that likely comes from my having lived in a few places with the 
locals and not in ex-pat communities, and also a peculiar personality trait that enables me to fall into a trance 
or be “possessed”, and thus  vulnerable to rhythms and patterns other than my own. I can literally feel a poem’s 
texture and cadence. Perhaps it is a gift; certainly it is not learned; and without it, all the workshopping in the 
world leads nowhere so far as poetry in concerned – I don’t know about prose. A different ballgame I suspect.
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Martin:  What can you tell me about the process of translating poetry?

Keys:  About the process of translating? Many, many drafts, and lots of oversight and inspiration, though some-
times one is called on to be just a workhorse and produce a translation in a hurry for a certain occasion. I don’t 
like doing this, but have when called on. Then, I know that I am not being as thorough and loving as I should. 
Still, it is easy to rationalize and say “better this text than nothing”. Hmmm, not so sure.
Martin:  How would you describe your teaching philosophy? How does teaching inform your writing and 
translating and vice versa?

Keys:   I’ve seldom taught writing to adults, and only once taught poetry long ago at Dickinson College and in a 
nearby community college. I don’t think it is of much use if a noble or powerful poem is the goal. The Muse and 
great poems of the past are the best teachers, and life. A teacher can only offer a very little guidance. Teaching 
world literatures can, of course, lead to discovering writers that one might want to translate.
 But if one joins the MFA teaching racket too early on, it can only diminish one’s own writing — imagine 
having to wade through countless mediocre poems every week. Like dieting on coke and fast food and elevator 
music at its inception — you take it in and in and in, and it contaminates — a job for educators and pedagogues 
disguised as poets, or for editors and lazy academics. I’ve steeled my guts and poetry for many decades now by 
not joining the assembly line, and I don’t fear any risk of catching peer or student flu, but I am not sure any stu-
dents would care to catch mine. It might ruin their own inner struggle and agony with language, and that nearly 
ineffable thing some call poetry.
 Having said all this, in my dotage I am at last willing to give the teaching a try and hope some caustic 
or lyrical spark might light the pants of a student or two and encourage them to jump off the workshop ship and 
flounder with the python in strange waters – like maybe the Castilian Spring or the Fountain of Youth near the 
Everglades.

Martin:  You grew up in the Appalachian Mountains. How did that environment inform your poetry and choices 
to explore other parts of the world?

Keys:  I grew up in a small city in the Susquehanna Valley in the midst of the Appalachian Mountains, but not 
in the mountains per se. I spent a lot of time in the nearby hills, hunting and fishing, and so I was urban and 
rural — not very unusual for someone from Pennsylvania. A back lot in my city with its bats and turtles and 
beetles and bees, and rabbits and snakes and squirrels and butterflies had as much influence on me as did deer 
hunting and fishing in the Blue Mountains nearby. I had as many animal / insect / dandelion acquaintances as I 
did human, and felt a part of their world. For years, I never felt estranged from my animal world, or a longing 
for transcendence. In fact, if anything, I often felt alien in the human, the urban — trapped and cornered by the 
secondary-human blight that is the city.
 Vilnius, where I live now, is a wonderful city, as was Rio de Janeiro and Philadelphia in my other 
“lives”. And I have a young family here. There is no way I could support them trying to live a life in the moun-
tains. I left the woods for only one reason — I wrecked my knee one day while felling a tree. It was years to 
heal and then the other leg went. That was nearly twenty years ago, but I immediately knew my time of living 
close to the land was limited.
 Poets I admired such as Frost and Carruth were my teachers. Even then, I was more like a dreamy Tho-
reau than they were, though not so competent as Thoreau was in sustaining myself. After all, he was a builder 
by nature, and I was a stalker — both of us dreamers. The taxman will get you sooner or later. They went after 
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him; they would have come after me, and I had quit the NRA long before then, not wanting a shoot-out with the 
Feds, though I still packed a 38 to ward off irate husbands or lovers. And so, now I am a city boy and the birds 
are gone, the woodchuck drum skins, (tambourines) the antlers to hang my jacket on. My poetry was informed 
by all of that — the wild and the pastoral — for years.
 When I was in my mid-twenties, Robert Bly came to stay with me in my hunting cabin near Fuller Lake 
for a few days. We would recite poetry to each other and to the fireplace. In fact, I wrote an incantation, “Fire,” 
so I could start a fire without having to resort to matches. One day Bly said to me that my poetry welled up from 
within ‘nature’ as if I were an integral part of it, and that I seldom described ‘nature,’ and he went on to later 
write to me about the deep under-mountain drives of my poetry at that time. True enough — immanence and not 
transcendence. No alienation, not even from the cruel aspects, the horror of killing, whether a plant or an ani-
mal, to survive.
 Gary Snyder also became a friend at that time, though he vigorously complained when visiting me that 
he was forced to use a digging iron in the frozen ground to make a crap hole because I neglected to build an 
outhouse before I built my oak-cabin, Oak-Omolu. Ah, the Golden Age.
 No, my rural roots never led me to travel afar. In fact, they held me close. It was only at age 19 when 
going to school in Philadelphia that I had the urge to escape from where I was. And instead of looking back, I 
decided to go to rural India and work in agriculture. Hardly hunting and gathering, which I so much admired, 
but good enough for the landlubber Ishmael I was at the time.

Martin:  How has your life in Brazil, India and now in Lithuania, affected you as a writer?

Keys:  Of course I have usually written from where I am — in my notebooks, though the poem may take years 
to dig into and finally write — Wordsworth’s powerful feelings recollected in tranquility. Much of my writing 
comes from these notes. I used to keep extensive journals, and dream journals. Albeit, I have written my share 
of poems that have just welled up on the spot. In either case, I usually tinker and revise. I wrote a poem, Iden-
tification, many years ago when I was hanging out in Tegucigalpa in the 80’s. There’s a brief phrase in it that 
goes: “I am where I am”. Jehovah’s “ I am what I am” is much more cryptic and monolithic. As my colleague, 
Roebard, says, to breathe through the feet.

Martin:  What’s something that people would be surprised to learn about you?

Keys:  It might be better said, what would people be surprised not to learn about me. But not to give so flippant 
an answer, I will tell you a secret. My joy for the last score of years when home alone, is to every so often put 
on a CD of Renata Tebaldi singing arias, and to close my eyes and float away like a nocturnal butterfly. Hello 
Jose.

Martin:  Your book, Broken Circle, opens with a quote by Vladimir Nabokov: “ Tentacles, not wings, are 
Apollo’s natural members.” How does this relate to the title of your book and the poems within it?

Keys:  I don’t believe there is any intended reference to the title, though I see now it does apply. The title came 
from the feeling that I was about to depart from my homestead in the hills for an urban setting. My holy circle 
was about to be broken… I knew it. Many of the poems in that book eulogize my life there, lightly or darkly. 
The title deliberately evoked the gospel song, “Will the Circle Be Unbroken” and also the Carter Family. 
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 Limbs, tentacles, the digging in, the swishing of living like Enkido — soon to  betray him and fly to the 
city (on wings or winds or Garuda’s back) to live with Gilgamesh. Nabokov was much more able than I to keep 
close to Apollo wherever he might be, though I think Apollo stole his wings from Hermes who had taken his 
from a now extinct flying turtle.

 “Turtle-Rattle Song”

 Why talk of perfection or imperfection
 when the world is perfectly what it is.
 This poem as all songs perfectly a poem—
 didactic drone, different, never a variant.
 A turtle’s swallowing the sea. The sea a turtle.
 Notice the crack on the turtle’s lunar back.

Martin:  I’ve watched the Youtube video where you are performing your poetry with musicians. How would 
you describe the process and experience of collaborating with the jazz percussionist, Vladimir Tarasov and other 
musicians?

Keys:  I am not much of a musician, though I tried to play the clarinet when quite young. Still, I always loved 
music and dreamed as a youth of being a great saxophone player — jazz or rock — daydreams and in my sleep. 
And I remember often thinking, way back then, that if I had the choice and the talent, the sax would be my 
mission in this world, not poetry. I don’t feel that way now, but I did then. I have an awkward, bodily sense of 
rhythm, but I can’t keep time or a tune. It is strange.
 For about 25 years, I was hanging out with a flamenco guitarist, Frank Rush Miller, whose flamenco 
name is Paco de Nada. He came up with the “Paco”. I came up with the “de Nada”. I wrote a few Flamenco 
pieces in English, but basically I am a dilettante in this, a kind of aficionada without any real skill except in 
composing. Notice the other ‘nada’ here. But the rhythm is there, the improv-looseness, so it was an easy transi-
tion to work under Vladimir Tarasov, a world-class percussionist and artist. And he brought me in because he 
liked my energy, sense of poetry and my feeling for jazz, a music I have loved since I was a teenager.
 I like all sorts of music from country to blue grass to blues to gospel to opera, and I danced all my life 
until my legs gave out — Merengue, Cumbia, Latino music, my forte was footwork and the pelvis. Vladimir 
is a genius, no doubt, and also a great conductor of this poor poet. I don’t think I could function under anyone 
else. I watch for his nods, his know-how, and try to fit in. He loves poetry. I seldom just recite mine with him…I 
deconstruct it and ad lib….I DaDa it, as I put it. My poems accrete or morph and become words on their own, 
and sounds; or sometimes I keep close to the text (the poem, Pan, for example), but modify the refrains…. there 
is only the skeleton of a score, though we do have a repertoire. We have a Nada Quartet — my name for us, of 
course. Tarasov, on percussion, me the voice, Liudas Mockunas on sax, and Eugenijus Kanevicius on contra-
bass. Sometimes subs.
 When Vladimir and I perform as a duet, I don’t think it quite works. I am not comfortable with the ener-
gy and the sound. But when there is a third or fourth musician, I feel relaxed and at home in the rhythm. Most of 
my poems are not adaptable for this, but there are dozens that are, so we deploy some of them. I love it. Poetry 
is an oral or aural art. Performing live is energizing and brings me back to creation — creativity on the spot.

Martin:  In terms of what works for you as a writer, do you keep weekly hours or otherwise keep to a writing 
schedule?
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Keys:  I write as often as I can. For years, that was a lot since I was disciplined, devoted, and lived frugally. 
I had loads of free time. Seldom a full-time job other than the writing, though I don’t come from “money”. It 
was a matter of focus and a trance-like ability with words — a calling. But when I turned sixty I suddenly had 
children. Twins. I don’t have the time I once had. My devotion turned to them. Gladly, and after 40 years with 
the Muse she doesn’t mind either. Maybe a bit tired of this old wagon. Still, we screw around and polka, shuffle, 
grind, or waltz when we can, though I have been writing more short prose wonderscripts of late, and plays. Of-
ten in the voice of a female — don’t ask me why. I don’t know. I can piece them together when I have time. My 
poems require much more silence and a meditative space. Prose for me requires a workspace.

Martin:  What advice would you give to writers?

Keys:  Write, write, write. Take a few workshops if you think you have to. Don’t pursue an MFA unless the 
career is more important than the writing. Maybe hook on to a Hermes-poet guide for input and suggestions, 
but ignore a lot of them and keep true to yourself. Read deeply in the classics, but if you are a woman, also read 
your better female contemporaries since the classic canon is basically male. Devote yourself only to the writing 
even if it means years of garret living. Teaching destroys most writers, not necessarily all but don’t think you 
are the exception to this.
 Publication should not be a goal, but an afterthought. If you’re good, time will publish your work even 
if it be after your death. And who cares — it is in the act of creation that we touch the soul of ourselves and the 
world. Feedback and a loving audience can be wonderful, but are a temptation not unlike Christ’s in the wilder-
ness or Galway Kinnell’s in the New York City of the 70s. Beware, and be aware.
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So Say We All at The Whistle Stop
by Christopher Gorrie

 

 

Dimmed lights, humid atmosphere from too many bodies, the potent aroma of craft beers, and someone reading 
a story about their time working as a urine drug screen collector? – It has to be “So Say We All” at the Whistle 
Stop in South Park. From 8:30pm – 11:00pm on the last Thursday of every month you can find an interesting 
group of writers giving voice to stories from their lives in front of an inebriated crowd of light-hearted bar-
goers.
 The last showcase, on Thursday, April 25th, presented stories under the umbrella-theme of “It was just a 
phase....” I walked into the Whistle Stop, handed one of the door girls my five dollars for entrance, and grabbed 
a beer. I positioned myself at a table between the main row of seats and the standing huddle of people either 
unlucky or compassionate enough to be out of a chair.
 There were a number of stories presented over the course of the evening that ranged from happy-go-
lucky tales of adventure to tear-jerking sob stories. The stories which stood out to me the most during the course 
of the night were the ones full of musings over old friends and exes.
 The first story that got me entirely engaged and laughing was a tale told by a young surfer with sun-
bleached hair and a natural Southern California tan. He reflected on an intriguing period of travel in his life that 
he experienced with his best buddy. They went to Spain, India, Japan, South Africa, Australia – you name it, 
they were there. It seemed like this guy had seen it all in fewer than six years. Somehow he and his friend ended 
up in Alaska, where they stayed a while, taking cruise ships up and down the Alaskan and Canadian coastline 
because “it was cheaper than paying rent.” These guys literally lived on cruise liners for nearly nine months!
 The next great saga to be related was concerned with a unique childhood friendship. “Cecila” was the 
author's friend's name. She was “badass" who taught this storyteller the ropes as a kid. She told teachers to “shut 
it”, rode a bike with pegs, and had bangs like a peacock’s plumage. She was this author's example of rebellion 
as a kid. The writer told an anecdote of a time when she got in trouble with Cecila and was restricted from see-
ing her for a month. She stood in her room with her Aquanet, teasing and teasing her hair, spraying and spraying 
her hairspray until there was a chemical cloud floating in the upper half of her bedroom. She had “Walk Like an 
Egyptian” blaring on her Walkman as she fell over on her bed crying for just another chance to see her Cecila.
 The last mentionable tale came from a thirty-something-year-old guy who spoke of an ex-girlfriend 
he had in college. She was a model who did ads for Rayban and Yves Saint Laurent, who was overly mysteri-
ous, and disappeared from the author's home for days at a time without any explanation. She knew “too many 
people”, as he put it – “too many sketchy people.” She’d run into people she knew everywhere – the mall, the 
theater, a restaurant, a park, even outside the author's own apartment. The girl was enthralled with this guy, and 
he had no clue why at the time; she seemed like a self-absorbed, high-maintenance girl with no real sense of 
life outside of the material realm. I understood (as the author now does as well) that she liked him because he 
was what she wasn’t. He was stable and secure. He had a good life ahead of him – a quite one, sure, but a life 
that was warmer and more sustainable. The storyteller gave her a photocopy of a it and she told him it was "the 
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greatest gift she'd ever received" (shows the quality of people in her life). They eventually parted, and they tale 
ended on a nostalgic and sentimental note.
 Since my first visit to see “So Say We All” at the Whistle Stop, I’ve seen a big growth. The attendance 
has almost doubled since the first time I went in January. If you want a night of interesting stories full of laughs 
and tears, plus some great beer and maybe a snack or two, come to the Whistle Stop on the last Thursday of 
every month.

http://www.whistlestopbar.com/
http://www.sosayweallonline.com/
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Translations: Sonata Paliulyte Embraces Emily Dickinson
by Seretta Martin

“The translator must serve as both artist, and Sonata Paliulyté is an alchemist, urging a poem to work and sing 
in a second language”      
~ Copper Canyon Press

 This view into the translation of poems by the contemporary Lithuanian poet and actress Sonata Paliu-
lyté, gathers aspects of her writing life to help us realize a well-rounded picture of her as an accomplished artist 
living in a country that is recovering from fifty years of political oppression when writing truthfully and “direct-
ly” about important themes could lead to imprisonment and death.
 As I started on this journey to translate some of Sonata's poems it soon became important to me to learn 
more about her as a person and understand the societal and influential writing environment of her country. I was 
pleased to discover that Sonata is the recipient of awards for her bilingual book, Bank of Noon, Selected Poems 
of Emily Dickinson, published by the Lithuanian Writers Union. (translations from English to Lithuanian)
 Sonata Paliulytê graduated from the Lithuanian Music and Theatre Academy specializing in acting. 
She is a poet, and a translator from English into Lithuanian. Her poems and translations have appeared in the 
main literary periodicals of Lithuania. Numerous translations are also published in Kerry Shawn Keys’ bilin-
gual books of poetry, and in Menke Katz’s bilingual book, Selected Poems. Veiled Kiss, a bilingual “selection” 
of the poetry of the Welsh poet, Menna Elfyn, was translated by Sonata Paliulyte and published in 2005, the 
same year that her own book of poems, P.S., was published. She has received several awards for her poetry and 
translations including the prestigious “Young Jotvingis” award given for both the best first book of poetry and 
for Veiled Kiss. In 2007 she received the literary award “Menada” from the International Poetry Festival “Ditet 
E Naimit” in Macedonia. Her second and most recent book of poems, Still Life, Selected Poems, was published 
in English in 2011. She currently resides in Vilnius with poet, Kerry Keys and their twins, a boy and girl, age 
seven.
 I worked closely with Sonata to translate five of her poems via email from Lithuanian into English and 
she was generous with her time and correspondence. This helped me to gain valuable insights into your poetry. 
Here you will see two of those poems, A Splint Second of Hope and Go. Both were published in the 2011 San 
Diego Poetry Annual. I’ve also included an excerpts from an essay by Sonata on juggling daily routines as a 
writer and mother. It’s not hard to imagine the challenges they faces managing career and family life.
  
“Išeit (Go)”
by Sonata Paliulytė

pirmyn, atgal, pirmyn...
apsisuku, akis į tave įremiu
esi nebuvęs, neesantis, nebūsiantis,
apsigyvenęs mano inkile
varnėnas atsiskyrėlis –
ištvirkėlis, vienuolis, albinosas
tartum žudikas sėlina naktis
ir užgula visu svoriu juodybės
esu žaizdotas sielos avilys –
vienintelis nesunaikintas noras:
įveikti  neviltį, lėtai iš čia išbrist,
tik kur?..
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I pace back and forth…
turn, and set my eyes on you
who never were, who’ll never be –
a starling hermit
nestled next to me,
a lecher, a monk, an albino
the night prowls like a cutthroat
and smothers with its grave blackness.
I am an abscessed hive of a soul –
my one and only enduring desire:
to defeat despair and bit by bit to go,
but where?..

*    *    *

“Vilties akimirka (Split Second of Hope)”

Vilties akimirka      
atsimuša ir vėl nutolsta.
Dabar
gali klausytis spengiančios tylos.
Rytojus bus –
tereikia tik sulaukti
akimirkos –
kai skrodžia neviltį šešėliai sutemos.

A moment of hope
bounces back,
strikes, rebounds.
Now,
listen to the tingle of silence.
Tomorrow will come –
you need only to wait
for that next split
second – when
shades of dusk slice despair.

*    *    *

 I learned that by working with a living poet who welcomes questions, as Sonata did, this lively dialogue 
enhances your understanding of her poems. Then, it is possible to come closer to the original intent, wording, 
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and music. One of the most important things I learned challenged my poetic aesthetics. It came from something 
that poet and Professor, Steve Kowit said as I was working with Sonata’s metaphysical poem in, A Split Second 
of Hope, and felt the need for one or two strong images. In her explanation of the poem she had written that 
hope was like a “small bouncing ball” and how “shades of darkness slice like a torpedo would slice water or 
air.” I loved these images and wanted to add them to her poem to wed the abstractions with concrete images.  
 Soon I had the impression that she didn’t want me to use these images. This is when Steve so wisely told 
me not to impose my aesthetic values on the poem. In America many poets learn that the "abstract" needs to be 
balanced with real and tangible images but that is not always true in other countries.
 A still greater understanding came from another Lithuanian poet and Professor, Al Zolynas, who has 
lived and taught in San Diego for many years. He sent the follow email:

“In Lithuanian, there is a resonance and implication to her words that does carry the poem 
beyond its seeming terseness and flatness… sounds and rhythm are part of it, so as
translator, you can try to duplicate some of that. Lithuania has a long history of poets and 
singers. The country is still recovering from fifty years of political oppression when
writing “directly” about important themes could have gotten you thrown into jail, or 
worse. So there’s a tradition of saying things indirectly, symbolically. Though I suspect 
Sonata’s poem has no political content, she might effected by the elliptical style 
popular in the last era, to say nothing of the “despair” that was widely prevalent in a 
totalitarian regime and which you were discouraged from owning or giving expression to.”

 Considering the contribution of two trusted professors, I decided to work with my translation of “Split 
Second of Hope” without images.
 At first, I felt somewhat intimidated by the unknown, but I was curious about the act of translating 
poetry, especially since I didn't know Lithuanian. In recent years I’d read poems from other countries translated 
into English and felt the magic of language. Often the wording seemed unusual, fresh and exciting. I forecasted 
that by working with translation it would lead me to a larger understanding of language and growth in my own 
writing. I wanted to know what motivates and attracts many poets to the task of translation.
 I’m delighted to have learned how, in Tony Barstone’s words, “Translation saves you from your contem-
poraries…and from your own traditions.” It forces you to consider numerous possibilities. When you are work-
ing with a poem in another language your thoughts go through a sea of decisions causing changes. You experi-
ence how, “The translator of a poem dismantles a machine of consciousness in one language and rebuilds it in 
another…we distance ourselves momentarily from ourselves…to glimpse our language from a new angle…to 
renew our language. As language “bends to accommodate or digest new forms,” I became aware of what is pos-
sible in the English language and how “the limits of our English minds can be stretched to absorb the foreign, 
making our language beautiful in new way,” less predictable and more surprising.
 I posed a few questions for myself to use as guidelines as I worked on translating Sonata's poems.
 
Important concerns:
 1.  How can I do a faithful and fair representation of the original poem?
 2.  How can I naturally put the author’s spirit, voice, and lyricism into my translation?
 3.  How can I craft the translation to serve as a work of art in English, while rendering what the original   
      poet intended?
 4.  I kept the following quotes close at hand as I worked on translating Sonata’s poems:
     
      The act of translation is a step outside of language, and a step outside of words: it is an act of impos 
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      sibility that quickly collapses back into language and words. But before the collapse, something 
      magical and strange happens.  
         ~ Tony Barston

     …there are many versions of truth – many local, imaginative, tonal, and musical ways to deal with    
     questions that we are all obsessed with.
      ~Venus Khoury-Ghat

 Other Decisions: 

 I took into consideration that Sonata has been strongly influenced by Emily Dickinson’s use of compres-
sion, short line breaks, metaphors, and music. Often I reread Sonata’s words about her poems to check my work 
and consulted a thesaurus to make sure I was using the best words in English to carry the meanings that she in-
tended. Moving back and forth between the word-by-word version sent by Sonata and Kerry, I used the Google 
translation, and consulted with a Lithuanian dictionary, I developed several drafts of the poem in English. When 
I thought that I had a worthy version, I sent it to her. I also sent it to Al Zolynas who had offered support. Their 
feedback prompted me to get closer to the poem and write other drafts until I arrived at we thought was the best 
one.
 When I asked what poets have influenced her poetry, Sonata replied, “I don't really feel big influences on 
my own poetry. And I don't like to correlate my poetry with the work of any of the poets particularly. I was also 
never involved in any movements. I use some irony, but it is not a main weapon in my poetic world. Often I am 
trying to catch and to confine on paper the reality (or reality by me) of soul's condition in the extreme situations 
or in the extreme moments of mood, or in the moment of the extreme existential perception. Mostly I prefer to 
talk without irony. And I often like to tease by balancing on the edge of sentiment while breaking completely 
off at the end of a poem. And so, I feel quite alone on this path. ‘Sintezija' (combining visual art, video, audio 
and poetry), also ‘slam’ --- now are the movements in the fashion. But there are many just simply brilliant and 
unique postmodern poets in younger generation.’
                       
Poems by Sonata from her book P.S.
___________________________________________________

 “About Time”

 Floors, including birch,
 apkaišytas branches of the moon
 infused in.
 Light silver brook.
 Lying on the night spotting
 nutaškytų sheets,
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 I touch the minutes
 creeping time the skin.
 Quiet, only to watch
 forge hammer hammer
 to the old life kaldamas
 a small nail.
 
 *    *    *

 “Consistently?”

 Nužersiu all of the moon
 cut from his world.
 Will not be as sweet as honey
 for hungrily tasted.
 There will be a brighter day
 for sutemusią already.
 Ras colder writes  for a cold sweat.
 Sweep up the soul-cream,
 nesulaižytus childhood.
 Rain will not exceed
 longing for.

 *    *    *
 “Why?”

 Today since morning
 I washed my head.
 You ask - why?
 - Who's why - what is wrong, as always?
 I am a morning at dawn
 washed with dense head.
 When the heart of night eating
 I ask - why?
 - Who's why - what is wrong, as always?
 When the moon die in the morning
 the blue this evening
 somebody asks me - why?
 - Who's why - what is wrong, as always?

 *    *    *

 “Clarity of Perception”
 Transparent point of despair
 And open vision.
 Today, an invitation to church
 Even išverktas faith.
 Silence between words, vortex,
 Spicy, like a naked blade,
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 Fresh ice in the heart of
 Išpančioja of love.
 Pudruoju blykštančias spots
 On the side of the gores.
 Do not sing tonight -
 Already bury a dead body.
 “Ištvėrimas”
 Bereavement tveriam
 one by one by one.
 And we can not cry,
 head only - into the wall.
 And we can not complain,
 just quietly fist
 gniaužiam anxiety,
 dunksintį to the heart.
 Arrested grief
 it with pliers,
 peeled with a soul
 the Rakši ...

 *    *    *

REVIEW OF SONATA’S BOOK “P.S.”

 From a review by the poet Marius Burokas  in the cultural magazine “Naujoji Romuva” about the book 
“P.S.”  “Just poetry”:

 The title of the book is polysemous – with many meanings, as if initials, as if a Post Scriptum of life. 
Such a woodworm one tends to forget until suddenly realizing how essential it is. There is the rush and desire 
to open up. Such a way of writing, such unmasked sincerity and openness is not my cup of tea, not for one like 
me who hides behind plots, cultural allusions, and irony. But this is exactly what attracts: no shade of a lie, 
the artistry, and some bitterness laced with the wormwood of irony and sorrow, and wistfulness. No shade of 
sentimentality. While trying to recollect fragments of these poems, certain images start to shimmer in front of 
the eyes: the comfort of the world, warmth, longing for a soulmate and love, and also such an overwhelming 
loneliness that it makes one want to wail. The passages about loneliness and longing – are most powerful. I am 
afraid of them, they strike with their beak right into the target, and what else does poetry need…there is a trust 
in people in this book, maybe too huge, as we know the real nature of humans. A big part of the book consists of 
love poems, and here Sonata doesn’t go without heartbreaking psalms…

*    *    *

Poetry, Poets, Daemons and Other Angels, or Juggling With Magic in Daily Routine
An Essay by Sonata Paliulytė, ranslated by Kerry Shawn Keys
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 Does the concept of the daily routine actually take place in the world of poetry? Does it play some 
important role in the poet’s life and creative work? Such questions may sound rhetorical, if they didn’t con-
stantly cause discussions and savage quarrels among the poets themselves. For the creator this subject is pain-
ful, because it compares such contradictory things as the unaccountable opening of the soul’s mysteries that 
enable one to touch a whiff of divinity and the demonic, with the daily routine that determines the margins of 
human powers. Wishing to find the happy medium, the poet often tries to be cunning. Sometimes hiding behind 
theories in the creative work by nestling in congenial circles, sometimes crouching on a homestead or under 
the shelter of far-distant lands or mountains, sometimes richly intoxicating the self with “ambrosia” waiting for 
the next divine afflatus. Many poets try to assimilate the daily routine by opening the door wide and letting the 
images of its details into the creative work. While finding his/her way of “truth”, the poet hastily vindicates and 
propagates it, often holding in contempt those who think in a different way.
 A poet who constructs a poetical text of commonplace elements – things, their details, daily situations – 
will argue that this depiction or invoking metaphors such as axes, knifes, cigarette packs, computer techniques, 
physiological actions is the heart of  poetry, while the spiritualized description of meditative experiences is just 
a decrepit relic  from the point of view of aesthetics. But while reading the meditative or “transporting” poem, 
inevitably one will meet images and attributes from the daily routine; and in the unelevated realia of the daily 
routine texts, a deep philosophical providence.
 Looking at the coffee that is stirred with a spoon within the cup, I notice how the consciousness slowly 
starts to sink into the world of mists, how the invisible ego starts to travel the gaily colored labyrinths of the 
subconscious: the clink of the spoon turns into church bells or the ticking of a wall clock, the coffee into the 
dark abyss or deep water of the raging ocean, the cup into the prison of the elements or conversely into the 
symbol of a sheltered port. Later while trying to put on paper these feelings and visions; I watch how the im-
ages that came earlier to my mind transform completely into others that sometimes have no connection at all 
with their precursors. A writer may call this, inspiration or afflatus, but such a birth of a poetic text might be also 
called a spell or magic – since some kind of sacramental transformation that has no logical explanation takes on 
a miraculous meaning. In the simple, daily situation the accustomed action turns into magic and paradox be-
cause one of the many moments of this daily routine is transformed into a symbol of the imagination – a poem.  
 The reader here of course won’t recognize the source of the poet’s inspiration, but the handle of the cup, 
the flavor of the coffee or the tarnished German silver of the spoon will nonetheless invade his subconscious.
In the movie “Stalker” (Guide) by the Russian film director Andrey Tarkovsky, we watch a whole parade of 
very everyday, non-aesthetic things. On the screen there appear details of rusted war munitions, bandages, used 
syringes, broken telephones, distasteful armories, muddy water, slivers of glass, and everything that we usually 
refer to as waste products or just trash. The people here also remind one of waste products – exhausted from 
gnawing self-doubt, ambitions, being wronged. It’s almost possible to smell the reek of corrosion, rot, and sew-
age. But also it is one of the most poetic films that I have ever seen. The artist’s fantasy here turns the details of 
the daily routine into philosophical poetry whose essence touches the hospitable spectator’s soul, and then wan-
ders along the horizon of an opening spiritual infinity in which the spectator has the chance to meditate on such 
ideas as the conscience, the fragility of being, faith, love,  hope, doubt. It can be said that the main character of  
 Stalker reflects the fate and the drama of the poet’s existence in the trash of the daily routine. The allu-
sion to the Redeemer was not avoided. Struggling along the razor’s edge and through forbidding things, sacrific-
ing the physical and the spiritual – his own and also his family’s health – he knocks at the souls which are not 
marked by satiety, conducts us through a sacred but nevertheless trashed zone towards the sacred room which 
enables him to glance into the depths of his own soul and to know its depths as does everyone who enters it. On 
the way the “pathfinder” exhausts himself physically and psychically, suffering pain and bitterness. The mean-
ing of the Stalker’s struggle and existence is intangible – not one of those who reach the room dares to put into 
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practice the privilege of this possible knowledge. They rather tend to completely ruin the source of the tempta-
tion. So we could draw the parallel between the Stalker’s sacred room and the poem. Trying to reach the depth 
of the poem’s meaning, the poet struggles through the mess of daily details, the conflict between the soul and 
the flesh, the manifestations of social brutality. Nevertheless the daily routine often seeks to kill the poet physi-
cally unless he like some wizard–juggler transforms its stress into what is imagination – into poetry, or in other 
words, philosophy expressed in artistic form.
 But sometimes there appear certain individuals who throw down the gauntlet to the daily routine, don’t 
assimilate it, and have to leave. I translated the cycle of poems, “Angels of The Love Affair”, by the American 
poet, Anne Sexton (1928-1974) from English into Lithuanian. The tragic daily situations – loneliness, the mad-
house, despair – meshes here into forceful, expressive texts splashed with unexpected and drastic metaphors.  
 Anne Sexton doesn’t assimilate or “brush over” the trivial experiences of her daily routine. The gulf in 
the instincts of comfort, safety, and survival – that for ordinary people become the foundation for constructing 
their own temporary world – dominates in her poetry. It’s a paradox that all six Angels the poetess addresses 
are the patrons of the most daily things – guardians of fire and genitals, clean sheets, flying and sleigh bells, 
hope and calendars, blizzards and blackouts, beach houses and picnics. Of course such poetry could be seen as 
bitter irony and as an unexpected gushing of the soul. For this flight of creative power, it is not enough just to 
be the play of the consciousness. It’s more similar to the opening of the black cosmic hole in one’s soul and the 
elemental gush of the mesmerizing, gigantic creative power. It’s this that fascinates the reader or causes disgust 
because of its superhuman nature. This power often crushes the artist. When uncontrollable, such energy spills 
out into the creative work, and it becomes more and more difficult for the poet to stand the conflict with real-
ity. Anne Sexton didn’t withstand that antithesis – she committed suicide. Here I will “quote” one of the poems 
from her “Angels” cycle, where the details of the daily and its existential experience tangle with the spine-chill-
ing beauty of the text and poetic rhythm:
2. Angel Of Clean Sheets

Angel of clean sheets, do you know bedbugs?
Once in a madhouse they came like specks of cinnamon
as I lay in a chloral cave of drugs,
as old as a dog, as quiet as a skeleton.
Little bits of dried blood. One hundred marks
upon the sheet. One hundred kisses in the dark.
White sheets smelling of soap and Clorox
have nothing to do with this night of soil,
nothing to do with barred windows and multiple locks
and all the webbing in the bed, the multiple recoil.
I have slept in silk and in red and in black.
I have slept on sand and, one fall night, a haystack.
I have known a crib. I have known the tuck-in of a child
but inside my hair waits the night I was defiled.

 So, I think that the elements of the daily routine stick in the consciousness of the poet, becoming one of 
the main building blocks of a poem, while at the same time this daily routine tends to disassociate itself from the 
poet and to imprison him or her in its particular ghetto. But, before “rebels” are ruined in a mental or sometimes 
physical way, they are granted one final grace – to open up. Though the creative act itself has nothing to do with 
the daily routine, still in the world of poetry this daily routine acts as a tyrant, perennially issuing its edicts. And 
what is more, one who writes poetry is tied to it by an inborn umbilical cord, to break, which would mean to 
perish. Sometimes the only resort is to yield to magic. By this magic I don’t mean deliberate bewitchment nor 
some black or white magic, but as a spiritual opening for God’s or the Daemon’s touch, enabling one in a single 
moment to cast one’s eyes on the cross-section of  being and to speak about it. Such poetry is able to create the 
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“inconceivable suggestion”, to shake the soul and the mind, to refine the world a bit, not just to unfetter the hu-
man consciousness, but to also “unbind” people from things, and sometimes things – from people. “Inconceiv-
able suggestion” – one of the descriptions of the word “magic” in the Lithuanian dictionary.
                                                                                                          
LINKS:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DE3hZmB2bYM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K1zFLUwprf8
https://www.facebook.com/sonata.paliulyte
For a rich selection of Lithuanian poetry in translation on the web, please visit:
http://www.stanzapoetry.org/2009/participant.php?participant=126
http://www.lit-across-frontiers.org/authors.php?filter=P
http://poezijos-signalai.blogspot.com/2010/05/sonata-paliulyte-1968-e-poeta-tradutora.html
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Brimhall and Saito: Inside the Minds of a Collaborative Work
by Breana Marshall

 Traci Brimhall, author of Our Lady of the Ruins, is a young poet who has already made a name for 
herself. With poems in The New Yorker, New England Review, Ploughshares, Virginia Quarterly Review, and 
many others, Brimhall definitely has a prestigious background. If her publications do not speak to her success, 
her awards certainly do. The 2013 National Endowment for the Arts Literature Fellowship in Poetry and the 
2008-2009 Jay C. and Ruth Halls Poetry Fellowship are only two of Brimhall’s many achievements. Brimhall 
attended Florida State University for her BA degree and Sarah Lawrence College for her MFA degree.

 
 While attending Sarah Lawrence College, Brimhall met her best friend and fellow poet, Brynn Saito. 
Saito earned her MFA at Sarah Lawrence College after earning her MA at New York University and her BA at 
UC Berkeley. Her book The Palace of Contemplating Departure has won the Benjamin Saltman Award, which 
is only one of many honors that Saito has earned. With poetry in the Virginia Quarterly Review, Hayden’s Ferry 
Review, Ninth Letter and many others, Saito’s work speaks for itself.

 Saito and Brimhall have recently authored a collaborative work, Bright Power, Dark Peace, which shares 
many of the themes that each poet works with in her own collection. Brimhall and Saito were kind enough to 
answer questions about the joint writing experience and the process of working on a professional level with 
somebody one has known for years.

Marshall: Traci and Brynn, writing a collaborative work with your best friend must be quite the experience. 
Can each of you speak a little about how working with somebody so close to you has influenced your work?

Saito: Indeed, it is quite a rich experience—and a lot of fun. It was a way for me to write poetry when I wasn't 
writing my own poetry—when I was creatively stuck—and I'll always be grateful for that—for Traci's sugges-



40

tion that we give it a try. Co-writing has allowed me to see my own poems in conversation with different voices, 
energies, and intentions. I don't think I would have become aware of that, if it weren't for co-writing with Traci.

Brimhall: I think writing with Brynn made me really aware of certain syntactical and rhythmic habits I have. 
We usually left our sentences unfinished for the other to complete, and (of course) the sentences always wan-
dered away from my original intention. I don't think my habits are necessarily bad habits, but it was so refresh-
ing to see our collaborative poems behaving differently than my own poems do.

Marshall: After reading each of your individual works, it is evident that themes from each of your pieces have 
transcended your individual books and come into Bright Power, Dark Peace. Which themes would you say fol-
low each of you from work to work?

Saito: Probably wandering, ruined worlds, and girl-hood. I think there's a line in Bright Power, Dark Peace that 
goes: life begins in departure. I can't remember if I wrote that, or Traci, but there's that same theme that I circle 
in my own work: departures, leaps, and arrivals in the new life.

Brimhall: Questing. The body. God, come out, come out, wherever you are!

Marshall:What has created such strong ties to each of you individually with these themes?

Saito: Good question. It's hard to say where and how the ties emerge, or why we write what we do. One winter, 
I started writing persona poems from the point of view of objects—for instance, standing in the subway, imagin-
ing what the tracks might say if they could speak, that kind of thing. From then, I became somewhat obsessed 
with persona poems, an obsession which synced nicely with one aspect of the collaborative project: to speak in 
the voice(s) of a ruined city.

Brimhall: In some ways, I think your obsessions choose you. I honestly feel like I make choices to escape cer-
tain habits/themes as I move from book to book, but those obsessions keep finding me. I hope the books I write 
can at least be variations on a theme, but maybe all my obsessions are my favorite questions and I see no reason 
to ask new ones if I can't answer the old ones.

Marhsall: In terms of actually writing the book together, how did you develop a system in Bright Power, Dark 
Peace to ensure that each of you received an equal amount of writing space?

Brimhall: Well, we took turns choosing the location in the city. Whoever chose the location both started and 
ended the poem, and the other person helped write the stanzas in between. Since the person who chose the set-
ting had the most control over the initial creation of the poem, the other person had editorial control after it was 
done and made the cuts they felt were necessary, that way the contributions were relatively equal.

Saito: Traci pretty much explained it perfectly. There was balance built into the structure of the process.

Marshall:Did you ever find yourselves arguing over one poem in specific in relation to elements one of you 
may have liked and the other disliked? If so, how did you solve these disagreements?

Saito: Not that I remember.

Brimhall: The system of rules we set up kind of prevented that.
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Marshall: With “Bright Power, Dark Peace”, what would you describe as the main message that you hope the 
book sends to your audience?

Saito: This question makes me think of another question, one which I sometimes pose to my students, and one 
I remember talking about with Traci: What's the one thing that, if you knew it when you were younger, would 
have saved your life? When I was young, I didn't know—I didn't have the experience to know—that I would 
survive the intensity of my own emotions. I was frightened a lot by my internal world. I think that, in writing 
to a girl wandering through a destroyed landscape, I'm in some sense writing to that lost self. Saying: you will 
endure. So, that's one message in there. Perhaps it will ripple out beyond the book.

Brimhall: Hmmm...I don't think in terms of messages when I write; I think in terms of questions. I suppose if 
there was a question I hope readers ask themselves, it might be: Is your restlessness a habit or a quest?

Marshall: Which piece from the book do you think most obviously delivers this message? Why?

Saito: Perhaps “The School”, “The Bridge”, “The Garden”, and “The Fountain”.

Brimhall: Well, the last one we wrote was "The Schoolhouse." We talked on the phone about who we thought 
the girl was, who/what the wolf was, why the city talked to her, what the city needed from her, if anything. 
We realized she'd been through something traumatic in that schoolhouse, and her return to the city was a way 
to learn how to heal. Part of what she needed to heal was prayer or poetry. The line she says to the wolf in the 
schoolhouse isn't ever her own; it's a quote from Robinson Jeffers. Basically, she didn't even need her own 
words, just a voice that felt true. I guess figuring these things out about the girl and the city helps answer the 
question above. It was not a habit; it was a quest, she just didn't know what she was looking for at first.

Marshall: For new writers, would you recommend first writing an individual work or a collaborative work? 
Why?

Saito: I think either mode of writing can potentially help a young writer hone her voice, practice his craft.

Brimhall: I think writers should do whatever gives them the most freedom, the most courage, and the most 
pleasure.

Marshall: What new texts can readers look forward to in the future from each of you?

Saito: I'm working on my second collection of poems.

Brimhall: Well, I thought I was at work on my next solo-written book, but I may skip book 3 and move on to 
book 4. I've had a hard time breaking up with book 3 and may never let it go. I may keep it chained in the attic 
and tell people my house is haunted rather than let it go.
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