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An Interview with
Poet Frank Paino
about His New
Book, Obscura

Frank Paino was born in Cleveland, Ohio, and earned an MFA
from Vermont College. His poems have appeared in a vari-
ety of literary publications, including Crab Orchard Review,
North American Review, World Literature Today, Gettysburg
Review, Prairie Schooner, the Briar Cliff Review, Lake Effect,
and a number of anthologies, including The Face of Poetry
(University of California Press, 2005), Poets for Life and
(upcoming from The University of Arizona Press in 2020)
Beyond Earth’s Edge: The Poetry of Spaceflight.

His first two volumes of poetry, The Rapture of Matter
(1991), and Out of Eden (1998), were published by Cleveland
State University Press and his third volume, Obscura (Orison
Books), was just published. He has received a Pushcart Prize,
the Cleveland Arts Prize in Literature, and a 2016 Individual
Excellence Award from the Ohio Arts Council.

rank Paino’s first two volumes of poetry, The Rap-

ture of Matter and Out of Eden, both from Cleve-

land State University Poetry Center, astonished
readers with their haunting insights into the human condi-
tion. His long-awaited third poetry collection, Obscura, can
now be ordered from Orison Books.

Paino’s distinguished list of literary mentors include the
instructors he studied with in the Vermont College MFA
program, poets Richard Jackson, Mark Doty, Lynda Hull,
and David Wojahn.

Catamaran readers may have read Paino’s poetry in the
pages of our magazine, since his poems have often appeared
here. His sensibility is unique among contemporary writers,
deepened by highly personal perspectives on the tragic side of
life and energized by an ornate sensuality, with an elegance
almost lost in today’s culture of commerce and mass media.

In her introduction to Paino’s new collection, poet Nick-
ole Brown writes, “This work, with a fetish-like attention to
detail, enters the chambers of history we often avoid, step-
ping into skins both human and beast. . . . Because, reader,
be warned . . . this is a book unlike anything else being wril-
ten today. You won't be likely to forget what you encounter
here. To quote [Paino]’s description of an exquisitely beauti-
ful photograph of a suicide victim who fell to her death: Once
you've seen it, you'll be ‘powerless to turn away.”

—Zack Rogow

ZACK ROGOW: Should a book of poems have a com-
mon subject, theme, or thread? If so, why? And does Ob-
scura have that? If it does, what is the common thread?

FRANK PAINO: I'm not sure I really buy into the idea
of “should” and “should not” when it comes to poetry
books. Each is as individual as the poet. That being said,
it’s certainly true that most contemporary volumes tend
to be thematically oriented. Some readers will find that
approach helpful. Others may not.

Personally, I have never set out to deliberately create
a manuscript organized around a specific theme; despite
that, I really only write about the things T am wildly pas-
sionate about, so that narrows the ficld to such a degree
that I think my same little cosmos of themes will always
be there for me from book to book.
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If I read about
something/someone,
or see a show on

a rather obscure,
strange, dark, or
off-the-wall topic,
I'll immediately
know if it wants or
needs to be a poem

[ want to take on.

So... whatare my common threads? Inno particular
order, and very broadly speaking: Death. Religion and sex/
the erotic, which, speaking as an atheist who was raised
Catholic, I find to be inextricably bound together. Human-
ism. The terrible consequences of the worst of our tenden-
cies. Obscure historical facts and events, especially relating
to some or all of the above. There are other things I touch
upon, of course, but these are my wellsprings.

ZR: 1f Obscura has a common thread, how did that affect
your writing or editing process for the book? Are there
ideas for poems you set aside, or entire finished poems
you set aside for another collection, in order to maintain
a common theme?

FP: The common threads in Obscura are what T men-
tioned a few moments ago. Yet, despite these connections,
I had a difficult time putting the manuscript together
because I was (and am) somewhat resistant to the idea
of books being divided into sections. Instead of making

those separations (which may have been problematic in
any casc), I just laid all the picces on the floor and tried
to determine how one might speak to another in ways
beyond what might seem to be the most obvious. It was
a process | both loved and abhorred.

I'll add here that, as a reader of poetry, I almost never
pick up a book and move from cover to cover. Instead,
I choose by titles that intrigue me, or, sometimes, I just
pick a page number and open to whatever poem happens
to be there. I'm not sure if other people read poetry in this
manner, but I prefer it that way. I look at cach poem as its
own world and I'm more than happy to switch things up
between pieces. I don’t necessarily want a guide.

As for ideas and/or finished poems that weren’t includ-
ed in Obscura, I've got enough other material for an entire
manuscript, mostly older work that didn’t make it into the
book for any number of reasons. It’s been over twenty years
since I published a volume of poetry. During much of that
time, Iwrote on and off, but I really didn’t submit to many
journals, and I certainly didn’t send manuscripts out until
the last few years, so, in addition to a lot of newer work,
I have a backlog of older pocms.

Perhaps more to your point, though, while there’s noth-
ing wrong with such topics, I don’t have a cache of nature
poems, or love poems, or humorous poems, or political
poens (you get the picture!l) waiting for a new manuscript
to fit into. I might experiment with different forms or styles,
but my obsessions and passions, my themes, are pretty con-
sistent. The one exception would be personal narratives.. . .
something I used to write a lot more of, but, honestly I find
myself increasingly disinterested in creating that sort of
work. There are exceptions, even in Obscura, but, for now
atleast, 'm far more interested in looking out at the world.

ZR: A number of the poems in Obscura are based on ac-
tual historical events or personages. How do you pick an
event or person to write a poem about? How much re-
search about a historical event or person is enough or too
much? How do you write your way into an actual event
so that you are not writing history or journalism, but ap-
proaching the event from a poet’s vantage point?

FP: I'm not surc I pick an cvent or person so much as
they pick me. If I read about something/someone, or see
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a show on a rather obscure, strange, dark, or off-the-wall
topic, I'll immediately know if it wants or needs to be
a poem | want to take on. Additionally, I have a num-
ber of people who know me well enough that when they
come across something they consider to be a “Frank top-
ic,” they'll pass the info on to me. It might be months or
years, but a lot of those tips have become poems. My sister,
Gerrie, is a good one for this sort of thing, but I'm often
surprised and delighted by people who think of me when
encountering the aforementioned sorts of information.
It's weirdly flattering!

The amount of research varies with my prior familiar-
ity, or lack thereof. In the case of saints, for instance, I have
a vaststore of that information in my head. Butsomething
like William Forsyth’s “reverse Noah'’s ark,” which I wrote
about in the poem “Falling,” took quite a bit of research.

That being said, 1 don’t feel an obligation to get all the
facts into a poem. Indeed, my first priority is to language . . .
to the craft. Being 100 percent accurate about every his-
torical fact is secondary. My poem about the space dog
Laika is a casc in point. I know I don’t have every detail
right, but the basics arc all there and T think the point is
made. Somcone, | can’t recall who, once told me about
an artist from Newfoundland, Christopher Pratt. As the
story goes, Mr. Pratt had a friend who remarked that the
artist’s rendering of a hay field was very inaccurate because
farmers would never make the haystacks in the way Pratt
depicted. To which Pratt replied, “Probably so. But this isn’t
a hayfield, it’s a painting.” Well, I'm a poet, not a historian.
I'want to tell the story, but I don’t feel any obligation to get
every detail correct.

Finally, I'm a frustrated visual artist. I think this drives
my lyric impulse. As I have no ability to paint or sculpt,
I use words as my palette or clay. So, when I approach an
actual event, it is with my innate tendency to see things with
an artist’s eye . . . it’s the only way I know to enter those
moments, and T think it saves me from any risk of merely
recounting “the facts.”

ZR: Many of the poems in Obscura are about ill-starred or
doomed events or people—the fire that devastated a plea-
sure cruise in New York in 1904, the execution of the spy
Mata Hari, the suicide of the pregnant Harriet Westbrook
Shelley (first wife of the poet Percy Shelley). What is it

about the tragedics in this book that tug at you as a writer
and make you want to explore them deeply in poetry?

FP: T've got what I consider to be a healthy preoccupation
with death. Our culture is such that many people want to
ignore the fact of our mortality. But I think it’s critical to
embrace that reality so that we are daily inspired to live
as fully and as generously as we can. After all, this is the
only life we can be certain of, so we should be mindful
of making it the best it can be . . . for ourselves as well as
others (including those who will come after us).

One natural avenue to take in this regard is pondering
the ways others have faced tragedy and death. This can be
quite instructive. It forces me, as a poet, to ask a lot of big
questions, and, hopefully, share my perspectives in a way
that’s both meaningful and aesthetically resonant with
anyone kind enough to read my work.

Finally, T'll say that while T believe it’s important to
write about these topics, T also think there’s a fine line be-
tween a kind of redemptive exploration and simply being
morbidly voycuristic. I never want to write about some-
thing purely because it’s tragic. 'm interested in holding
the darkness up to the light as a means of informing the
way | live. My poetry refuses to turn away from disaster,
evil, grief, oppression, etc., because it’s searching for a way
through. If 'm lucky, whatever path | discover might be
one at least a few of my readers will want to travel with
me, too.

Zack Rogow is the author, editor, or translator of more than
twenty books or plays. His most recent book of poems, /rrev-
erent Litanies, was published in 2019 by Regal House. Rogow's
other books of poetry include Talking with the Radio: poems
inspired by jazz and popular music and The Number Before
Infinity. His poems have appeared in a variety of magazines,
from the American Poetry Review to ZYZZYVA. He is the
editor of an anthology of U.S. poetry, The Face of Poetry
(University of California Press, 2005), which was the culmina-
tion of his nine years presenting national poets at the Lunch
Poems Reading Series at the University of California, Berkeley.
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