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humanity and nature.
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Laura: I knew I was going to love White
Blood as soon as I read the Lucille Clifton
quote that opens it and your prelude poem.
It’s definitely one of the most powerful openings I’ve read in a poetry collection. It made
me excited and a little nervous—like I was
on the precipice of something. And I was! I
liked what the prelude was asking me as a
reader to examine closely and was preparing
me to enter. And your choice of including an
interlude at the end of the book asserted to
me that we weren’t at the end of anything.
I wondered if you would talk about your
process of organizing this collection and at
what point your decision of how to begin and
end the book happened?
I think of this book as a series of musical
movements, and I wanted to honor that
concept in titling each section. While each
part of White Blood relates, in some way,
to the history of Virginia, I had quite a bit
of material to explore. It felt right to create
a structure that would contain and facilitate different types of language within the
larger work. I kept thinking about opera and
symphonic music, “large” musical genres
that create similar structural space for theme,
variation, transition, and transformation.

Laura: Your poems also have such a
beautiful lyrical quality. Were there individual poems in White Blood that were
also influenced by music specifically, not
just the movement of the book as a whole?
In general, I think of poems in musical terms.
I enjoy working with repetition and incantation; this has been true for me in all of my
books. Poetry and song are trees that draw
nourishment from the same ancient taproot.

Moran: In White Blood, I loved how you
divided your poems and the titles for each
section. I felt like these groupings shifted
from the speaker trying to confront their
cultural history to then trying to understand
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this has been true for me in all of
my books. Poetry and song are
trees that draw nourishment from
the same ancient taproot.
their current lived experience. Why did you
group the poems into the sections that you
did? And how did you choose the names of
the sections that are not titled “What Your
Results Mean”?
I try to be rather straightforward in how I
arrive at titles, even in a book like this, which
features many individually named sections.
In the case of White Blood, the poems are
grouped according to the circumstances of
my research process. The “What Your Results
Mean” poems are erasures taken from a
DNA test I took at the start of this project,
so the title actually comes from the testing
company’s own language. “Prelude” and
“Interlude” are musical terms that suggest something about the structure of the
whole book. Other titles simply describe
the places I’m writing about: “Albemarle,”
“Louisa,” etc. While unfolding the mysteries of history and genealogy, I wanted my
titles and subtitles to be clear, almost like
labels for the reader to use as reference.

Laura: As a teacher, I’d love for my students
to hear what you have to say about revision. I found a version of the prelude poem
under the title “Black Genealogy” published
previously in Miracle Monocle. It’s quite
different from how it appears in the book,
and I wondered if you would mind talking
about your process of revision, even with this
poem in particular?
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I published “Black Genealogy” early in my
process. Many poets do this—put together
a brief collection of poems while they’re
between book-length projects. Revision is
a process I enjoy, so I don’t forbid myself
from continuing to revise after something
is initially published, though I often stop
revising once the poem appears in a book.
“Black Genealogy” is a snapshot in time,
reflecting where I was, in my thinking and in
my practice, as the larger work took shape.

Laura: Do you find the kind of record your
own poems create helpful as a writer?
It’s funny, I haven’t thought about previous versions of my poems in that way, but I
like the idea. I do tend to move on from the
poems once they appear in a book. If the
previous versions create a record, maybe
they are like growth rings in the trunks of
trees. They trace how something came to be.

Moran: In the section “Happiness” within
White Blood, I found a theme running
through the poems that dealt with the human
body in an interconnected way with plants.
Some of my favorite quotes dealing with this
interconnectedness were “didn’t yet sense
myself turning into sedge grass,” “what
happens when the beloved body hangs up its
flowers,”and poem 11 where the forest becomes like a human throat. I especially loved
when you used words such as “larynx,”
“jet,” and “lozenge,” which give this piece
a jarring feel even though a forest does not

usually fit with that harsh description. Why
exactly did you choose to weave plants and
nature with the human form in this section?
It seems to me that the bodies of plants
and the bodies of humans have always
been together. I was raised with the Biblical story of Adam and Eve, the first humans,
who were charged with stewarding the
earth. In researching Thomas Jefferson’s
Farm Book and his Garden Book (compilations of his plantation journals), I noticed
how much attention Jefferson always paid
to the time of year, to the weather, and to
the precise life cycles of his gardens. At the
same time, hundreds of enslaved people
labored in the shadows of his observations,
doing the strenuous and uncompensated
work of bringing forth the abundance that
Jefferson celebrated. White Blood seemed
to offer an opportunity to explore bodies,
human and botanical, seen and unseen.

Moran: I found an interesting connection between past and present within the discussion
of Thomas Jefferson in your various poems in
White Blood. I felt like the section “Albermarle” was discussing one’s own history
by discussing the history of our country.
Why specifically did you choose to focus on
Thomas Jefferson?
I feel the ripple effects of Jefferson’s legacy
acutely. Having attended the University of
Virginia as an undergraduate, having these
ancestral connections to central and north-

I noticed how much attention Jefferson always paid to the time of year, to
the weather, and to the precise life cycles of his gardens. At the same time,
hundreds of enslaved people labored in the shadows of his observations, doing
the strenuous and uncompensated work of bringing forth the abundance that
Jefferson celebrated. White Blood seemed to offer an opportunity to explore
bodies, human and botanical, seen and unseen.
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ern Virginia, and having lived in Kentucky
(Jefferson County, in fact!) for the first part
of my academic career, adds up to a glimmering net of associations with Jefferson’s
vision. In the United States, we are still very
much alive inside the experiment in representative democracy that Jefferson and his
cohorts designed. In this sense, you and I are
always in Virginia, no matter where we roam.

Moran: This is something I was intensely
curious about when reading your poetry. I
love how you feel the presence of history in
your life and your heritage, and how you
then express that to the reader. I especially
loved how you said “association with Jefferson’s vision.” It is complex to think about
living in the vision of someone from the past.
It’s very complex and we live that complexity
every day as Americans! Working on White
Blood helped illuminate the depth of connection I feel to our shared history. It’s easy,
in our popular discourse, to partition off the
past, as if it has nothing to do with us; we
even talk about “getting over” it. But history
is with us all the time. For better and worse,
our ancestors set us on our individual and
collective paths. They were, and so we are.

Moran: In section one of Witch Wife, I noticed a dark, fairytale element to the poems.
In fairytales there seems to be a promise of
change, either for the body or the mind. The
body seems to be a point of focus in this particular section of your book. I am wondering
if a fairytale essence was in your mind when
writing these poems, or if it was just me
finding this string for myself?
Yes, I believe that’s right. I think of fairytales
as occasions for thinking about all sorts of
transformation. In fairytales, and in my own
work, the body is often the focus of this
preoccupation. The poem itself is a body. It
has multiple essences: physical, emotional,
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spiritual. The poem is mortal, just like the
body. You can invite the poem to transform
itself, through revision, and sometimes it
will do this. But, like the body, the poem
has limits, secrets, and desires of its own.

Laura: Speaking of Witch Wife, I’m also really impressed by your use of repetition. The
first book of yours I read was Hymn for the
Black Terrific a few years ago, and I noticed
it then and of course I’m still noticing it
now. I wondered if you could talk about your
use of repetition as a force in your poetry and
this amazing hold you have on fixed verse
forms.
Repetition is very important to my poetics. It allows you to have another chance at
exploring an idea. That’s why I love villanelles, the form which formed the spine of
Witch Wife. The patterns of incantation and
repetition in a villanelle create a wonderful knot of thought that, as a reader, you
can experience in an active way. Repeti-
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tion creates a propulsive energy within a
poem that I find fascinating to work with.

villanelle as a poet, so I have to ask, do you
have a villanelle secret?

Laura: I noticed that about your villanelles!
And I think they are fascinating to read. I
was also impressed with the sheer volume of
them and the energy they carried inside that
book, even with the repetition of the form
itself. I’ve always been intimidated by the

The secret is to remember the villanelle
began as a song form! So, in writing a villanelle, be cognizant of the fact that you are
composing as much in the musical realm
as in the syntactical one. A strong villanelle
resonates in the ear, first and foremost.
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