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Interpretive Work

Poems by 

Elizabeth Bradfield 
Arktoi Books is proud to announce our inaugural publication, Elizabeth Bradfield’s 
Interpretive Work, winner of the 2009 Audre Lorde Award for Lesbian Poetry from 
the Publishing Triangle and finalist for a Lambda Literary Award.

In Interpretive Work,  natural history, work, queerness, and family collide.  What 
happens when they do?  A deep stubborn will emerges, a belief in the unexpected 
beauty of the world—flaws and all.  

	 Poof my mother sighs 
	 as against the clearcut banks near Hoonah
	 another humpback exhales, its breath
	 white and backlit by sun.
			           	 Don’t
	 say that, says my father, disapproving
	 of such casual terminology or uneasy
	 with the tinge of pink tulle, the flounce 
	 poof attaches to the thing we’re watching…

Bradfield’s poems foreground the role of the viewer—the interpreter “smudging self 
across what’s seen.”  From neighborhood kids cussing in the cul-de-sac to marbled 
murrelets calling in Southeast Alaska, Bradfield writes broadly, continually reaching 
toward a moment where she finds “this unsettlement, / this beauty applauded at last.”

Elizabeth Bradfield grew up in Tacoma, Washington, and has since called Alaska 
and Cape Cod home.  Her poetry has been published in The Atlantic Monthly, Poetry, 
Prairie Schooner, Field, The Believer, Orion and elswhere, as well as in several anthologies.

Bradfield holds an MFA from the University of  Alaska Anchorage, and has been 
awarded a Wallace Stegner Fellowship from Stanford as well as scholarships to the 
Bread Loaf  Writer’s Conference and the Vermont Studio Center. She is founder and 
editor of  Broadsided Press (www.broadsidedpress.org), a monthly publication with 
the goal of  getting literature and art out onto the streets and into our daily lives.

Bradfield’s second book of  poems, titled Approaching Ice, will be published in late 2009 
by Persea Books.  She lives on Cape Cod and works as a naturalist and web deisgner.

“I let out a hell yeah for Elizabeth Bradfield. . . . It’s not the vocabulary of most science writing that signals the reader’s autonomic 
system to hit hibernation levels, it’s the depersonalization, the lack of imagination. Not a problem for Bradfield: she’s got the 
imagination and empathy, thank goodness.”

—Jordan Davis 

“What causes Bradfield’s work to be itself, and at its best, breath-taking and indelible, is the not simply unexpected mix of 
perceptions / voices / intelligences / locales but the constant trespass of the poet’s voice into realms from which it is not routinely 
authorized to speak. This is the reason for the poems’ impact. Not subject per se, or perspective per se, but the brass-ovary 
hop-scotching always out-of-the-expected position of address into the unexpected, uninvited one.”  

—Linda McCarriston
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A Conversation with Elizabeth Bradfield 
author of 

Interpretive Work: Poems
This is your debut collection, but also the debut edition published by Arktoi Books as well.  One of the goals of this imprint of Red 
Hen is to publish lesbian authors in order to involve them further in “the conversation.” What does this mean to you?

I see what Arktoi is doing as an extension of what Kitchen Table Press, The Feminist Press, and other women’s publishing collec-
tives were doing in the 1970s and 1980s.  How lucky we were to have them!  Without the radical opening of doors that they did, 
we wouldn’t have some of the strong voices we have today. . . . There are many queer writers published by mainstream presses, 
but to stand as a writer published by a lesbian press states, for me, that I am a writer and my queerness, although not explicitly in 
each poem I write, influences my aesthetic choices.  Insisting upon an acknowledgement of that position—stating upfront that I 
write from a perspective of a lesbian in the world—allows me a huge freedom, really. I can get on with the work of making poems 
sing.

Before you recently moved to California for your Stegner fellowship, you worked as a naturalist in Alaska.  Poems such as “Nonna-
tive Invasive” and “Mid-Trip Mid-Season” express some mixed feelings about this work.  Could you talk about this?

I actually still work as a naturalist in Alaska and elsewhere.  I love the work—I love being out on a boat and scanning the water and 
shores for . . .  well, for whatever happens to turn up.  And I love being able to introduce people to a new way of looking at animals 
or plants or ecosystems.  However, as these poems reveal, there are frustrations. I became a naturalist because of my fascination with 
creatures and wilderness and my natural bent for teaching.  But any time you make a job out of a passion, frustrations emerge.  You 
realize the flaws and limitations of what you’re doing.  You get jaded.  And tired.  It becomes a job, complete with concerns about 
bosses, health care, overtime, and the future and meaningfulness of the work itself.  The poems you talk about deliberately probe 
into that conundrum, and are as much an intellectual inquiry as an investigation of personal feelings.

One thing that I’ve come to think about more and more through my work as a naturalist is how we see ourselves as part of / apart 
from wilderness.  Also, how our well-intentioned interest can be less than benign.  What does our presence in a place do to it?  And 
where is the balance between the joy of discovery and the responsibility of discovery?  

On that same topic, your writing combats pastoral tendencies with a well-informed realism and respect for the more complex and 
difficult aspects of the natural world.  Would you agree?  And would you consider yourself—or, for that matter, a poet who expresses 
her relationship with nature in a more idealized way—a “nature poet?”

I hope that the category of “nature poet” is broad enough to encompass me.  But often I find my own interests lie in what much 
nature poetry so often leaves out:  the way that we, as humans, frustrate our own attempts to commune.  For example, it happens 
so often that when we go out to experience nature in solitude, we instead find ourselves fuming at the lack of solitude.  Why does 
this infuriate us?  Why do people (strangers, in particular) spoil our experience?  What are we hoping to get from an experience in 
nature and what does that reveal about ourselves as humans?  Those are the types of questions that interest me.  

And then, of course, there’s the fact that nature itself isn’t always nice.  “Organic” things are toxic, too.  Animals have intense in-
stincts and behaviors that are truly threatening to us.  Why not celebrate that, as well?  I want to write within the idea and tradition 
of the pastoral, but to rough it up a little bit.

Originally, I wanted to call the entire collection “Natural History,” but Dan Chiasson beat me to the punch.  I wanted a collection 
that denied the boundary between nature writing and social writing—this is why, for me, the butch poems belong in this book. I 
wanted to challenge the idea of queerness as not “natural.” (Continued on back)
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Several of your poems investigate the difficulty of being forthright about one’s sexual orientation, such as “Now You See Me,” or 
“Site-Specific Adaptations” which talks about a woman’s denial of her partner, “not risking this truth and hating // that what she 
loves / could bring her to this lie.”  How important do you think it is for members of the LGBT community to “out” themselves?  
Similarly, do you feel it is important for LGBT writers to openly explore these challenges in their work?

I feel that it’s important for me to be out.  I can’t speak for others.  Living in Alaska, for example, I knew people who would face 
serious repercussions if they were out at work.  I am lucky in that I work in fields and for companies that are incredibly supportive.  
For me, since most people assume I’m straight—or at least don’t think “other” when they look at me—I think it’s doubly important 
for me to be out.

Rendering the complex negotiation that takes place in social situations where being “out” is a choice is fascinating.  We live in so-
cial worlds.  Sometimes, someone feels strong enough to be visible as queer; sometimes it is difficult—either because of one’s own 
internal pressures or because of very real external ones. I’m interested in the interior life, but I’m even more interested in how that 
interior life (love, hatred, joy) is pressurized by external forces, by social forces.

Your Butch Poem Series consist of seven humorous but poignant poems.  What brought you to these poems?  And what informed your 
decision to group them into two separate sections in your collection?

I moved to Anchorage, Alaska after living for five years in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and the conservative and homophobic 
eddies I felt upon arrival were startling to me.  The butch poems began as a push against that force.  I had written “Butch in a Red 
Dress” years earlier, actually, after seeing the amazing artist Peggy Shaw perform in Boston.  But the series itself came from my 
frustration in how my partner was being seen—as “other,” as “monstified”—on a daily basis in this new cityscape. 

I also wanted to write the butch poems because I feel that it’s important to put out into the world a perspective that appreciates the 
different beauty of the butch.  I think love poetry is forgiving enough as a poetic category to have room for this song.

The poems are in two sections because I wanted the idea of looking and of being seen to infuse the entire collection.  Looking at 
nature and looking at other people, after all, is a similar endeavor.  We look both to find difference and to find resonance; we look 
to understand our own place within the world, to see how what we find beautiful matches up against the history of beauty.

“Cul-de-sac Linguistics” commandeers the “high profanity of kickball games” to describe the world as “fucking beautiful, ass-bas-
tard gorgeous, / the evening light wild and soaring / like kickballs on a true arc into flowerbeds // of penis tulips and pussy daffodils 
/ that nod their heads in wild agreement / with the whorish, shit-loving lot of it.” How important is it to reclaim words as poets?  
As women?

As poets, every word we encounter on the street should be poem-able.  It’s incredibly important to reclaim words for poetry.  Word-
sworth’s idea of pulling the language of everyday life into poems was right on.  Whether it’s prejudicial language or the language of 
florists or skateboarders or the military, that language should be in poems.  I think of how exciting it was to hear the trash-can-lid 
pounding and matchbox shaking of Stomp—we need to pull the everyday into poems. To find the beauty and surprise and lyricism 
(whether that lyricism is rough or gentle) of it.

Do you have a project in mind to complete during your next two years as a Stegner fellow?  Care to give us a sneak peek into your 
next book?

I have a pile of projects!  I finished last year a manuscript about Antarctic exploration—I’ve been obsessed with Antarctica for years.  
Then, living in Alaska, the complications and histories of the Arctic came alive for me, and I’m now dancing around trying to find 
a way to write into that.  I tend to be fairly scattershot and work on a few tracks at once.  The Arctic book is something I can read, 
research and write toward in a semi-structured way.  Then, of course, other poems “fall in,” and I find myself writing quite a bit 
about Cape Cod.  I’m not sure what will come of that, but I’m trying to keep the door open for serendipity.  I’ve only been here, 
in California, for a month, so the door’s wide open, I think.

I have some essays I’d like to flesh out and an idea for a poetry anthology… and of course I want to do work that will continue to 
advance Broadsided, my literary/visual collaborative grassroots/virtual press (now there’s a mouthful).  I want to get poems out on 
the streets.
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