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KEITH GRUBER might be more widely known but for the whim of trends. His strength has been in finding new resonance and meaning within normally restrictive forms such as roundels and villanelles. After his challenging debut chapbook, The Rhyming of Orange (winner of the Obscurantist Medallion), it seemed he was destined for great things, but the unfortunate and ill-advised popular trend away from structure and rhyme has resulted in his work remaining obscure. It’s a problem for poets whose voices respond to technical challenges.

Although Gruber's newest work is still formalist, it is nonetheless a major departure, breaking ground with innovative subject matter. “The Potato Professor” is a long rhyming poem that tells, in interlocking Rubaiyat, the story of a professor of biology.  More to the point, this professor is a botanist, who has spent his entire academic life studying the potato. Well, not THE potato, but potatoes, for actually there are many types (it takes Gruber three quatrains just to list his favorite ones and the best toppings for each).  Obsessed with this lowly veggie, the Professor’s career produces a trail of detailed and significant papers about them—their reproductive cycle, their construction, the factors that affect their water retention—endless papers that almost no one reads or cares about. 
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