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NGV as notation

Number grid verse is a mode of writing which mixes numerals and words,

as in this example from / begin with counting:

women 1 are
people, 2 mussolini
supposed, 3 and
as 4 such
dedicated 5 to
the 6 government
by 7 the
government 8 for
9 the
government. 1  What
tatiana 2 schucht
thought 3 of
that 4 took
brother-in-law 5 nino
gramsci 6 ten
years 7 in
prison 8 to
9 write

Numerals and words are mixed together so that the eye will create vis-
ually groups of words for the ear to recognize. If this poem were written
without its numerals, the ear wouldn't recognize the process of count-
ing which had governed the writing:
women are people, mussolini supposed, and as such dedi-
cated to the government by the government for the govern-
ment. What tatiana schucht thought of that took brother-in-law
nino gramsci ten years in prison to write.

The process of writing went as follows. First the numerals 1 to 9 were
arranged in a grid:
slot 1 slot
slot 2 slot
slot 3 slot
slot 4 slot
slot 5 slot
slot 6 slot
slot 7 slot

slot 8 slot
9 slot

This grid has seventeen word slots, two for each of the numerals 1 to 8,
and one for the terminal numeral, 9. The poem was written by inserting
words into each of the seventeen slots. One word, government, was
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left over. Another grid was set up to take care of this left-over word and
the remaining words of the poem. When this poem is read silently, the
numerals indicate a slight asymmetry, a near balancing of two sets of
words, and a slight pressure in the second set to make them fit the sec-
ond grid. When the poem is read aloud, the grids act as a notation indi-
cating this asymmetry and pressure (though of course the numerals
aren’t pronounced). One thing needs to be recognized: the poem as
heard is only an approximation of the poem as seen on the page. Further:
the seen poem relates to the heard poem in a way which isn’t accurately
indicated by the relationship of a musical score to a performance of that
score. The poem on the page isn't simply a notation for the poem vibrat-
ing in the air. The performed poem is a transformation of the seen poem.

The NG poem just quoted would seem to justify the common criticism
that, if the numerals were omitted, the poem would be indistinguishable
from ordinary prose The piece doesn’t maximize all the possibilities of
NG verse writing. Its minimal employment of literary resources does
make it a useful starting point from which to discuss two features of NG
verse: its relationship to traditional verse and its relationship to tradition-
al prose. Of course, if we omit the numerals from this poem, what is left
is a prose residue. If we omit the Bushmill's from an Irish-on-the-rocks,
all we have left is ice. Itis the union of numerals and words that provides
NG verse with its radical novelty. This has two edges. First, because the
numerals re-start the process of counting words, NG verse re-opens
the experiment with metrics which traditional verse began hundreds of
years ago, an experiment which modernist verse put an end to. Some
would argue that this experiment died long ago—but I'm not so sure of
that. Secondly, because its numerals establish its identity as verse, NG
verse can approximate to prose, can avail itself of prose techniques,
can act as an analysis of prose structures and rhythms, in a way not pos-
sible to modernist verse with its identity problem. Because NG verse
doesn’t have to be hysterical or compulsive in order to distinguish itself
from prose, it can celebrate the experiment in that calm reason which
prose is best at.

In short, NGV combines an extension of traditional verse with a respect-
ful, distant friendship to traditional (standard?) prose, and is dissatisfied
with that modernism which (in theory at least) confuses verse and prose,
form and content, creation and performance, life and art.

NGV and haiku. The NGV experiment began with an attempt to help
readers and writers of haiku in English count out the 17 or 13 syllables
defining this imported form. Japanese architecture with its frankly
exposed structural elements suggested a solution. Why not, | asked,
simply combine numerals and text? | tried draping words around the
numerals 1 to 9, like this:

momently 1 following
a 2 readimix

concrete-mixer 3 over
the 4 high-level

bridge 5 and

below 6 the
north 7 saskatchewan
river 8 falling
9

| re-wrote this as follows:

momently 1 following
a readimix
concrete-mixer 3 over

N

the 4 high
level 5 bridge,

and 6 below
the 7 north

saskatchewan 8 river
9 falling

At first | was more interested in the way in which this poem treated
movelment in space—I| was fascinated at this time by the canvases and
dravo{mgs of Norman Yates in which the experience was almost entirely
sp.atlaL In this seventeen-word haiku, motion in space was nearly every-
' thmg: the movement of my car over the bridge, whose beauty as a struc-

ture in space it had taken me a long time to appreciate. The movement
- over the bridge, the rotational motion of the drum of the concrete-mixer,
- the implication of a different species of moticn in the rising structures of
- the city which the concrete-mixer fed, the springing up of high-rise build-
ings everywhere counterpointed by the flow of the river downwards: all
these things articulated with an economy of words constituted the sort
of Yatesian spatial treatment | so much admired. The attempted haiku
was only a pseudo-haiku, since it had seventeen words, not seventeen
syllables. The new verse structure, which | named a number grid, could,
| discovered, be easily adapted to notation of the seventeen-syllable
haiku. Thus:

the 1 moon
sets 2 and

the 3
4 pleiades...
time 5
passes... 6 and
me, 7 |

lie 8
9 alone

Xi



By the time I'd found a notation for this adaptation of Sappho's lyric
as haiku (it may have been a few days or a few weeks, | forget which),
the possibilities of the number grid made me lose most of my interestin
the haiku. The grid both counts and arranges verbal materials on the
page. It counts words. It counts syllables. It counts groups of words.
Or it can be used with its counting function switched off, as a species
of free or nearly free verse. It can also be used in a contrapuntal mode,
to re-inforce the need poetry has to be re-embodied, performed and
heard, as well as perceived by the eye in silence.

NGV and transformation: poetry as a transformation from visual
to auditory space. Very early in my experiments with the seventeen-
word grid, | was assisted by two groups of actors who, working inde-
pendently, explored the process by which words on the page were trans-
formed into words in performance. Almost immediately it became
obvious that the grids were not simple notation. A musical score is pre-
scriptive. A playscript, however, comes off the page in a way that is
sometimes prescriptive transformation, sometimes what might be called
procreative transformation. The nature of the transaction between
the mise-en-page and the acting area became very clear when | started
to write stacked grids for several actors to speak contrapuntally. One
of the first of these stacked grids was ““Putting one environment around
another”:

1 the
1
1
1
interrogation 2 of,
2
2
2
the 3 torture
3
3
3
of, 4 the
4
4
4
murder 5 of,
5
5
5

xii

the 6 gawking
6
6
6

at, the

NN NN

military helping

© ™ 0

Here is this stacked-grid, four-voice poem with only the first voice writ-
ten in. And here is the piece with the other three voices added:

1 the
1 the
the 1 military
the 1 victim
interrogation 2 of
victim 2 whether
standing 2 around
as 2 pop
the 3 torture
jew, 3 or
as 3 midwives
art 3
of, 4 the
japanese, 4 or
the 4 military
4 putting
murder 5 of,
vietnamese 5 man
5
one 5 environment
the 6 gawking
woman 6 or
becoming 6 human...
around 6 another...

xiii




at, 7 the
woman 7 with
the 7 military
the 7 victim

military 8 helping

child 8
standing 8 around
as 8 pop
Q¥ toor:
9
9 the-birth-of
9 art

To read this piece prescriptively, as a musical score is read, wouldn’t
work. But there are all kinds of ways to perform it, if it is recognized as a
form in visual space which must be translated into a form in auditory
space (which is really the same thing as actor's space). The creative art-
ist, the metteur-en-page, prescribes a great deal to the metteur-en-
scene, and his prescriptions are as rigorous as those of the musical
composer. But an enormous amount of freedom is left to the perform-
ing artist, on whom the ultimate success of the work rests. What the
experimental writing and performing of this and other pieces showed
us was that we were dealing with two distinct forms and two distinct
sorts of space. In the jargon of the art critic, one form was a treatment
of visual space, the other form a treatment of auditory space. Which is
the real form of the poem? Neither. The auditory form changes from per-
formance to performance and the visual form when eye-read conceals
most of what rehearsal and repetition expose. The total poem, its poetry,
consists of its transformations from its visual to its auditory forms. This
unfolding is like procreation, with an important difference. The poem
after each performance folds itself up into its original visual form. It can
then be opened again in new performances. It is this re-opening of the
visual form which proves its vitality. My thinking about space here owes
much to Marshall McLuhan, but McLuhan supposed visual space to be the
space men think in and auditory space to be the space we live in. | think
of visual space as being the space into which we write, paint pictures,
build monuments; and of auditory space as the space into which we per-
form—not quite the same thing as the space we live in, which | think of
as the aggregate (in toto, virtually unthinkable) of all the spaces we deal with.

Wilfred Watson/1981
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re the blue jays of april fifteen

kyrie
blue
kyrie
blue
crying
blue

crying
kyrie

kyrie
jay

9 crying
9 eleison
waking

years

in

shipyard
and

crashing

9 welders
9 wet

WWNN=

o o

WWNN= =

L]

kyrie
jay
crying
jay
crying
jay
crying
kyrie
crying
kyrie
crying
kyrie
kyrie
blue
kyrie
iay
up
ago
a
now
the

tomorrowing

through
and
transparent

crying
kyrie

crying
blue

crying
eleison

deserted

sun

the
gantries



cemeteried
with
drowned
morning
their

quenched
honking

blue

9 jay
9 tree

to

and

my

blue

jay
jay

9 jay
9 shipyard

10

WWNN= =

(4]

WWNN= =

o

beside
april
ships

flaming

cry

jay

tree

over
roof
and

jay

blue

o

o/p

flaring 4 torches
and 4 the
8" ms:
6
of 6 the
calling 8 blue
8 from
9 this
4
the 4
9 it's
6 blue
honking 6 blue
jay 8 blue
a 8 deserted

we
know

no

kitten,
divorced,
sophoclea
a

female
it's

hates
shecat
them

of

much
than

that
hates

for

their

intensity

- 9 intensity

N

all
sophoclea,
cat
more
miss
and
re-married,
now
has
sick
mind,
none
not
that
males.
oh
loves
(and
all
species)
as,
even
her

gender-swapping

she
herself
loving
them
himness
with
equal
to

cattish,

mrs,

re-separated,

sicker.

she

no,

as

better

betters.

and

an

the



with
she
so.

reasonably

night's
But
self-hateful
on
unlovely.

9 body-stocking
she
which
the
who
despises
self
in
purblindness
that

Her

9 full

12

N

N =

which
does
Poor
Sophoclea,
natural
passion
unreasonable
as
moon.
this
passion
sophoclea
is
quite
The

magnificent

wears
strokes
eyes
of
cherish
her
with
a

medieval-puritan
its
to
the
lustrous
skin-covering
eye-delighting
eyes

self-love’'s
as

daylight

feasts
morbidly

fur

all
she

contempt

joy
arouses.

are

into
9 her
9 she
she

of

fire,

voice
self-anguish.
psychiatrist

my
as

would

see
an
narcissus
herself
image.
says.

just
maledom'’s

induced

contra

N

self-consuming
her
is
reedy-throated
I'm
not
although
she
words
if
were
what
shrink
from,
try
to
what
inverted
she
is,
in
her
Yes,
|
I'm
what
metaphysical
incursions
in
female
naturam.
And

with

leans

yet

make

drowning
own

am,

have
counterparts,

then




ugh...

laughs
laugh,
like
than

wit

N

her
more
an
ontological
an
implosion
or
humour,

a4

6

shudder
of

ugh-ugh-ugh

o/p

C)

Bauxite's
cat
may
very
to.

tells
you
his
you'll
and
too,

too.

His
smile
you
ought
by
cruel
indeed,
scratched
to

unselfpitying

compassion

-

/bauxite
a
you
not
love
few
are
But
when
of
life
weep
a
may
even
may
even
bitter
puts
on
guard,
to,
certainly.
a
hard
claw
he
his
way
a
maturity
but
undoubtedly

and
known

he

little
groan,

groan,

and
Hardened

youth,

up
quite

without



for
of
mind,
lack
call
brute
This
brought
not
love,

9 almost
until
end,
sharp
desperate
weakens,
heard
his
But
to

to

9 detail

-

weaknesses
soul,
body,
sex,
which
some
brutality,

a
humanity.
strength
friends,

and
love,
better
a
loyalty
the
the
decline
into
garrulity.
Then
re-iterates,
greedy
out,
story.
who
has
be
so
tears
with

might

kind

if

than

unswerving

Bauxite

to

time
bored

every

of
heart
out
for
and
9 and
on
will
on
he

as

9 intolerably

N

Bauxite's
drilling
biography?
Not
it
goes
on
and
and
go
and
on
ends
up
he
tells

many,

on

on

until

even

17



deconstruction chez flahiff
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re Phyllis Webb & Wilson’s Bow/

-

their real essence
is a tombstone 2 with
the 3 inscription, |
was. 4 tiny worms eat

time past 1 moves
into 2 the future with
angular 3 motion. the
dumb angels scream 4 at
usthe 5 cry
of birds, heron-speech. 6 this
stone, loss 7 found

my bone, his 5 bones
consume her flesh. 6 their
flesh 7 chaws up

our minds, our mind devours and lost, found, to
9 their lost
soul. her 1 mind
feeds on his 2 words,
what they 3 see,
or hear, smell, taste,
touch, feel, 5 heft,
estimate, the seven senses
orso. 7 but
these sit by a blind
9 man's
tin, reciting 1 thank-you's.
his soulis 2 extinguished,
her mind's 3 lost.
their flesh and bones
rot, nothing 5 remains
but stone this stone
drinks down 7 my
name with the words, I
9 was... ‘
|
"
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20

21







meditation on the godfathers

seigneur

les
lauriers

sont
coupables

were

old

two
computerized

9 help
9 the
9 have
help
finance
become
thief
have
bank
help

the

24

1
|
1
2
2
2
3
3
3

o

~

WWWNNN= 22

les

lauriers
sont

coupables
new
seigneur,

R e

technology turns
beset
organized
environments
with 6 only
crime is
into 6 art-form

o

thieves
into

©

help

art-form
the 8 banks

stop
ministers
the

help
absconded
robbers
stop

neutralization

help

induces

seigneur
a
sector

9 seigneur
9 shame
9 coupables

5]

~

thief
of
in
the
ayez
rapacity
les
pitié
totally
lauriers

] LN

©

dread

private

seigneur
without
sont

25




re painting by numbers
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re mcluhan to diane bessai

Harold 1 innis
is always
a 3 structuralist,
wrote 4 marshall

N
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diane 6 bessai,
(letter 7 of
october 8 third,
9 MCMLXXIV)
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figure 7 in
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changing 4 structures
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its 7 components
interface 8 with
9 each

other. 1 But
when 2 the
simple 3 painting
complicates, 4 and
ground 5 becomes
figure 6 and
articulates 7 the
archetypes 8 of
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9 sterben

74



SANCTUS




e e |

the machine gun

L Wwwo

agape

agape

the

shooting

lovers

condescending
agape
who

WWWWNNNNS = =

3 IS S G

NNN N

agape
says
machine
gun
agape
down
agape
its
agape
the
agape
agape

condescending

[ - R B b B D

W 0w ™

breathlessly

agape

despairing

the
agape
god

god

stops

nothing

stoops
agape

country

nothing

of

WWwWWNRNNN= S -

oo o,

NNN N

at
who
agape
at
agape
who
nothing
stoops
side
agape
is
agape
ambushes
the
the
country
agape

o000 Lo

@ w0 o

the

at

full

agape

crawl
side
agape




Lo

B8O

full
crawl

ambushes
agape

booby

agape
the

agape

agape
trapped

worm

flower

cover

WWWWNNNN=S =S 2

(SR RS e

NN NN

of
agape
holes
trapped
agape
crawl
agape
agape
holes
agape
booby
trapped
our
way.

o000 R

0 0w o

agape

agape
booby

through

and

beds

hide

shit

lives

lives

agape
love
nests

WWWWNNNN= -

aoan

NNNN

faces
to
cat
our
to
to
in
hide
hide
birds’
in
love
birds’
you
in
agape
you
agape
|

o0 0o Eolit ST -

@ 0 W

our
nests

nests

birds’

love
agape
agape




agape 1 agape wants 1 to
agape 1 agape 1
agape 1 agape he 1 wants
1 1
agape 2 agape 2 and
agape 2 agape &
agape 2 agape to 2 fuck
2 2
agape 3 agape I 3 want
agape 3 agape 3
agape 3 agape me - 3
} 3 fuck 3
4 him 4 to
4 4
4 4
I she 4 said 4
I 5 why 5 shouldn't
i 5 5 why
5 5 why
I if A6 %) why 5 shouldn't
6 we 6 say
6 why 6 why
I 6 why 6 why
want 6 to we 6 say
7 so 7 agape
| 7 7 agape
| 74 7 agape
say 7 fuck so 7 agape
and 8 if | 8 love
8 I 8 love
8 and | 8 love
I'll 8 say 8
9 he you
5 you
91l Sift you
9 fuck can
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I Shot a Trumpet into my Brain

I'would not have you think that I arm shut
out from a sense of what is called by the
Japanese “the. Ah-ness of things’: the
melancholy inherent in the animal life. But
there is @ Ho-ho-ness too. And agamns! the
backgrounds of their sempiternal Ali-ness
it js possible, strictly in the foreground. to
proceed with a protracted comedy, which
glitters against the darkness.

P. Wyndham Lewis

| shot a trumpet into my brain

where it blew out my brains became a wall.
| shot a trumpet into my brain

my skull bone grew into a tower.

[ shot a trumpet into my brain

and my arm extended into an amphitheatre.
I shot a trumpet into my brain

my two buttocks became a double bed.

[ shot a trumpet into my brain

and my starved backbone became a plough.
I shot a trumpet into. my brain

‘my cadaver demanded a lecture hall.

I shot a tumpet into my brain

and my ah-ness became a cathedral farm.

. [ shot a trumpet into my brain

- my ho-ho-ness protracted itself into a monastic town.
" [ shot a trumpet into my brain

" my sensorium was infected with a,b,c’s.

I shot a trumpet into my brain

in the lesion festered a printing press

| shot a trumpet into my brain

which began to print the Palestrina mass.

~ | shot a trumpet into my brain

* and my right hand became a cannon ball.

| shot a trumpet into my brain

-and the tears in my eyes dried into gunpowder

| shot a trumpet into my brain
- and my blood ticked away into a clock.

85




Madam Sosostris
/s dead
Madarn Sos0stris
/s dead
How shall we know what to do?
Madam Sosostris is dead.
She had just sat down to close her eyes
in the fortune-teller's throne beside her bed
and now the world is at the telephone telling the news
the world is swinging its thin cold knees,
Madam Sosostris is dead!

| shot a trumpet into my brain

my left eye became a telescope.

[ shot a trumpet into my brain

my blasted eye-socket suffered a sea-change.

/ shet a trumpet into my brain

and by a conversion became a navigator's sextant,

[ shot a trumpet into my brain

through a fragment of bone | saw a new moan.

| shat a trumpet into my brain

and my armpit blackened into a coal-mine.

[ shot a trumpet into my brain

my: left testicle becoming a spinning machine.

/| shot a trumpet into my brain i

and when | blew my nose, there was a blast furnace.
/| shot a trumpet into my brain

and my spilled dreams became a circulating library.
| shot a trumpet into my brain

my severed ear became a threshing machine.

| shot a trumpet into my brain

and my hamstrings developed into a steam locomdtive.
I'shot a trumpet into my brain

and my jarred nerves extended into the electric telegraph
| shot a trumpet into my brain

ventilating my conscience in a telegram.
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[ shot a trumpet into my brain

and my thoughts re-arranged themselves into the morning newspapol

| shot a trumpet into my brain
jazzing my insomnias up into head lines.
/ shot a trumpet into my brain
then my blind third eye opened and became a camera.
| shot a trumpet (nto my brain
and my vocal chords were transverberated into a telephone,
/ shot a trumpet into my brain
my fingers being paralyzed into a electric computer,
/| shot a trumpet into my brain
and my sex became a frozen bank of sperm.
| shot a trumpet into my brain
and my bowel became a polluted river,
| shot a trumpet into my brain
my delirium became a bottle of champagne.
/ shot a trumpet into my brain
and my fragmented eye became a metion picture machine.
[ shot a trumpet into my brain
collaging my lips tongue and ears into a T.V. screen.
| shot a trumpet into my brain
and my bladder was canonized into a gas station.
( shot a trumpet into my brain
all my instincts solidified into a moon machine:
[ shot a trumpet into my brain
my fart fathered an intercontinental rocket.
| shot a trumpet into my brain
and it opened a door
which was a means of
control the beginning
of law
and you are in
and | am out
and knock knock
knock, | am knock
and you are

knocker.



[ shot a trumpet into my brain
My excrements became an underground sewer.
[ shot a trumpet into my brain
this was the beginning of egghead fun,
ho-ho,
look down into the trumpet’s mouth and you shall come
to the ah-ah-ness | am extending from.
oh no,
['shot a trumpet into my brain
| pulverized my hearl into a contraceptive pill,
amen!
[ shot a trumpet into my brain!
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9 are— what's
1 it 1 like
we 1 are with 2 a
2 long 3 curved
all 2 guilty beak, 4 |
3 asked. 5 Well,
of 3 this she 6 piped,
4 hijackers the 7 feathers
innocent 4 crime are 8 something
and 5 kidnappers else...
5
of 6 their
6
bodies 7
7 extortioners
thieves 8 against
coercing 8 extortioners
9 thieves
9
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re the birth of michael john dunning, 7. ten. LXXIX at 2202
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advice to a student re the university of toronto’s
graduate anguish torture system: for Scotus

because
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guiding
elsewhere

through

“We are in the society of the teacher-judge.
the dactor-judge, the educator-judge. il 15
on them that the universal reign of the
normative /s based, and each individual,
wherever he may find himself. subjects to it
his body. his gestures, his behaviour. his
aptitudes, his achievements. The carceral
nerwork...with its systems of insertion.
distribution. surveillance, observation. has
been the greatest support. n modern
society, of the normalizing power.... The
carceral texture of society assures both the
real capture of the body and its perpetis!
observation....to give rise in part to the
sclences of man.... Knowable man (soul,
indjviduality, eonsciousness. conauct
whatever it is called) is the object-effect of
this analytical investment, of this domination-
observation.” p. 306, Discipline and Punish
Michel Foucault, trans, by Alan Sheridan

“The stars are not in her counting.
To her they are but wandering holes."”

Ezra Pound, Canto XLVI|
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Is he sick?
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Most of the poems in Mass on Cowback are to be found in a series of notebooks that
Wilfred Watson has kept since June 1980, shortly after moving to Sandpiper
Lagoon on Vancouver Island. The notebooks are of 9 X 12 inch sheets of construc-
tion paper, in fourteen colours, bound into green cardboard. The entries are usually
headed by the time (often between 0530 and 0745 hrs) and the date; they frequently
open by noting the tide, the weather, the birds, the seas. In a deliberately random
manner, they record conversations with visitors, a continuing dialogue with the
ideas of Marshall McLuhan, responses to reading and to CBC programs, dreams
and analyses of them, daily walks around the spit. They include “fictions” of an
allegorical and autobiographical tendency, ideas for and drafts of plays, excerpts from
letters (often unsent?) to friends, pages from a 1980 calendar giving, each day.the
etymology and definitions of a different word. They also include successive drafts
of number grid poems and felt-pen drawings, collages, and pastels, usually o
recurring themes. The drawings and poems in Mass on Cowback are taken o
the first 22 of these notebooks. Wilfred Watson writes about his number gria
poetry in this collection’s “Afterword: NGV as notation”; of the drawings, he sirnply
observes, in the notebooks themselves, that “The technique of these dravings
(a la Matisse) is to keep at them until something happens.”
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