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| NOTE

Tolstoy: a thing's significance (importance) lies in its being
{ something everyone can understand.=--That is both true and false.
’ What makes a subject hard to understand .~= if it's something
significant and important =- is not that before you can understand
it you need to be specially trained in abstruse matters, but the
contrast between understanding the subject and what most people

B piviges Y o 8 : ‘ want to see., Because of this the very things which are most obvious
3 .k ) ; : : may become the hardest to understand. What has to be overcome is

a difficulty having to do with the will, rather than with the
e S Bk intellect.
EE v Y TRER % : . @ ‘ -=-Ludwig Wittgenstein
v ! velek
This issue of THE DIFFICULTIES was printed at SHELLY'S PRESS
in Brady Lake, Ohio, a non-profit facility supported by the
OHI0 ARTS COUNCIL. Charles Bernstein's work advances in a direction which up
until the present moment has been very poorly understood by the
broader reading public. It is hoped that this collection will
serve as a useful introduction for his new readers as well as a
dependable reference source for those already familiar with his
work . :
| Bernstein's writing is ''spaced out''; not, though, in the funky,
] pejorative sense. Rather, in the sense of its non-linearity. He
seems almost Cartesian in sensibility: doubting everything. Each
word of a poem as if enclosed in ''shriek quotes''.

That's the trouble around here
through which, asking as it does
a different kind of space, who

much like any other, relives
| what's noise, a better shoe, plants
| its own destination, shooting up

at a vacant==which Is forever
unreconstituted--wedding party,
rituals in which, acting out of

a synonymous disclosure that
""here'' loses all transference falling

COVER PHOTOGRAPH BY SUSAN B. LAUFER | back to, in, what selfsame

| dwelling is otherwise unaccounted for.

COVER DESIGN BY BARBARA BAKOS (from "Loose Shoes'! In SENSES OF RESPONSIBILITY)

| It seems pertinent at this point to Invoke Kristeva's percep=
tion '',..that the minimal unit of poetic language is at least
double, not in the sense of the signifier/signified dyad, but
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rather, in terms of one and other.'*t | think that this is parti-
cularly true of Bernstein's writing. His texts, themselves,
become known as Others.

The pleasure of reading Bernstein is not unlike relearning
the language one spoke as a child. It is very strange and beautiful
but oddly familiar. 01d and new, and the accent confuses. All of
the names have been changed and no one's protected. 'We're impli=-
cated in each other from the first! "

Tom Beckett
Kent, Ohio
8/82

*Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language, Columbia University Press,
N.Y., 1980, p.69.

CHARLES BERNSTEIN

LODE (Mrs. Mao at Gulag)

Desperation of production (at engagement).

At table with, Felt, or feels (matte,

rotate, ovular disarray). At fortune

to furnish, please. Votes on rote

burden, calendrically shrill. Asleep

to meet the heat., And not any

why expose, magistrate (which might

make) nickname, blessed at evenly

difference., Marbleized doting, even

as distrust permits a person patronage

and hungrily marvelled, intransigent

with passage. Style of grey: intimation

of unease to drift of persuasion. The

grandi loquence of tnhe damp==-fostered, perennial.
In which, like sills of a pronouncement,
laboriously preaching unadorned secrets,

in the breathless cant of a numbing forensic==
implacable orchestrations and third=hand
poise., Degenerately dissimilar, Votes mood
argue path to circumvent, stride or blond mist.
Or angrily detonate, discharge, abraid. "It
is'' hollow acorn ''no longer'' instrumental

inclination ''the prophetic' while as ''vision



of a'' who may ''single person'' dubious
phonecalls ''that carries' timorous doorjamb '‘art
forward'' pink bench '""now it is'' triplex

""the gigantic choir' originating confusion ''of
the' who, so, ever ''people's triumphant!''
second coat ''spirit, the'' latched handbag
""matural urge'' testy, tinsel ''of the"

Baby Doc ''spirit to rise'' complacent

whimsey ''upward'' fretted, bor}c "from

the'' ankle high ''primeval depths' stare,
stunned ''toward the'' paralyzed

faculties '""light of delivered' cascade,
poached ''humanity''. Fundamental auction
originate==-plain jars of fibrous

distillate. Formulates arrangement of detail.
Begs promise. (Loosen when not

afraid to be: locked in, seashore.)

Got to stir up before can feel

at home at: domesticate, territoriatize.
instinctuive demeanor. Forget demeanor.

It is not myself but the circumstances

that created me that is my project;

to remake such circumstances not

in my own image but in the interests

of the present demands; to construct

such passions in the place of

a nuclear unrest.

Then what do | become--another

minor incident within a minor
incident? And how to provoke

a sense of span. Both

sides insist on the affluencies

of your forgetfulness' memories.

But my heart cannot stalk

to touch, my hands grasp with impunity.
attack resists its timorous intent

a tendency thinks too much of.

Both affirm an eventual
conception==the possibility of

morning to occur again, &

tomorrow. Denuded eversions

to the brown certainties

of the circumspect encounter.

""I't is as if a curtain has been drawn
from before my eyes''--= Not only
report--swallow, aver.

At this point,

filled with a deep contempt for the
machinations of the prosecutor and the
snivelling reaction of the judges, Jiang
Qing denounced the witness as a

liar, and, after repeated attempts to



silence her, was dragged from the

court.

Fronts to assuage recalcitrant blessings,
trompes d'oeil leading to the wrong--vanished--
desire all available avenues designate.

To roll beyond octogenarian's circuit, sentient
archetype. ''This is a puzzling, difficult
conception that unfortunately does not seem

to be supported by the few truths

we have wrested from our observations

of nature and human life.'" But at least |

have been lucky in respect to teeth.

Gigantism of unfounded remorse and depleted
ambivalence, waist high in the lamplight

of serial aversion. (...revealing a configuration

of other curtains, but locating them for me, placing

them.) The swelled precision, the grim retraction.
These florid schoolings (what is announced

and what is only incurred?) trumpet

replicas of things that had glowed, abandoned
chambers of a mirrored interior. But what

did you expect? That the charm of an evening
would endure the daylight, that the

broken and abrasive thoughts

would disappear in the rustic luminance

of the perennial calm hour, that

your hat would cover your head, shading

from the sun, protecting from the ice.

What a klutzy kind of glamor. |

glitter without hesitation, withdraw my hand
with a jerk from neighbor's touch--the

body so weighed with the reticence of consolation,
the charcoal gawk and the edgeless

sigh. Summarizing the assuagements--blustering,
hardball, munition. | grope copiously.

Mislay the allures. Or alter time with jars.

A salt seller's reward for scaling the instep
of defiant spawn=-neither lucky enough or

rotund enough to make candy out of cotton

by the vertiginous storage lockers of
concocted grace. Fumbled protection, hard-

line quiver--to give petulance a name

to hang its hat on. Hoisting the flag

twenty feet above the roaring mass of a single will
that was the crowd, the mottos of crushed
insularity braided betrayal to the forces held
in check by the prior principles of a
consolidated rule. Arms arm the man

the man invested, while we turn

another round in the chandeliered fortress

of our own reluctance, thinking



of the innate beauty of webbed formations,

huddled dementia for an afternoon nap.

A QUESTION

A question of what's
next to call or pull

my emotion's archaic
semblance. What

belies the concord

of an annoyed
prematurity=--unprotected
miscellany which jump

amid the chapel.

PARAMETER

pardon quickly / adroit breeze / argue
tonic / in issue / practical
platoons /
returns slowly / that make
mason isospheres / unheard relief

piston spender

churn enhancement / marking action
/ most delight
hernia multiphase /
marketing reliance / only
meets / bemused curtain / must use
lost to / bend
gapes /
mill flatulence / implosion's
sift / sharp hum / burlesque of / pertinence
paralleled / pleat quakes
braid with /
nautical becalms / ferocious
festering /
suction tripped / penurious
penitent
rotate ammonia / launch lake
ample frost / reveal

applesauce




endogenous elation / Larchmont
pixilate
steepling / reluctant island /
metriculates demands
shuttered mannequin / shell
sockets /
gradient / three-ply
tumescence / vault
putsch /
puck nascience / relay
backwater / dyspeptic
loquacity /
marring septum / ceding quantity
lurk
slope / pummel precursor / co-penitent
physiotherapy / largely pester
poached persimmons / bandied ailerons / coated
around /
pediment crossover /
malignant enthusiasm / obdurate fence-eater
within each of /
chiropractic
firefighting / walls warrant / toothy dilapidation
pokes jam / stretch avid
marked by lurch / with and

tonic sillicone / cerate around / microne

perspiration / pushy

dart / mope epigonous
ardent recalcitrance /
feather quixote / hints
buttress / protuberance askance
mile fester / blemish straightens / available
annoyance / saturate mauve
oblique Mars / biscuit cuticle
bounce
impair /
fiber salvo / Oniontic cut / brick beam
sumptuous Saturnalia / forced
tonguing / enhance
optic immanence / material duplication
forest forensic /
latent shoulder /
esplanade
beside barns / ceramic
sublimater /

motion retention / metal detour / lawn macadamized




THE KLUPZY GIRL

Poetry is like a swoon, with this difference:
it brings you to your senses. Yet his
parables are not singular. The smoke from
the boat causes the men to joke. Not
gymnastic: pyvotechnic. The continuousness
of a smile=--wry, perfume scented. No this
would go fruity with all these changes
around. Sense of variety: panic. Like

my eye takes over from the front

yard, three pace. Idle gaze=--years

right down the window. Not clairvoyance,
predictions, deciphering--enacting. Analytically,
i.e., thoughtlessly. Begin to push and cue
together. Or | originate out of this
occurrence, stoop down, bend on, The
Protest-ant'; voice within, calling for
this to be shepherded, for moment's
expression's enthroning. Able to be
alibied (contiguity of vacuuity). Or

do you think you can communicate
telepathetically? Verena read the epistle
with much deliberateness. |If we are

not to be phrasemongers, we must

sit down and take the steps that will

give these policies life. | fumbled clumsily
with the others=--the evocations, explanations,
glossings of ''reality' seemed like stretching
it to cover ground ratherithaﬁ make

or name or push something through.

"But the most beautiful

of all doubts is when the downtrodden

and despairing raise their heads and

stop believing in the strength of their oppressors."
To be slayed by such sighs: a noble figure

in a removed entranceway.

"This is just a little note

to say that it was nice working with

all of you. It has been a rewarding
experience in many ways. Although |

am looking forward to my new position with
great anticipation, | shall never forget

the days | spent here. |t was like

a home=-away=-from-home, everyone was

just so warm and friendly. | shall ever
remember you in my prayers, and |

wish you the best for the future.'' Preoccupations
immediately launch: to set straight, to glean

from her glance. Terrificaly bored

13



on the bus. Any really you want

go to mixed on me. Sumptuous slump.

As it becomes apparent. Just that | thought.
Contraction that to you perhaps an
idealization. Have | kept. But that

point is=--such repair as roads no

joint, what?, these few years must

admit to not expecting, as if the

silent rudeness might separate us out. &
maybe anger would be better than explaining.
When in tents or families in comparative.
Which sums digest. Disclaimer

alights what with begin. That's

maybe the first pace, the particular. | mean
| feel |'ve got to and a few while

| can just look to see unrelenting

amount of canny criticism whatever
occasions overriding for comparison

spin for the sake of intrinsic in that

or that |'ve already made although

against reaction's consequént proceeding.
But it's to the point that you've

begun to broach like you could almost

fault me on as if you were going to

use could become primarily propulsion

to affinity have itself so. She
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gets nutty. Oh she settles in, she

settles the curdles, unhooks the latches,
but |, preferring hatches ««..

When batters, benumbs, the lights

in a basket, portable. Potted & make
believe--your rudeness amounts to not
noticing, i.e., |I'm on a different

scale of jags. To be in replacement

for a number of linings. Tubes of turmoil.
To stroll on the beach is to be in

the company of the wage-earner and

the unemployed on the public way, but

to command a view of it from a vantage
both recessed and elevated is to enter

the bourgeois space; here vantage and view
become consumables. | can't describe

how insulted | felt, it's a ruthlessness
not so much | didn't know you possessed

as that | didn't think you'd turn

on me. When you stop acting in good

faith any residue of the relationship

gets really unpleasant and the gratuitous
discounting severs what | can't necessarily
define the circumferences of. !''There are a
number of calls in the June bill

which | have been unable to document. We

15



believe these calls were made by S
0____ who is no longer employed by

this project. We presume these calls

to be program related although she

did not keep a log of long distance
calls as requested in the memo
circulated March 11, 1980." It has

more to me than please to note acquits
defiant spawn. But your letter does

not scan its view nor serve our

own resolve. Little noticing sectored
demonstration, or flail with inheld
throng. Content to meet or not to meet
what inlays subsequent flustered
adjustment. ''The Good is

for the fact that | will it, and apart
from willing it, it has no existence."
'There is no document of civilization
that is not at the same time a

document of barbarism.'' Blue suede pestilence.
Binds bins. History and civilization
represented as aura==piles

of debris founded on a law and mythology
whose bases are in violence, the release
from which a Messianic moment

in which history itself is vanquished.

That's why |'m perplexed
16

at your startlement, though obviously
it's startling to see contexts changed on you
to have that done to you and
delivered unbeknownst. The Ideal
swoops, and reascends. 'With real
struggle, genuine tax relief
can be won.'"" A manic
state of careless grace. Mylar juggernauts
zig-zag penuriously. Car smashed into;
camera stolen; hat lost; run out of
money, write for money, money doesn't come.
Long interruption as | talk to woman
most of the way back=--a runner,
very pleasant. Get off in Boston and everything
seems to go crazy.

All of gets where

Round dog-eared head

The clear to trying

Forgets issues of trembles

Address vestiges to remain

These years after all

Fog commends in discourse

17



THE MEASURE

The privacy of a great pain enthrones
itself on my borders and commands me
to stay at attention. Be on guard
lest the hopeless magic of unconscious
dilemmas grab hold of you in the

foggiest avenue of regret.

USE NO FLUKES

Close to stand

Glitter with edge
Clouds, what's but
Weather of devoid

Uses unwrapping

Lower the second

Gravity for allowing, but
Slowly, as if

Backward, falling

Folded

18

TEAM BIAS

Fun, you got

a funny way

of taking the
tail by the
horse. Around
who | glimmer

to stammer, rest
my eyelids on
an organized
social disclosure=--
fine to meet

the heat on

the street.
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SUBSTANCE ABUSE

| become convinced of the itinerant
congestion of filled out hollows.
Boards propose wefts, largely
inured of (for) baskets.

Forget these chiily masquerades.

| feel (felt) stripped by these
changes. Who takes me in

different directions and therefore
| do not let go. These clip

these oasis.

So these sorrows pronounce themselves
in rhymes before my eyes, but
no easier way arrives in which

to predict--to predicate--allusion's

sentimental anorexia. You who, while...

| proffer the usual explanations for
this less than desirable behavior.

At this point |'m months behind.

| make this point because your gazing
at a so projected grouping "at a
distance' clouds your view==-

I'd be reluctant, practices vary,

20

& certainly even out of the normal,
to include for instance, as

would be appropriate. This

is not avoidance behavior, the

very project cannot be reduced

to its least interesting motivation/
realization/abuse. Personally, |
don't know what | received and what

| was shut up with.

These break at having mend
which wails absently as
substantial people rely on
ice. So long strokes in,
swabbed by ego's reply,
adjacent but always curtained
off of what ruffles

and rumples.

| feel like a very nervous man. The
moments do not compel my compliance
to either your fugitive fear of
expiation or fever's last embalming
of my own falsification. One

guise disquises itself within myself,

the other within my text.
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Everything | write, in some mood, sounds
bad to me. It reads like gibberish=-
unnecessary rhymes, repetitions, careless
constructions=--a loss of conviction. Whether
| am content to want to let those

orders | find speak for themselves, if

it is the orders as | make them that

| want to compel my own lost recognition.
No matter how the slack is removed

| can see through it. Rough

cuts satisfy, intrinsically, no more

than seamless webs. 'A person

must make their own occasions.'' &

what are occasions than cross-hatched
projections of 'person' onto 'event'. There
are, according to our lights, neither

one or the other. Michael said to me

the other day... & now | sit here and

the recollection is far more occasioned
than at the time itself. That solitude is
the most public place of all: not
institutions (for the ''advancement of

the public'). The individual mind

is the ''Divine parasite' (the phrase

is Christopher Dewdney's) of the body

22

of us=all==the trick, then, to

keep the channel open both

ways. Nor is this simply a conjuring of
phenomena, or simply its production--

since we are inside of phenomena at all time
and move from the nodal point of the self
back and forth to the omnimorphic and
acentric locus of our collectivity

and our desires.

To move from moment to moment without

Break is the ideal from which there is no
Escape. But isn't what is wanted to

Stop and hover, go back and forth at mea-

Sured speed, to dwell everywhere or only as
Chosen. Such reflections candy our lives

With conditional Appalachias, the

Real facts about which are as hazy as beet soup.

There's no sport in supposing an

even bent to be resistant to.

I'm at a bit of a loss, but have never
figured out a system such that everything
is out of the way and where to go to. To
think | can plug sections into, cut=-up,
detain. Or | just gobble conscious morsels
and am discorporated within them. '"Edit

is act' but why waste time on sputter. Intense

23




bluing of the sky. Left-over concepts, hard documentation procedures do not

edged ingratiation. A gift so parsimonious i pertain to these new criteria.
in its intent that there are immediately In fact, the statistics upon
blandishments on the part of forays. | don't which you base your '"analysis'
even own a scale. tell more about you attitudes

than our program,

Nothing tires a vision more than sundry attacks

in the manner of enclosure. My thoughts toss | The depths of consciousness can never be fully sounded,
) _ ‘ death is the only apparent limit.
trippingly on the tongue--an immense excuse

for proportion (perforation). What | am saying
Trial impressions leave yo f ]
here will only come out in joinings: i i g
ordered. Totally amniostati 1 -
but to loosen the mind, limber it for ( : oo e
buzz , buff.., Everybod

bounding. What does ear contain ; e -
a stop in their own time; 1

that norming senses lack? A resolution § i Ll
' ) each other, starts coughing. Which
in the air.
tires very much wake up, snarl.

Gold plums pl A

| find the nature and tone ¢ g SESEL BRREar
y better.
of your questions to be

extremely discouraging, and to
What hand hid
reflect an alarming lack of g sty

leasures only suggest--
understanding of the nature P ¥ Ruag
a glimpse of
of our activities. You have gHInp

unilaterally and arbitrarily It8 morsel, postcards

' from the subjectle

determined new evaluative J e
5 : ‘ static:
criteria without regard
make-believe enchantments
for the fact that current

20
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in the erstwhile
gaze of a buzz
a milieu fades

rapidly into.

They only start slowly
who occasions
without chance of
redress. A while
warns its

first displacements.
Ongoing/undoing.
Fumbles with

fondled alacrity
without which

thumbs do not

choose a

staked equation.

Put oneself,
desperately, in the
neck of premature

going=on=ness.

lean
looms

remains

26

dwindling

fade

fumbling, quivering
pull

shade

dreary

slates

splits

record

Can a person who has never been bored be described as

smug, or merely unsettled.

""It's supposed to be pulverized.'

A frame of

some letting
wakes whatever
wagers contest.
To challenge,

pull behind.

Nominations demure in the receding music of stringed

violet.

Why have | shied away from

this purposiveless activity, as

27



if the investigation of
purposivelessness were all
a thing of the past & was
no more to be visited upon

me?

| seem to be out-of-sorts with everyone
lately--after each interaction begin to
rethink it, where did |, (s)he go wrong?
You've gone all the furthef in appointing
me to your undoing; | only wish it were

mine.

Anxious and waiting for something, but not
definable==amorphous. What pans out?

I'm afraid to set it down, to contend with
the medium at hand. Or not

to be nice: reassuring. LOSE ALL

TOUCH. Return to base one. Do

the dishes again. Shopping for ashes.

"I'm all washed up'': i.e., come ashore.
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INTERVIEW

What's the relationship, to your way of thinking, between

surrealism and 'language writing' as compositional mode? |'m

struck by the rapid juxtapositioning of image as well as voice
in your work. How about Ashbery as an influence in this regard?

TMatters of Policy' might be a relevant text to go at.

! guess | have ambivalent feelings about the expression 'language
writing' 'as a compositional mode'. | could speak of my own work,
or specific other's work, but feel uncomfortable generalizing
since what seems more compelling is to understand (be troubled by)
the situational dynamics of categorization and characterization
rather than accept them as intrinsically useful: to see how they
can engender a fruitless competition, on the one hand, and a
destructive historicism of style and trend on the other. (Frederic
Jameson, in discussing Barthes, points to this in terms that re-
mind me also of my article in L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E #8, 'The Conspiracy
of Us''. Insofar as a literary writing '""marks my affiliation with
a given social group, it signifies the exclusion of all the others
also-=in a world of classes and violence, even the most innocuous
group=-affiliation carries the negative value of aggression with
it. Yet the objective situation is such that | cannot but belong
to groups of some kind, even if they turn out to be groups that
wish to abolish the existence of groups: by the very fact of my
existence''--class, time, place; by the fact of the work constituting
a readability, a factitiousness, at all; by the fact of its dis-
tribution and hence readership=='"l am guilty of the exclusion of
others from the group''--even if it were only of one, group in the
sense of aspect--''of which | am involved.') )

Certainly, | do see the magazine, L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, and my own
work, as expressing certain shared views about reading and about
the constituting power of language, about seeing language itself
as the medium of the work and foregrounding that medium. And yet
this is not a movement in the traditional art sense, since the
value of giving an aesthetic line such profile seems counterpro-
ductive to the inherent value of the work. |If a larger common
profile is called for, | would choose the social project of writers
committed to a transformation of society at a large-scale social
level, of which writing can be an important arena in terms of its
investigation of the nature of meaning, how objects are constituted
by social values encoded in language, how reading and writing can
partake of non=instrumental values and thus be utopian formations.
These political dimensions to poetry (and more generally art, and
more generally to a way of regarding--reading=-~the world, which
can be acted out at every level from personal relationships to
conduct at the Job) seem to me worth bringing to the fore, They
involve more a movement to change the nature of reading values,
and not only reading values applied to poetry.

In contrast, the setting up of schools of writers based on
associated aesthetic styles and pushing the group identity of the
common denominator of these associations seems to me a misplaced
energy in the face of the larger social project | am suggesting.
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0f course, poetry activity in a given period can be grouped into
different tendencies in ways that trade off elucidation for the
repression of difference; this defining process is inevitable |
suppose. But what come to be the predominant ways of characterizing,
insofar as they are restricted to stylistic analysis, are bound to
miss out on even closer affinities that cut across styles and even
genres or mediums, not to mention emphasizing the dissimiliar char-
acteristics of projects that may in fact have many shared assumptions
and repressing the often volatile, hostile, contradictory differences
in writers viewed for the sake of the paradigm as similiar.

And what's the value of giving this flux up--except perhaps
to further divide an already marginal and beleaguered bunch of
highly individualistic, somewhat paranoid (in the sane sense: to
be beside one's mind is at least to be close by), often harried
poetry writers (= poetry readers).

Furthermore, in L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E and in my writing |'ve tried
to explore the possibility that it is not necessary to narrow one's
work down to a single style and | feel that the advocating of a
'way' or 'style' of writing, per se, would contradict a more im-
portant principle that would criticize the fetishizing of any single
style as a 'preferred' method of generating meaning; which is not
to say that individual persons, fixed in time and in a body, do not
gravitate toward the limits of their situation as expressed in the
limits of the style(s) they use to express or produce meaning.
But it is foolish and counterproductive to put forward a stylistic
School since this would rapidly be reduced to simply another fetish-
ized style. What might be put forward, though, is this larger
social concern, along with an analysis of style, which is what
could be called the putting forward of reading values not (divisive)
writing values. Perhaps this would allow for a greater interchange
among different types of writers, and indeed other cultural workers,
instead of the disastrous movement toward increasing specialization
and parochialization of reading. In that context, understanding
the characteristics defining any of our own writing practices and
interests could contribute to a dialog and not instead be the pre-
text for shutting one off. The former process is a refusal of the
ghettoization of poetry with a recognition that all meaning and
all communication occurs through a particular set of conditions
(contexts, desires, sexual, ethnic/aesthetic traditions, audiences).
It is not the valorization of style, and certainly not a style, that
is fundamental, but the recognition that meaning is possible only
through styles. The poem needs less to be viewed as a fixed end,
an object d'art, and more as a transforming agent whose exemplary
features are to be used by the reader in her/his researches into
the nature .and products of the production of meaning.

You ask about my being influenced by Surrealism. | actually
feel quite ignorant of French Surrealist poetry, assuming that you
have in mind Breton, Eluard, Aragon, Arp, and so on. |'ve read
some of this work, but only cursorily and in translation. | do

know considerably better the 'Surrealist' painters, but neither
the writers nor the painters, while of course of interest, have
seemed important to me in terms of my own work, apart from the
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great significance this work has had for contemporary art generally.
Though at the same time | can see how my own development may have
brought me, as if through the back door, to a proximity with their
work.

My basic conflict with both the theory (of Breton's) and the
practice is the underlying psychologism and the reliance on symbolic,
allegoric or 'deep' images. For me, images, especially of this type,
are suspect, or at best wildly humorous as constructions (fabrica-
tions), not revelatory as 'psychic automatisms'. | don't believe
in automatic writing either as a literal possibility or as an
utopian or propagandistic literary value. And if anything, the
kind of 'dream logic' juxtapositions that characterize much sur-
realist work seem to me a candied souping up of traditional liter-
ariness, especially insofar as the surrealist technique has been
drawn upon in so much post-war American poetry (of what has been
called 'the bird flew through my pillow' sort). Such 'dream' time
and space seem to me to accept the normal narrative space of the
poem and to distort it; in that sense it is insufficiently synthetic.
| guess it's a certain kind of depth of field that surrealist eery
dreaminess highlights that | would prefer to see diminished or
framed. .

While surrealism often seems to put forward allegorical values
at the expense of the primacy of the materials of writing, my own
interest in poetry of this century would be better traced along
lines involving Stein, Beckett, Zukofsky, Riding, Creeley, and many
others, as indicated by the poets |'ve written about or cited a lot
(or will), who've seemed to me in some way exemplary. Sure, Ashbery,
too, where although the image generation is fairly fluid and the
transitions elegant, a framing mechanism is still active, though
most especially and usefully in The Tennis Court Oath, aners and
Mountains, and Three Poems. |'m not here thinking so much of
personal influences but of writers who seem to me significant in
terms of the recent historical tradition in which my work might
be placed. |Influence is a different and more byzantinely compli=-
cated matter involving crucially a wide range of contemporary work,
much writing from before the present century, not to forget works
old and new which | have disliked or am ambivalent about, or that
| 've never read (Algernon Charles Swinburne?!), But even more
specifically, | don't feel exclusively influenced by work done in
the genre of poetry, of equal importance is both non-poetry literary
and non-literary writing; | feel a reductive characterizing in
thinking only, for poets, in terms of the 'verse' tradition since
as far as |'m concerned the relevant tradition is writing, which
is quite a bit wider. As to impact on my work, the other arts,
too, have been very important, very formative to my thinking.
Certainly looking at Pollack and Louis, say, not to mention
Kandinsky or Braque or Schwitters or Gorky, etc. etc., had much
more influence on my ideas than reading many poets with whom |
feel an affinity, while the surrealism of Dali's '"The Persistence
of Memory'' was a model to work against.

An exchange between Clark Coolidge and Barrett Watten at
Coolidge's talk at 80 Langton Street in San Francisco seems relevant
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to all this. Watten cited Stein's The Making of Americans as a
similiar instance of work which ''goes on''. He suggested as an
alternative the possibility of breaking the ''carrier frequency',
of stopping. Coolidge: 'Why stop? Am | going to stop breathing?''
Watten: 'To stop would be calling into question. Doubt."
Coolidge: 'Doubt goes all the way through. You live in doubt.
Negative capability."! For me, this doubting, this STOPPING is
all important ("'STOP! in the name of love, before you break my
heart''! with the all important credo as addendum, 'Think it over'.)
| don't want to produce an unending flow of dream/psychic/automatic
material or images, but, as in Brecht (I would relate my own inter-
est in many of the longer poems to trying to create something anala-
gous to what Brecht meant by 'epic') to break out from the pro-
pulsion/projection,--but the questioning, the stopping, built into
the structure of the poem, seems to me crucial to seeing the
constituting nature of language, which is the reading value 1've
been suggesting, and that indeed this stopping/framing allows the
music of the poem to be heard, the music being hearing the sound
come into meaning rather than a play with already existing meanings
by way of meter. :

| 'm not interested, per se, in disconnected bits (the paratactic
monochrome) but rather how these bits form an overall weave, so
that it's a kind of spell creating but where the spell is continually
exposed or surfaced. A poem like 'Matters of Policy' is exactly
about this process, how conventions and language itself induce
trances under which we glide as if in automatic pilot. And how we
live in this spellbound way--it is our making and our unmaking,
the source of beauty (and the magicalness and majesty of beauty)
and also of alienness (towards each other and towards the world
we so rarely and fitfully realize we make). Certainly the relent-
less theme of how language socializes us, but so often without a
trace of this socialization that would illuminate, like the phos-
phoresence of an all permeating world-soul made manifest as world-
body, our self-sameness in being and our communal project that is
the socious that shapes not only our thoughts but our very bodies.

The nature of the image | am thus proposing is not so much
surreal as critical, analytic,--an analysis that is inextricably
bound up in making visible a fabricating mechanism, so that the
manufacture of the fabulous and the ordinary are indistinguishable
parts of desiring production (to use the phrase of more recent
French theory). Mine is an interest more towards focusing attention
on the constitutive nature of conventions (which works out as well
to attending to the syllables of each line and the parameters of
each work) than presenting a 'surreality' with claims to the absolute.
So that the poem itself becomes a machine that spells and dispells
illusion upon illusion, so that illusion's engendering may be wit-
nessed.

Surrealism is to be credited with opening up new possibilities
for images and perhaps more crucially for the transition from
image to image (unit to unit) in the total organization of a poem--
opening up, that is, the domain within which we now work. Artaud
allows for this in his 1927 attack on the Surrealists, 'In Total
Darkness'-- 'The imagination, the dream, that whole intense libera-
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tion of the unconscious whose purpose is to raise to the surface
of the soul all that it is in the habit of keeping concealed, must
necessarily introduce profound transformations in the scale of
appearances, in the value of signification and the symbolism of
the created.' | also think of some remarks made by Robert Desnos
(for me, with Artaud, one of the most interesting writers in some
way associated with this grouping) 20 years later. 'It seems to
me that beyond Surrealism there is something very mysterious to be
dealt with, that beyond automatism there is the intentional, that
beyond poetry there is the poem, that beyond poetry received there
is poetry imposed, that beyond free poetry there is the free poet.'

To what extent do you make use of 'found language' in your work?

You're dealing in all cases with a material, language, that is in
the most fundamental way 'found' and that fact has got to mediate
any response to your question. So what you get is different types
of found materials: | would reject the normal dichotomy between
inside and outside in these cases. But that also makes the idea of

appropriating language from other written sources as basic an activity

to writing as memory or overhearing or describing. There has been
so much attention to how photography freed painting from the neces-
sity of representation, but | think a similiar point needs to be
made about the relation of movies to writing. As writing focuses
its attention less on recreating characters, place and story--
presumably based on 'found' situations, cities, people, etc.--and
more on types of style and vocabulary and argument, part of the
investigation, of the work, requires using other texts as material
to incorporate into a poem. But this is no more special or easy
than is the situation of the photographer who in a similiar sense
uses the found materials of the world to take pictures of; the pro-
blem is still not only 'what' to shoot but at what angle, what part,
what exposure, etc. So in my work there are quotations from a vast
array of sources, and just as many made-up quotations that sound
like they are from a prior text. There are lines from other poems,
and echos of lines; remarks from letters (my own and others') or
memos from the job; things heard and misheard. Much of this is
very specific, though some is not conscious=-things that stick in
the head but the source is not remembered. And, more, there are
words or phrases suggested by prior sources, though in the form
they appear in the work they would be totally unrecognizable. !The
originals are not original' starts a quote Bruce Andrews and | use
in our collaboration in Legend, which is based on the idea of de-
riving a piece exclusively from prior texts--but again often so
reworked that they bear no resemblance to anything else. The idea
of getting all the material in a poem totally 'spontaneously' from
my 'self' seems boring to me=-my interest in writing is to be able
to incorporate material from disparate places--1'1]1 get fascinated
with a particular word |'ve found somewhere, or a particular type
of rhetoric or professional lingo and want to use that,.
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existing tendency (v. supra) in my poetry, into this commitment. To sub-
stitute another set of French terms, I have rendered my constructions
simeltaneously deconstructive; more accurately, I have constructed works
using deconstructive means. I think it self-defeating merely to dismantle:
society is more than the rebellious child sees through; if only the em-
peror were naked! We cannot abdicate assertion, testimony, positive
conjecture. DBut we can induce in our readers (as ourselves) a readiness
to challenge phrase by phrase the coherences we language.

To read my poetry as ironized is to read only halfway into it. It is to
stop short of the requisite further step, which is to overcome one's ti-
midity in the face of an apparent irony and take the risk that the phrase,
line, sentence, piece has more than irony to offer; the reader is called
on to feel this experience through, and this is deliberate: the convictions
we arrive at in triumphing over misgiving are the only ones that will last.
What use is it for me to be there holding the reader's hand, telling her
what to believe, or disbelieve?

There is, I think, a certain subset of irony present =-- dramatic irony:
"knowledge held by the audience but hidden from relevant actors." 1In
polysubjected writing =- writing where the reader is largely responsible
for the meanings derived =-- dramatic irony is always in play, because the
reader (audience) knows something the actor (writer) does not, and yet this
is nonetheless a something contained in the writer's actions.

Let's move to the consideration of a particular text. Red Hats seems a
suggestive frame for your head's movements. I've seen something of the way
it evolved through successive drafts and find it fascinating. Could you
speak, at this remove from its writing, to your own preoccupations with
this work?

Well, I'd turned 50, and so I figured I'd go through my early work and

test my senses of it and the life it conjured in the present. So I settled
on Threads and in order to assure that I pay close attention, I decided to
rewrite it, or say translate it, into a mode that now felt more my own.

And this work I called Red Hats because that was the one anagram of Threads
that was promisingly empty of significance for me. After a while, when I
had assembled a critical mass of such sentences, the work began to argue
with itself and I abandoned Threads as a master text. Leland Hickman

asked me to contribute to Boxcar so I sent him all I had at that time and
called it Part One. Knowing that a second Boxcar would be along shortly,
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I composed a second section, and this as it turned out was accepted by him

for that second issue. About then Earel lieikirk contacted me, asking for

a book. So I wrote two more sections and sent the whole to him, and he

took it. Then I started to think about the work as a whole -- why was

it in sections? These had only an accidental chronological provenance;

they were not sufficiently different to be sections. They had just growed

—— I didn't trust that "organic" mothod of composition. So then it came

to me that I had a generative key in the 7 letters of the title; I would

find sentences containing significant terms starting with R, and let these

terms dictact which other, non-R sentences should accompany them; and I

would repeat this procedure with E, D, and so on. It was a method that

would thematize each section lightly, so that there would still be plenty

of play possible, but some sense of potential unification to encourége that

play. I continued to arrange the sentences so that each might or mlght'not

prove consequent upon the sentence immediately preceding, thereby granting a
reader's decisions a reality not available in normative narrative or argu-
mentation. As for Red Hats being "a suggestive frame for my head's move-

ments," well, I guess it has to be -- and I know a number of people who'd

hear that pejoratively, from within their encratic sense of exposition. I

remember as a TA at Berkeley my professor stopping me as we walked down one

of those long corridors in Wheeler and saying "pDavid, do you realize you've

been talking for five minutes and I haven't understood a single thing you've

said?" No drugs were involved. I stake my poetry on the risk that others,

maybe many others, actually think like that or this. And with some exemplary
encouragement, will admit it. It's a liberating gesture. But more than

just that, it's to incite thinking. Thinking can't be done.WithOUt

jumping. What passes for thinking is customarily the stringing together of :
cliches. Writing this way =-- right now -- comes close to that in that there's :
this agreed-to constraint (I mean, I agreed with my imagination of a ;ea@er- ﬂ
ship to respond in this mode), whereby -- well let me say I regard this in-
terview as an act of translation, the way a title often is, to straddle the
en- and a-cratic. So it isn't, to return to that sentence, in my intent and
hope, simply how my head works. I suppose that more of my stamp is in the
units, the sentences, rather than in their juxtapositioning. Oh, maybe to
the extent of two, but seldom three, consecutive sentences. But the move-

ment, that's something I want because 1 believe it's something that's wanted \
by others beside myself. It's, to one course in reading through, a conver-

sation, sentences arguing or agreeing with each other, pointing things out,
qualifying positions. Con-cerns, and I'm helped to these by other poets,
often. We are engaged in a concerted endeavor. Concerns felt as comen
inform decisions during composition. In that sense, the writing is object-
ive, and it had better be, I think, and thinking so, find superfluous such
welter of autobiographical detail other kinds of poetry seem impelled to

provide as evidence of some conclusions. Except as, in Sgction I, Fhe

guestion of such details becomes focus of attention. It is poetry: if I

want to write a nowel, I'd better want to invoke some welter! And yeF I

would propose Red Hats as essential autobiography: the writing 9f.a l}fe

recognized as constituted by a society of which it is an exemplification

and an embodiment: a person thinking/feeling/writing/sensing its language.

But not ponderously constructing evidentiary prose that freezes process
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vainly intending to offer detached content of said process. Words and
phrases come to one under a plethora of circumstance not always or even
usually derivable from such phrases. So much, I think, for the valori-
gation of place. Naturally, I'm glad to be here. Nobody has to identify,
in this text, the particular shape of my life during its composition, and
for me to intrude such would be to invite characterization....and charact-
erization invariably stifles attention. Once you can be pegged as "funny"
or "ironic" or "malcontent" you will be, by those who feel a duty to com-
ment in some summary fashion yet who feel threatened by the work and wish
to give themselves good reasons not to read it. And we all do this, I
suppose; I know I will get depressed if I let myself be led into reading a
chunk of Bukowski. I know I'1ll like it at the time like candy and that an
hour later after the sugar rush I'll be wishing I had died before my acne
cleared up. So in that sense I've characterized his writing; but I do
Fhink that he invited it. Close attention of a prospective cast simply
isn't among his intentions for the work. It offers other pleasures, and
despite the "outsider" stance these are completely within the encratic.

In fact, the stance of "outsider" is completely scripted -- it's widely
recognized, as his sales testify. I don't presume to think I can be out-
side of whatever we're in, but as an artist and intellectual often encounter
the presumption that that's exactly where I (want to) belong -- a char-
acter slapped on one, again. "Acratic" doesn't mean alienated or dis-
affiliated in that pop sense of existentialism. Got a job, got a home, got
a car, got a wife, got a kid -- got plastic, some bucks, must fly by an
approved airline. I write (£fxem, ef, ameng, abeut, inm)that.

The work is dialectical, I like to think, and as such would have engaged
the attention of Adorno. One of the pleasures of writing (one of the facts
of life) is being able to address the dead. Because writing can outlive

us and because its means and materials come to us from the dead, I don't
need to complete this sentence. It's also Olson's "the play of a mind is
what we're after" -- but it's the play of the reader's mind that's primary
here. There are many kinds of red hat!

From "preoccupations" to "occupations." Two guestions: (a) How does the
activity of teaching for a living participate or figure in your writing,
and; (b) What most occupies your attentions now?

Oh, Gawd -- it's back to school today and I still haven't completed this
assignment! That answers (a) and (b) both, right now.

It's a familiar enough bind. Sent upstairs to do my homework, I read novels
in my room. Something in me never wants to grow up, getta job, act mature,
be "Mister Responsible Person God." Poetry begins in irresponsible play.

But "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities." "What I took in my hand grew in
weight.f Even this writing, which I ought not to be doing (letters of refer-
ence waiting for students who told me yesterday they wanted them by the

day before) and which I want to do (therefore?) attracts me less, in the
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present, than the notion of fiddling around with some words out of which
some compositional absorption may develop, something unthought of until
that moment. Or I could be talking with my wife.

Given no family money, it is necessary that I have a job and given that,

I am glad to have one teaching at a university. That's the logical re-
sponse, in some normal-language use of the word logical, but I suspect

I want the regimen the job requires. Or anyway, I've worked all my life
and I'm hooked. I often do enjoy the mode of interaction a college allows.
I think it's astounding that even in this present the state sets aside

some rooms and chairs where persons may sit and discuss poetry. It's a
privilege, just like conventional wisdom alleges! I'm pleased to have been
foresightful enough to have secured such an occupation. I t