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Editors’ Notes

Despite the increased participation of women within the traditionally
male-dominated “avant-garde,” and the various advances of feminism,
gender politics continues to be a contested site within aesthetic prac-
tice and its articulation/translation/reception in a still largely phallo-
centric system.

The following pages contain a selection of writers and artists actively
grappling with the complexities of gender as it pertains to daily life
and social practice. Various tendencies seem to color these works: the
i h on current aesthetic,
formal, and political practice; a recognition and inclusion of daily
(domestic) life in both content and form; the desire for a simultaneous
and eradication of the traditions of onc’s gender; a decon-
struction of male-female binarisms, towards a critique of gender itself
as a rigid and socially dictated location which limits and delineates its
citizens; and the recognition that any move beyond the confines of
gender-based identity and sex-based roles cannot manifest itself by
mere proclamation or aesthetic liberty, but must navigate the deeply
embedded material and historical relations of patriarchy. We hope the
following work will help invigorate and extend these conversations.

of feminist

tripwire 4: Work

Material vs. intell | labor. Class, production, productivity,

dwork dwork, work ethic, workplace,
co-worker. What is the significance of one’s work in relation to
writing? Or the significance of one’s writing as work? Labor,
capital, use value, industry. How does one participate within and
against local and global economies/cultures? Work force, work-
book, workshop. In a small-ps what are the standards
for “just comp ion,” for exploitation? Knowledge industri
Cultural workers. Approp “Model post-industrial employ-
ces?” Exploitation, task, effort. Mission, service, vocation,
career(ism). End-product, by-product, opus, oeuvre.

Practice, k




Diane Ward

Engender Bended

Write a parallel text one that follows a day

And “writes” a poem using events, as a source for structure of a poem.
Would be a pulled apart Midwinter's Day Id be a Midwinter's
Day based on the visual—where is the gender in here, though?

Today—

The female being whatever is reached ourward
Not not being discussed

Not not finding a place to be discussed

All of that negative presence in gender history

Gender is not allowing a self-determined con text
Con = with

Con = opposed

Text = text’s definition outside a second sex

Experience being in tense

I donit wake up but have all night

I dont wake up but resist bending my unconsciousness

1 don’t write about the desire to continue the night as it is laid
over the day

A Voluptuous Busted Gender
About anybody’s boundaries
Nor about victim’s hood

I grew from a single-headed houschold
Which fact was preceded by violence
To be [left] alone as a sign of survival

There is this disassociative thing

Where I'm in the room but not there

Where the signposts circumscribing existence are held
by really crazy people

Where I read them



Disassociative thing
But not gender thing

My last poem was “about” guarding the hospital bed

Following language down

90% of all people who accompany the children to clinic are women
it i» abour being In tense

My memories are held in a visual language
And cannor be said

Is this what makes up human

My memories are held up

Naming being secondary

Engendering humanity

No gender:
The truth is closer to “more” than “less”.
Closer to a multi than to a them and us.

I'm 42 years old now. My definitions are dematerializing all around

me.

That there was space to write the way I wanted to write. An audience
that was enthusiastic enough to participate in the unknown along
with me. A large and generous support system. And many many
genders.

Not wanting labels stuck and having no gender-based need to destroy
the father, no real reason to feel constricted by gender.

T have a deep affection for “my” gender and also have given birth to 2
sons with “their” gender. In poetry they're really not that much
different from me.

A high-profile Feminine Voice
Analyzed in academia

A lot of value now

Tender

A lot to be said about it

And if I chose to foreg d my

I wrote “Milky West” and “Three” and m:ybe
a little of Everything

Else

for the last ten years

Work/life

And I'm seriously engaged with both

Simultaneously

Having more arms than genders

Exponential genders now
More room for more people
More circulation

I'm abour to write some maps

Leading back



Stefani Barber

leaving a feminist organization:
a personal/poetics

“escucha, escucha, estamos en la lucha” resonates in a street filled with
people playing drums and drinking water. we walk up a hill and wave
at children hanging out of the windows. give flyers to their parents
down below. come by somerime. where wotild they arive, looking for
the plates of steaming food offered. who would hand it to them. this
was our work. because nothing’s too good for the working class. an
embodiment of the forces of one paradigm (socialist, feminist, ours) in
struggle with its arch-nemesis (capitalist, sexist, theirs): a lived reality.

in addressing the role of black lesbians: “the possibilities for you are
heady and endless.”

what attracted me, or made me want to dedicate my life to the revo-
lution. the liberty I sought, this world “new born, frec” visualized as
scientifically attainable. the community offered the near promisc of a
type of stability and trust not possible outside of that configuration.
certain things were definite: always a roof over my head, always some-
thing to say. you close your eyes and imagine a phalanx of sorts
behind you. yet what happens when a voice becomes automatically
spoken. before the body can licit the breath to speak. look here’s
another thing I have a position on. here is where I draw the line. this
all-knowingness drag worn as a member of a socialist and feminist
organization gets heky. its seeming inclusivity of “all the oppressed:
all who suffer” began to sound shallow (as a black queer female, in
some books “triply oppressed,” this is obviously not easy to say) after
1 realized 1 could predict the answers to many questions just by run-
ning down an accepred list of choices. it became, or always was, a
location of a oonsmnt naming. that is, | wasn’t sensing a movement in
terms of going forward in und, ding what i or
incongruities these groupings (which were not determined by the
organization, yer were strangely defended by it) embodicd.

1 come up against a resistance to ready-made answers. meaning the
need to confront what this resistance means to me: (real or imagined)
accusations of “selling out,” conflicts berween intellectual vs. activist
approaches, and what is all chis talk about the body. it is a conscious

return to questioning and investigation outside of the context of con-
venient ideology—a complication of my thinking in a real way. I
mean I don’t want casy answers but I still want answers. who has the
better explanation for how I react to getting cruised or why I get
cruised. it scemed easy to say at one point. since age 13 out in the
streets for different things, age 17 became “woman-identified” and
age 22 “radical.” in a way I guess it was a predictable trajectory. but
when 1 tried to pry open one or another idea there was nothing but
more flatness and language to simplify the struggle (=against sexism,
homophobia, racism, et al) and I wanted something to sink my teeth
into. above all I desired a freedom to complicate things even my own
identity.

[it started the night after the night in the library. a microphone in my
hand hoping for a story to share. chased it with a margarita]

£

identity, scripting, neg
the postmodern seduction

turning to poetry—a stabilizing force. I became concerned with ques-
tions of representation because it seemed there was a place where
questions could be freely asked and frecly answered. not only con-
cerning how a group presents itself, but how I as a member of that
group present myself to them and others. acknowledging that not all
is binary and polar, I experienced a duality between who I was in my
activist life, and who I was when not performing activist.

a duplicitous life/ the thing about my body is not so well
hidden. a performance of survival. on the chest of drawers, postcards,
incense and our mother of the streets slgm(y a shrine. (bm:hc keep
breathing) words like di: and positioning and ivity are
incvitable outcomes. even in the context of the ¢ collecuvc a scripted
lie. falling down on the job. those who will pur the pieces together
and know my mind. carrying, as it does, the seeds of its own destruction.

free time/ saturday came & went.
not in any way that you could measure.

girl a: 1 blocked her view. girl b: owes me a dance & no more free
coffee. ripped pantyhose seconds out of the box. no attraction.



a sunny day, and wanting to position myself between the queer and
black contingents I wind up in no contingent at all. invitations
declined. this feels different than previous arrangements in which I
utter expected and approved ings with the uninitiated as we

wind through the streets. my movements today float between the

groupings. there are no goals to meet. no check-in afterwards. I think,

this would not have been possible if. and how would this day have
been if.

to eat we find a grassy spot away from the people assembled and stay
there for some while. is my contribution any less. no banner in front
of me, I have also lost the bullhorn. but I am present now, I use the
same critical ear for listening and 1 have removed the filters. it’s not
casy not behind the banner, there s not always something to say and
you dont know where all your allegiances should lic. the reasons why
I am not behind the banner and the reasons why I find myself in the
streets again.

struggle matters. reading more I sce that the terms of struggle are not
always the same. what is being resisted is not always the same. the
language opens, fucks with my head, and [ struggle to engage with it.
s0 it’s not cither/or, or even both/and within a box. as a poet | engage
on paper and cement. attentive to how things are said, written,
spoken. I think of Deleuze’s critique as destruction as joy, Spivak's
permission to narrate, and sit there for a while. returning to the site
of struggle, I hunger for a feast of multplicities.

going forward

“there’s no glamour in being a radical”
2. “choosing the path of least resistance”

3. “..not reach [your] full human potential”

one mlghr say there is no glamour in bcing a poet. and one has said
that. “master of fine arts? what a1 you going to do with that?” etc.
sitting my opp d and d and exoticized female body in
the classroom or in front of a compulcr, and the daily struggle of
finding a language for that experience which resonates and not just
demarcates is an act that puts me in the path of resistance against
what I could/should and in the process finding where [my] potential
lies and what it’s made of: this is an examined life.

Jocelyn Saidenberg

As a / As if

“Instead of veering between d ion of and ds we
could try another train of speculation: that ‘women’ is indeed an unsta-
ble category, that this instabilty has @ historical foundation, and that
feminism is the site of the fighting: of that instabili
which need not worry us.” —Denise Riley

“No subject is its own point of departure; and the fantasy that it is one
can only disavow its constitutive relations by recasting them as the
domain of a countervailing externality.” —Judith Butler

oo o0 oo oo

Gender is a nightmare. To inhabit, to enact one gender, to embody
one gender all day and all night, everyday and every night is a night-

mare.

To speak as a woman, to speak as an anything, to speak—Dbut one
needs though provisionally a place from which to speak, but again to
speak as a woman, as a lesbian, as a New Yorker, as a Jew, as an indi-
vidual, for fuck’s sake that’s already too many and too limited, there’s
already too many of me . . . vying for their turf.

But to speak as a woman, the need to designate and authorize what [
am to say but what limits and constraints? on the speaker and listen-
er? What a nightmare again??

N. says speak with authority and power. OK. sometimes? all the time?
and why do I want those goods, their goods? do I want to be that in
order to have those? no and most surely not ... or only sometimes ... ?

Do I want a valued and legitimate place form which to speak, act,
respond? though provisional, though stuttering though sutured? Yes,

our lives depend on it.

oo oo ca oo



becoming avoiding
being named

as a sexed this

tircless business for

a wavering collectivity

or virtually swarming with sex?

soaked and permeated

no moment not resting or waking or walking
in which a gender is utterly unvoiced?

women en mass divided
“before the thrones of power”
50 us against them?

for sexual solidarity

assault / counter assault

a rough kind of sex against sex
a duel of mortal combat

or to be scen as a woman

caught off guard lost in reverie
attraction-cum-contempt

“SMILE” or a hissing or a sweet titties

or do we need some bascline of experience
(say motherhood, menstruation, purity)
to determine some unifying convicti

to ground a rallying call?

oo oo o0 oo

then there is the body, obstinate identification, that concept of body.
but any body’s body is only periodically lived or treated as a sexed
body. again caught off guard as a woman with some sweet titties.

how can female bodies be celebrated as constant? chis intoxication
forgets the temporality, the bility and suppl of any gender’s
existence. (it's a bully’s gaze that fixes, freezes, insists on difference,

forbids movement.)

the persistent draw to this the body
why ground the sexual

more decipherable? less evanescent

bur this the body, the location of the sexual is mutable, is in history.
the body imprinted by history, exposed, composed, but constantly
falling away, decomposing,

oo oo oo oo

why would I want, or think that I were able, to live completely inside
one gender all day and all night? the charm of the sexual of an always
sexed sexual distinction designation does not draw me. there’s more to
all of us than this lets in, lets on. I can't begin to recognize myself in
that world. it’s not a matter of there being different types or combos,
not to generalize from one position, not equal, not different, not
equal bu different, but full of the ambiguities of us.

5

an ceascless

what if we lowered the dramatic stakes, not a reconciliation between
warring states or sexes, but a relocation into another arena. ro go past
the counter identification. undo the given identities. not a longing to
obliterate wholesale as if there ever was some mass unity around gen-
der. . . . what would that look like, feel like, taste like? and what
would that speak like?

oo oo oo oo

a pragmatic suggestion: maintain a politics as if the category existed
while suggesting that it doesn't since it’s the world, or berter, power,
that insists, say behaves, as if women existed unambiguously.

a caution: there’s an intimacy between subject and undergoing subjec-
tion. but an oppositional subject can see this trap nor get caught or
frozen.

50 speak women while aware of the essential instabilities and don't
fret over it. it’s what makes us us. while it’s impossible (a nightmare
for me) to thoroughly be a woman, it's also impossible to never be
one.



from Cusp

ON THE CUSP OF FINITUDE AND ITS AFTERBIRTH A PULLING OF LOTS
limit. the present. dull ache. make rice arithmetic aspirin Pierre South Dakota my erstwhile

manservant. Esther’s via negativa
tell the citizen she must regenerate. be regenerative.

the happenstance of us. or a drain on the clerical system. fuses blown.
else she can never see her own innermost . . . §uoy out to sea. Burbank California at sunset a jet stream. bending
else she can never be twice born twice bloodied born bloodied - light tubes into henpecked paragraphs. dried up bygones. her carnings.
clse she can never hear the words of her own making unmaking her carrings. The Grand Canal of Amsterdam.

else she can never taste smell feel touch see her own
cedillas. stones in our palms. ojo el piojo. mechanisms nose them-

selves into place. place names. exactly alike anew. an avenue's width.

ere she can see fidgety motor skills leverage to buy a new one. exactly alike. at least
the right to be in the dark an outfielder's try.
her ink. her john hancock hats off to her manservant. his nightfall
can you hear for instance the mirror — its rattle — not yet firmly more aspirin a mower like footfall. her knee rwitching at night
fastened to the wall replicates lungs.
1% 13




IRONCLAST WITHOUT BRAKES

broken branches

waterfront footfalls more & more

lost in the fray

urban renewal urban erasure i march in effect
being in effect

human subject . . . reality . . . identity

roads of the world

dictating a violent principle which keeps on following us back in. our
fashion intoxicating properties over all of us. things which are perish-
able navigate through us daily the land parceled out smaller and
smaller and smaller into vast spaces. knowledge thereof collapsed and
frayed at the edges. we will have none. rather or better lingers on an
absentee pretense. kind reader as kind dog reenters and turns the
radio on fetches a knife to better burter the bread. bread’s both sides.
we butter our feet for good measure make foot prints.

spiraling place following back into itself? a sabotage or insurrection
exhausted resources turns back into a murmur of itself of ourselves.

COLLAPSE INTO MONEY SYMBOL SUBJECT
women feminine or variations thercof

indiscreet: speaking not from our mouths but from our genitals.
invaginated writing?

pro and contra yes but the exchange itself? no dead ends but the lcf-
out hidden the de-emphasized denied articulation set in motion. our
motto our knees hurt.

and when a man says “I am a woman” he is sure of himself.

the erasing of diffc to increase exchange value. a genderless mall

with sales on old sporting goods and old food.

in which sense in what sense how to say i or we and in what tone of
voice. her plot is not her own or i mean and the repetition is

unbearable.



THIS SIDE UP AGAIN

and of them and her palm and with light with color
we always she did will always.

always here she will always

always a thing here an ample question

the erstwhile manservant having come to what indifference. to what
profound conviction of having lost the right track. his own track. her
trajectory. plane trees. he offers non-pariels and an ermined
escutcheon. they inflate send and get.

kept alive by primary sources jelly donuts. a circus clown aristocrat
inadvertently conceals his identity to cause the death of the beautiful
aerialist whom she loves. more careless gossip and confusion. an
heiress discovers an apron made of newsprint worn by the herculean
chef in the logging camps.

SUCH AS SHE, SAY SHE, DID SAY 1 WAS

if joining may if joining might

fluctuating — combination and refusal

erratic and volatile instability the sine qua non of it
its blood line its lookout tree house

all gender promenade emanating whether from and whoever
not none or neither not unlived not indifference not the ‘real”
dexter sinister. manservants joining forces. very scented.

don't be afraid of it. it won't bite. just step up to it — don't touch —
and speak right into it. (there’s a good girl.)




Tasha Robbins '







Linda Russo

Gender Quiz
note: parenthetical examples are intended only to exemplify. Adherencies shifi

Gender is maintained as a category to discuss poetry (by women) on
the grounds that:

a. biology is destiny: because contemporary women (which in this
case = female) poets inhabit female bodics, and so inhabit the spheres
in which these bodies circulate, their poetic strategies are compared to
those oelies wormen pocsa whorinhabir(ed) the same) Thisyicidsup
differences. Whereas precursors were rsticted to cher ‘sphere,”con-

are i d in (i of) boundary crossing.
(Brads(rcc( v. Susan Howe.)

b. biology as history: same as (a) bm the comparison extends histori-
aally so 2 toyied up logy of f

’Dangc:of‘ loping haphazardly into

:sunmhzmg arguments for ‘women’s languzge Mlght lapse into
arguments for mimesis. (Rich’s white spaces and gaps = silences or
mastectomies.)

c. woman as other: female poets, because they are not male, have his-
torically been excluded from male homo-social discourses, on the
basis of (a) and (b). Relies on the Oedipal master narrative for differ-
entiation. Women poets cither instantiate this ideology or challenge it
by refusing or ironizing her ‘place’ in the phallic cconomy. (H.D.)

d. social-constructivist: because gender is discursive and socially con-
structed, women poets construct their subjectivity in such a way as to
challenge the sort of lineages constructed by (a) (b) and (c). In this
way, the Woman poct rcfuscs to be ‘other’ by Ins(cad clalmmg the
‘multiple,” ‘i ,” or non-phallic, k ing, as her
mode of subjectivity. (Stein.)

. liberal-humanist: because men and women are equal, intellectually
at least, under certain circumstances (myopic specificity), each have
equal access to language, modes of dissemination, and reward systems.
As long as she develops her voice, she can write about whatever she

22

wants to (as lcng as desire doesn’t degrade into nammg ‘parts’). Gender

is iricls s teor Hlybecatacinuel Snciery
men ancl women are equal. Without it, poetry is otherwise often
indistinguishable in terms of its depl. of various poetic strate-

gies. (Thc exemplary blurs into the numerous.)

f. radical-optimist: Women are vastly outnumbered in poetic produc-
tion, and have little control of the modes of dissemination and
reward systems, but this situation has changed radically since WWIL.
Many have come around and realized that women can write poetry,
and can run presses and edit magazines. There are some cool women
poets who serve as ‘mother’ figures (Mayer, Notley, Waldrop, etc.) to
encourage the often-daunting task of ibuting to a di:

which offers no specific discouragement.

g pessimist (or optimist, depending on whether the glass is half full
or half empty): Gender isn't going away any time soon.

h. radical-realist: Because there is no such thing as a universal voice.
And we have to remind ourselves of the particularities of poets
(regardless of the particularities of the subjectivities they o
whether they choose to deconstruct subjectivity) in relation to the
particularities of the poems they write. Gender is one such particular-
ity. It is separable from other particularities only as a critical category,
and as such it is used exclusively (to exclude), even detrimentally so in

some cases.

i. I, I, I I is a convention. s there such a thing as voice? I tries to
make particular texts read as though there were some one:to:one
correlation berween signifiers and signifieds. This isn't as dry as it
sounds. It's possible that I doesn't intend to delude itself or its readers.
Lis a pedagogieal tool. I know some I's personally. I used to be uni-
versal, but now I's ungendered.
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David Buuck

Against Masculinist Privilege

Patriarchy cannot continue to function as such without the complicity
of its practitioners. Masculinist di and modes of privilege may
scem to be somehow “beyond” the mere participation of “the individ-
ual”—as constructs, systems, traditions—yet these broader theoretical
terrains are occupied, lived, enacted and resisted by individuals,
including both those who benefit by them and those who do not.
That “women's writing” (or “feminist practice”) would necessarily act
against such complicity should scem evident. That “men’s writing”
(masculinist practice) might not, and indeed may very well benefit
from the inherent privileges of patriarchy, constitutes a different
aesthetic and political problematic. When viewed within the larger
expanse of aesthetic practice—which would include the ways in
which writing circulates in a broader economy of production and
reception—sites of masculinist privilege present themselves as positions
that must be continually interrogated and opposed, by a// cultural
practitioners.

Following are a few recent “exemplary moments,” by which one

might begin to investigate more fully the ways in which masculinist

modes of privilege continue to underscore the ways in which “women’s

:«iz::g"l (or, more broadly, “marginalized aestheric practice”) is often
rea

1 Ina December, 1998, posting to the SUNY-Buffalo Electronic
Poctry Center Poetics List, Dale Smith presents a favorable review of
the first issue of The Hat, a small-press poetry journal edited by
Jordan Davis and Chris Edgar. Most notable in Smith's post is his
(apparent) surprise that a journal edited by two men has published an
issue consisting entirely of women. He writes:

1 Surely one would wish to distance oneself from any essentialist notions of
women’s witing," or “male writing,"” or “X writing” Further, a distinction
might perhaps be made between the gender (or identity) of the writer and the
dered “classed-ness,” racialization, etc.) of the writing itself. Might
one then be able to imagine useful (though necessarily loose) categories of “mas-
culinist” or “feminist” practice, which could perhaps be produced by a writer of
cither gender? These categories must be understood as absolute only in their fu-
idity, and no attempt will be made here to define any parcicular aestheric or pocr-
ic as specifically *masculinisc” or “feminist,” nor should there be any simple bina-
rism between what is here proposed only as working, shifting, “useful fictions.”

24

“Two male editors publishing a first issue with only women is quite
notable and the results are not what I expected. [...] I understand build-
ing an issue of women'’s writing is no casy task. To find a grouping of
work that corresponds or echoes internally is difficult enough. Restricting
that to a particular, traditionally under-rep d gender, is moreso.”

It is a curious argument. It seems that a poctry journal (or anthology)
featuring only women writers is “notable” only because the editors in
this case are male. This would seem to imply that a women-edited
selection of women's writing would 7ot be notable, read instead per-
haps as some kind of “political” move (rather than aesthetic). Here
male editorship is assumed to be somehow beyond or above this kind
of politic, perhaps even “objective,” such that publishing “only
women” would in and of itself be notable (because one assumes that
such “objectiveness” would surely favor a masculinist poetics?). Again,
Smith's assumption is that the selection under discussion here came
about by “restricting that to a particular ... gender.” Why? Because
only due to such a restriction could one explain the absence of male
writers in a male-edited journal?

Implied in Smith's argument is that a journal or anthology of women’s
writing is somehow more validated by its having male editorship.
Surely, it seems to be suggested, if female editors produced an all-
women's journal or anthology, it would come about based on some
process other than merely “acsthetic.” Likewise, one assumes, for
other kinds of “identity-based” editorial i i

In a later post on this topic, speaking to issues of representation,
Smith claims that “sheer numbers strengthen the political movements,
but at the loss of qualitative production.” Besides the implied

paration and privileging of *qualitative production” (judged how?
by whom?) over the “political” (understood how? for whom?), the
condescension in this attitude is troubling. The assumption that a
feminist politics (to take but one contested site) is somehow to be
furthered only at the (likely) expense of aesthetic practice is to
reinvoke some unspoken privileging of what could only be under-
stood as a lini hetics. As the still-domi aesthetic and
interpretive regime, such an aesthetics has the virtue of inhabiting the
“center” that all “others” (assumed to be “other” acsthetically by virtue
of coming from “other” identity-positions) might aspire to. Thus
being a woman writer in a male-cdited journal is more “notable” than
to be in a woman-edited journal.
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2 In Mar)unc Perloff’s “After Language Poetry: Innovation and its

Th ” (from the El ic Poctry Center’s Perloff
homepﬂgc), one ﬁnds a cunously ‘masculinist project at work within
an otherwise i igation of the porary relation-

ships between “theory” and poetic “innovation.” As this writer was
not present at the controversial reading of this (apparently then-
excerpted) paper at the recent Page Mothers conference, one can only
speculate as to the (perhaps intentional) challenge such a tone surely
introdisced into siuch a context. Aftcr reminding her audiencs tha the
“theory” produced within and around the “language movement” has
largely been written by men, she goes on to take women writers to
task for “a good bit of ‘soft’ theorizing.” Noting that, in her opinion,
“this has especially been true of women poets,” she goes on to admit
that she is “beginning to wish poets would once again take to com-
posing poetry rather than producing so much ‘theoretical’ prose.”

That such a wish should seem at odds with Perloff’s otherwise
celcbratory history of (male) Ianguag: poets pushing poetry into and
against the realm of “theory” is bu: the ﬁrst of many rmubhng undcr-
currents here. That her privileging of (;

theoretical texts over the actual poetic practice of comcmporanmus
writers within the language movement would seem to relegate most
women writers to a secondary status, is another concern.

While Perloff does well to produce examples of what she views as
“soft’ theorizing,” it is unclear as to why the examples chosen are
only those written by women. Surely “bad” theorization (just as “bad”™
writing) is not gender-specific? Her unfortunate choice of the word
“soft” notwithstanding, one wonders on what basis critical or theoret-
1cal wmmg should be judged, upeclally wnthm the context of an
ics that, if it d nothing elsc, ccnzmly

did much to problematize the boundaries between ‘poetic” and “criti-
cal” writing, and in many ways delegitimized the inherent privileging
of the latter, which Perloff seems at pains to maintain as a separate

(and privileged) discourse.

Indeed, such an understanding of theoretical writing, even within
“poetic” traditions, seems to suggest a two-fold reinscription of
masculinist privilege. On the one hand, “theory” (of the presumably
“hard” variety), it is implied, is best left to cither the (male) poct-
theorists (here only half-ironically called the “Founding Fathers”),

or, better yet, once pocts “again take to composing poetry rather than
producing so much ‘theoretical’ prose,” to the Critic-Theorist. On the
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other hand, privileging such writing within the histories (and canon-
izing) of aesthetic movements (Perloff calls such writing “foundational
theory,” as if the theory was necessary before the “work” itself),
necessarily marginalizes (as acsthetic practice, as theoretical practice,
as historical practice) innovative writing produced by women.

One might wonder why critical discourse written in a fairly conven-
tional style (usually that of discursive, “theoretical” prose) should be
thought of as more important (or innovative) than that of “actual”
potic practice. Perloff herself would presumably agree that ofien suich
discursive theoretical prose is more easily rectperable within liteeary-
critical discourse, and as such gains currency among critics attempting
to enter into dialogue with innovative aesthetic practices. Perloff has
also proven herself to be tirelessly adept at augmenting such theoreti-
cal-historical discourses with close, carefully considered readings of
poetries too often sub d under a set of implified critical
rubrics. Nonetheless, in the end she seems to want to fall back on the
(mascaliniss) privilege afforded the CiitioTheotists Who alone s iy
the best position to render critical-historical judgements. As much as
Perloff has done to champion poetries often marginalized within aca-
demic and canonical discourses, to continue to do so using those very
di does not ily chall the linist cliches of
“innovation” (“making it new,” clean breaks and paradigm shifts, ctc.)
that she now wishes to watchguard against new claimants to the term
(in this case, contemporary women poets). It seems “innovation”
might just become something else (gasp!) if one were to allow for other
contextual readings of acsthetic practice and history. For Perloff, now
“it is less a question of novelty as such than of coming to terms with
specificity and difference,” Whasnle it always?

3 In Poetics Journal #9, Leslic Scalapino and Ron Silliman present
an exchange of letters initiated by Scalapino’s response to an editorial
introduction by Silliman in the July-Sep. 1988 Socialist Review.
Silliman, then editor of the Socialist Review collective, had selected
and presented writing by cight Bay Area poets; Scalapino highlights
the following excerpt from Silliman’s introduction:

“Progressive poets who identify as members of groups that have been the
subject of history—many white male heterosexuals, for example—are apt
to challenge all that is supposedly ‘natural’ about the formation of their
own subjectivity. That their writing today is apt to call into question, if
not actually explode, such conventions as narrative, persona, and even
reference can hardly be surprising. At the other end of this spectrum are
poets who do not identify as members of groups that have been the sub-
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ject of history, for they instead have been its objects. The narrative of
history has led not to their self-actualization, but to their exclusion and
domination. These writers and readers—wormen, people of color, sexual
minorities, the entire spectrum of the ‘marginal—have a manifest politi-
cal need to have their stories told. That their writing should often appear
much more convcnnona] wuh the notable Merencc as to whom is the
subject of these i the relati p between form
and audience.”

Scalapino rightly takes Silliman to task for the implication that
“elites” are more likely to produce “innovative” aesthetics, and
reminds us that “the word ional by definition is value-laden in
reference to any art or scholarly/thought form, implying inferiority.”
(51)2 If, as Silliman suggests, more “conventional” writing comes
from the marginalized's “manifest political need to have their stories
told,” then what “political need” is at play within the aesthetics of
those with social privilege? Is it on behalf of or against that very
privilege that seems to provide the basis for “innovation”? If “against,”
how so? By what kinds of (privileged) “inniovaion”? Sealapino vrites:

“You are defining innovation as the repository of white men who are
Wippokedy fres cF sanuebtiany Eyendifthey could be e of mnsieccon)
why should they be? E.g., why would that be viewed as innovarive?” (53)

The exchange that follows is a productive and useful one, and
Silliman does much to elucidate his positions and expand the discus-
sion. (And it probably needn’t be said that Silliman has been a
consistently engaged critic, closely ammcd to these very issues of
identity, “marginalization,” etc., within progressive lit-
cratures both past and present., ) However, Silliman seems to contradict
himself in places. In his first response to Scalapino, he writes: “If we
reject (as I do) any universalized point of view, those other poctics
that superficially appear more ional are no less radical.” (55)
If this seems fair—Silliman does well in his Socialist Review essay to

2 Itis also interesting to note, in the context of this essay, that Scalapino originally
intended her reply to Silliman to be published in the Socialist Revietw, but was
refused “on the basis that my language was too poetic and did not qualify as
political discourse, That is to say, | must speak a language recognized as discourse
before i can be regarded as public and germane.” [52] That it remains an editorial
right to privilege certain (in this case, ironically, more “conventional”) discourses,
even given the exemplary cditorial model of the Socialist Review collective, cer-
tainly complicates our reading of Silliman’s original essay in the Review, and his
more “poetic” letters in Poetics Journal. This concern reoccurs for Scalapino in
Front Matter, Dead Souls, wherein she chronicles her attempts to get her writing
published in local newspapers. (cf. her EPC Linebreak interview)
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make the point that a multiplicity of political and aesthetic strategies
are necessary for broad-based oppositional coalitions—it remains
unclear why Silliman would at the same time seem to champion
certain aesthetics over others. If “those other poetics” are no less
“radical,” then on what basis could one privilege a notion of “innova-
tion” that Silliman seems to link most closely to the anti-conventional
practice of the language poets?3 Indeed, in the Socialist Review essay,
he at one point comments that Aaron Shurin has “gradually evolved
from the gay liberationist essentialism of his carly book...” (67) What
in this context would it mean to “evolve,” if there were not an
implied hicrarchy of “innovation” and aesthetic practice? In light of
his claims that “white male heterosexuals” are, because of their social
privilege, more “apt” to critique narrative, persona, reference, etc.,
alongside the implied evolutionary progress of such critiques over the
more “conventional” approaches of “those other poetics,” it scems
disingenuous for Silliman to claim in his last letter that “none of us is
privileged, yet each of us is positioned.” (68) Don't various and
unequal positions constitute the very notion of privilege (depending
on where one is positioned in social and aesthetic hicrarchies)?

Scalapino also questions the p ption that the anti ional

practices Silliman seems to champion are strictly the domain of those
in more privileged social positions:

“Those in social power and those without it might be equally capable of
questioning their subjectivity. But those who are without social power
are less inclined to sce reality as orderly; for example, less inclined to see
the social construction as unified.” (52)

“This point is explored more fully in Phillip Brian Harper's Framing
the Margins: The Social Logic of Postmodern Culure (Oxford UP,
1994), his study of “marginality” within the historical of
theories of “postmodernism.” Harper reminds us that far from being
recent concerns, issues such as “fragmented subjectivity” and the
dcc:.nterednas of identity have long been cxpencnml components of
lized” subjects and itics. Indeed, it is only when, in
the wake of p lism, that the d ion of master nar-

ratives and the unified subject have “taken hold” within the dominant

3 While in his selection for the Socialist Review Silliman presents a diverse
group—Lisa Bernstein, Beverly Dahlen, Juan Felipe Herrara, Aaron Shurin,
Carol Dorf, Nathaniel Mackey, Leslic Scalapino, and Bob Perelman—in a differ-
ent context, his anthology /n the American Tree, he offers instead a predominant-
Iy white linc-up, with men outnumbering women by about 2 to 1.
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modes of critical discourse (and within the experience of “even” white
male heterosexuals), that such concepts are now theorized (if not flac
our universalized) as the “p dern” y. In his introduc-

tion, Harper writes:

“To the extent that [socially marginalized and politi
populati wve expericnced psychic dness long prior to its
generalization throughout the culture during the late twentieth century,
one might say that the p dern era’s p pation with frag: d

bjectivity rep the ’ of the culture’s focus on issues
that have always d marginalized i ies.” (3-4)

T diganoan okt e gy

In this context, and in the context of “gendered” writing, one might
Jook to the work of, say, Dickinson, Gilman, or Mary MacLane for
relatively available examples of the very “innovation” that Silliman
and others scem to imagine to be the province of contemporary white
male heterosexuals. (Or think of how many critics continue to try to
read Stein as some kind of “proto-postmodernist,” as if Stein needs to
be somehow “explained” or “fitted” into historiographic narratives of
modernism->postmodernism, rather than sceing Stein as but one of
many “reasons” to deconstruct these theories and narratives of post-

dernism.) Surely it is a continued characteristic of masculini
privilege to colonize any concept of non-“conventional” “innovation,”
and then to imply that it is something that “those other poetics”
might “evolve” towards.

We must not pick on Silliman too much here, for surely he has
demonstrated, again and again, his clear commitment to both diverse
aesthetic praxis as well as to a radical progressive politics, and to the
constant interrogation of the ways in which such concepts (“aesthetic
praxis,” “progressive politics”) might manifest themselves in different
historical contexts. Nonetheless, and perhaps because it is Silliman
(and not, for instance, Dale Smith), the exchange between Scalapino
and Silliman offers an opportunity to explore how masculinist
privilege remains a deeply embedded problemaric for any attempt to
further a political and aesthetic praxis that—ideally—would work
against (and not simultancously benefit from) any such privilege.

4 Given these cxamples, and given the continued problematic of
“gender” as concept, construct, identity, etc., what might be done?
How might we reimagine a politics, an aesthetics, a praxis, of “gender”
that works against models of masculinist privilege? Certainly, increased
participation by women writers (and writers of color, working-class
writers, etc.) within the various literary “traditions” and networks has,
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and will no doubr continue to, reshaped the otherwise masculinist
“center.™ By “increased participation,” one would have to include
practices beyond the production of “writing,” practices that extend
into criical writing, editing, publishing, distribution, and i
organizing. Yet as Margy Sloan and others have pointed out, it is in
these “other” practices (heretofore often thought of as “extra-licerary,”
bu pechaps more uscfully understood as the relations of [aesthetic)
production) that men remain largely dominant. (This is of course also
very much an issue of class, as well as one of reproductive economies,
sihereinichild-resting contintics to be secs asan additional responsi=
bility of would-be “page mothers,”) As such, the circulation and
exchange of aesthetic practice and discourse continue mainly to be
tealms of mascrilinist privilege. Thus the asumed editorial suthority
(by virtue of gender) of The Hat, according to Dale Smith. Thus
Perloff’s historical privileging of male theory as “foundational” in the
“language” writing ity. Thus the d narrativization of
aesthetic movements and lineages as demarcated by generational (and
oedipal) conflicts. Thus the fact that any so-called “revisionist” literary
criticism, attempting to “rescuc” women writers from their erasure in
canonical histories, is often presumed to be performing a service on
behalf of “women” (or feminism), rather than art or literature.

Surely, the continued inclusion of women writers within the “relations
of production” does much to help redefine the “center(s)” and

halleng: linist modes of di: and exchange. But perhaps
one might rethink the priority of “redefining” (or expanding) “the
center,” or indeed, the exalted terrain of “centrality” itself.

Presumably one wishes to “open up” the center(s), thrash the bound-
aries, erase the margins, etc., but occasionally with such discourses of
marginality there exists the presumption of the desirability of such a
center. If such a center is that of the primarily “mainstream” and/or
dominant cultural economy, and “access” to that center (via redefini-
tion or accommodation or assimilation) is “achieved,” what exactly
has been gained? On one hand, a more inclusive and diverse “center”
would presumably be better fit to do the further work of exploding

4 And here it should be noted that any notion of “center” should be fluid and
contextual; despite the continued figuration of a “mainstream” center to which
“avant-garde” or “experimental” literary practice is somehow marginal, there cer-
tainly exist several “centers” within those “margins” that in many ways reconsti-
tute the discourses of masculinist privilege in the context of literary production,
exchange, and community. Imagining onesclf marginal o one site of privilege
does not excuse replicating such modes of privilcge within another site, however
“marginalized” such a site may appear.
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what the center has traditionally stood for. However, if the process is
one of (re)nolomunon of the mztgm: by the center (again, via

pproy i nc.) such a process might risk
ch o " ideology, as practiced now
bya dlvcrslty ofsub]ects (think here of Clinton's “rainbow” Cabinet
of neo-liberal upper-class lawyers). This can be an unfortunate by-
product of a liberal model coming from the center (“look how many
writers of X [class, color, gender, etc.] Y & Z have published!”) that
presumes bringing the margins “in” (or “giving voice,” “breaking the
silence,” whatever the cliche) is the extent of the work “to be done.”
One would not wish to suggest that such a straregy is necessarily
ineffectual in some way opening and expanding the “center.” However,
iF such a process in some way demands trade-offs on the part of “the
marginalized” (in order to “join,” various “sacrifices’—of “identity,”
“authenticity,” tradition, autonomy, ideology, etc.—may [consciously
or unconsciously] occur), then such an “exchange” seems a one-way
street, Ofen it is the domain of privilege to recognize (and support)
that in the “margins” that most resembles the dominant modes of
literary production already at work within a particular “center.”

Speaking of her carly days in academia, bell hooks writes (in Yearning:
Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics):

“[W]hat I have noticed is that those scholars, most especially those who
name themselves radical critical thinkers, feminist thinkers, now fully
participate in the construction of a discourse about the ‘Other.” I was
made ‘Other’ there in that space with them. In that space in the margins
.. They did not meet me there in thar space. They met me at the center,
They greeted me as colonizers. I am waiting to learn from them the path
of their resistance, of how it came to be that they were able to surrender
the power to act as colonizers.”

Is it possible to occupy “a” “center” and not be complicie? Is this essay
guilty of the charge?’ Is it not just as incumbent upon those in the so-
called center(s) to participate in the work of redefining and blowing-
up the very centers that in many ways provide one with certain
privileges?

5 And here a necessary interruption to note that the language of this very argu-
ment would no doubt have to be considered as well within the parameters of
“masculinist discourse.” Are readers more inclined to be “swayed”—or “put
off"—by these lines of argumentation, these tropes of “criticism"? Does a certain
style of critical and/or intellectualist discourse “project” itself as “persuasive”
and/or self-validating merely by “virtue” of its “forceful” language, its (pscudo-)
“penctrating” analysis? Is this a woman writing, a man, a multi-gendered, multi-
cultural “collective™? Does it matter? Should it?
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Keeping in mind the distinction between “gender” (as, let’s say, an
“identity-position”) and gender-ism (in the case of masculinism, a
privileged position as well as the enactment of that privilege), mightn’t
there be ways to actively participate against onc’s own (gender/class/
race/ “center-ed”) privilege? Not merely lending an often-patronizing
hand down to help your sisters up the ladder (as if they need [ylour
help!), but to help destroy the ladder itself, even if it means those on
the top may have further to “fall?"¢ Now, one is not suggesting hold-
ing up as an example the middle-class man who moves to the eity to
become a slacker poet writing about strong women and tough times.
Nor is one suggesting some kind of male gender-bending, or ethno-
poetic drum circles, or reverse-deracination or symbolic declasse
identification as the cure-all for masculinist (and racial, class) privilege.
No whiggers, SNAGs, or class ironists (conspicuous consumption
under cover of scare quotes, as if Capital is wounded by the “scorn” of
irony). Nor would one suggest the feminist revolution now be led by
men (goddess forbid!). But it is not enough for men to root for the

ion of women and + imagine their own privilege
should not at the same time come into question. Celebrating Mina
Loy and Harryette Mullen is not enough. Publishing women in
(y)our magazines is not enough. And writing “(wo)manifestoes” such
as this essay is not enough, cither. Certainly there are no easy answers,
and 1 will not, from this position, be offering up any programmatic
models for al o follow. However, it docs scem clear that any proges-
sive aesthetic practice must be aligned agzms( all anti-progressive
forms of privilege, and as such, one must continue to search for various
strategies by which all progressive artists might participate (in different
ways, from different positions, in different contexts), directly against
patriarchal modes of power.

Would such models (whatever they may be) make us all “women”?
No more than they would make me a black working-class lesbian.
But if one falls into the trap of d notions of identity—whi
by only those with “authentic” identity claims (street cred) can speak
(or work) on one’s “own group’s” behalf, then follow the inevitable
arguments over identity-purity (who's more working class? who's
blacker? ain't I a woman? sure, you e queer, but you're rich, etc...), as
well as the (legiti ) 1 of many inalized” activists/

artists who fodl restricted to only being able to speak “as” or “on

6 And if the reader will forgive the overextension of the metaphor, perhaps in
this instance the “ladder” could be imagined as capital-L “Literature™?
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behalf of” one’s (perceived) identity grouping(s), having always to be
the one (and how often it is just onc) infat the conference/discussion/
class/journal who raises the issue of gender, class, race, etc., whereas
the “center’ed subjec has the privilege o talk about anything, from
an implied position of universality (wh i-universalist throat-
clearing might accompany such gestures).

Is essentialism thus inherenly anti-progressive? There have been
many historical moments, of course, when more “essentialist” notions
of gender, class, etc., were in some way “useful” (for unity, clarity,
etc.) for oppositional struggle. Likewise, there are moments where
essentialist discourses used by “power” to demarcate the “other” arc
recast by the marginalized group in resistance (the pink triangle, the
art of Cheri Samba or Kara Walker, etc.). Many of these discourses,
however, are often deeply complicated and imes problemati
(ot surprising, since differences and complexities tend to be flattened
out in service of the provisionally dominant discourse, be it national-
ism, class revolution, etc.). Women of color within the Black Panther
Party or the 70s feminist movement, queers of color or working-class
origin, lumpen proletariat and peasant colonial subjects within the
bourgeois African nationali of the 60s—all part of a
long list of p within any di of oppositionali
primarily on identity. Often certain oppositional constructs outlive
their provisional, momentary “usefilness” and become conservative in
character, leading to subsequent (and crucial) conflicts within social
movements themselves. And of course, identity-based constructs of
group-identity and/or (supposcd) oppositionality have had anti-
progressive moments as well—one need only look at the current
situation in the former Yugoslavia.

L,

The point here is that such constructs and discourses of group-identity
are historical, and as such fluctuate through history, appear in different
forms ar different moments and locales, and one would hope that a
ptual bility of such di could be seen as a more
progressive and viable path for oppositionality, both in political struggle
as well as aesthetic praxis. As such, it viould not be incommensurate
to hold that feminist struggle remain a critical locale of oppositional
practice (for both women and men), while at the same time rigorously
i gt ializing claims ding gender and “women’s
writing.” Likewise, one’s biography need not be the sole or primary
burden of proof for one’s politics, though one would certainly not
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wish to suggest that any public statement or speech-act or text be
somchow ripped from the lizations of its authorshij

identity ings, formal articulation, historical context, selations of
production, economies of cultural and symbolic exchange, etc. Thus
one might ask of an aesthetics not is it “political,” but when, where,
and in what context does a politics enact itself. Not what a text
“means,” but how it makes meaning(s), and towards what. And—
perhaps—not “how is (or isn't) X privileged,” (where X could be a
person or a practice) but what is X’s relation to privilege, what is X
doing about ir?

And if the case must be made that such practices could be more than
“just” “politically correct” (these days, often the first word in reaction),
then mightn't one suggest that a progressive aesthetics is necessarily
(because it could not otherwise be considered progressive) towards a
social reality where privilege itself is de-privileged, and thar this is in
the “interest” of all—i.c., nos against any conservative notion of self-
interest, nor, one hopes, merely an extension of enlighrened self-
interest, but rather towards a collective sphere beyond self-i $
which would thus be in “all’s” interest. Could liberation of the de-

s ileoed SEe S
P ged mean a lib of the privileged as well?

Patriarchy is not merely an unfortunate by-product of history, which
the contemporary must proceed as if “in spite of,” it is continually
restated, and as such reinscribed with cach cultural gesture that does
not (explicicly or implicitly) challenge it. Those who benefit from
privilege, and who afford the luxury of not feeling the need to address
it, are complicit in the perpetuation of anti-progressive forms of
privilege. The question remains, to paraphrase the cliche, is one part
of the problem or part of a solution?
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Brian Lennon

POWER o BOOK o GENDER o MACHINE o ESSAY
We argue through a critical node that relays unchallenged tropes.
Gender, essay, machine.

Reply-To: “The proprictary use of a book_” (Power) Book/ -
The poem is our encounter with the procedure used to seize messages.

Jos= = wA9=A2=
Gender.*
The paternalism of their inventors.

The automation of their own cultural activity available for recombi-

nation.

Anglophone = = = = A = writers of
a poetics of resistant engag: will be an
while the past, tho gh, I stumbled, as

distin uished from command, and art such as a code

T R TS

*Donna J. Haraway's socialist-fe cyborg” is a pi
persona comprised of constantly shifting, “partial, contradictory, perma-
nently unclosed constructions of personal and collective selves,” a hybrid
of mind and body, animal and human, organism and machine, public
and private, nature and culture, man and woman. Haraway writes against
a tradition of Marxian humanism that offers, in her view, only boundary-
intaining divisions (base/sup public/private, material/ideal)
and sccular Edens of natural innocence; her own call for a post-decon-
struction theater of “partial, real connection,” or material practice, reveals
a commitment to continual inquiry via desire divorced from any final or
totalizing resolution: “Some differences are playful; some are poles of
world historical systems of domination. ‘Epistemology’ is about knowing
the difference.” A contemporary socialist feminism, Haraway suggests,
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(Power) Book/SoHo/wallace___.

community -u-—-ng/ - Mac-ine: Qu-ck -ab a we—
prrio- -n th--o-n's -h-Frin- hori-on -n- - ~ve

- -he of---i-| W--c—¢ Li-t inf--matio- ba—

a-d 1 have a otal stranger a week, would be scen as
possible to make my book machine,

or else, era

extensions of canada 3 = 5 = = 0 = A 2 sar Reglero

UA MA gom Urgent Action = = =A 6 = = writers with

Prospectus: Resources elsewhere, the case of the.
vitality of OPEN THINKING, theories of going to do will be

more trivial remarks.
From the task in front of the diversity of the new writing in front of

the most part of us.
Prowpcocis Fvils

Screening matter who think we haven't courted nonsense

(Power) Book/ - Machine:
(Power) Book/Academy/ - but i simply “no

will utilize the resources of “high-tech facilitated social relations” toward
the elimination of fixture in racial, sexual and class identities, without
losing sight of the ways in which the same technologies embody patriar-
chal-caizalist “inf: i i +

of P
As an aesthetic and political persona, the cyborg resists the repressive
inbuilt in el ic technologies of military-industrial origin,

and at the same time refuses “an anti physics, a d logy
of technology.” The body, and “embodiment,” exist politically not as an
ariginal “state of narure” divorced from and threatened by technology,
but in partial fusion with it: “Intense pleasure in skill, machine skill,
weases to be a sin, but an aspect of embodiment. The machine is not an
it to be animated, worshiped, and dominated. The machine is us, our
processes, an aspect of our embodiment.” In aesthetic-political terms,
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Subject: =7 =5 = =0 mico RestaurantDate: Re: My discoveries are
frustratingly lucky. This is this reality of the

task of poetics discourse: an avant-gar e-allowing me ulations of
response to suggestion, computer.

Activity as productive of material practice,
collaboration, courted nonsense,
experimental humanism.

>GENDER.
(Power) Book/ - Machine:

>GENDER.
The_uses_functi ns_. The late twentieth century.

>GDENR. (Power) Book/ - Machine: Screening a constellation of us
wh use of creative activity-
a community po ulated by a bodily pract ce

such an engag will reject M: h and gardi
notions of “revolution” for something closer t Gertrude Steiah wemse.of
a commuous present. " An “organic” or “holistic” polmu exhibits
excessive ds on the * d phors” of Edenic
innocence or pre-Babel unity. R:g:ncranon, not reproduction, Haraway
suggests, is the cyborg moment—and it is enacted through the technology

of writing:

*Weiingis pr-cminenly the echnology of yborgs, xched sufacsof the lte
wwentieth century. Cyborg politics is the struggle for language and the struggle

against perfect communication, against the one code that translates all meaning
pefectly... Tha is why cyborg policics insist on noise and advocate pollution,

Cejoicing ia the ilcgiioare Fisans of animal and machine "t
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»GENDER GENDER GENDER GENDER GENDER.

The attempt to break nonsense, performance, the pattern out of
social groups available for the continuous present

in other discourses.

Not generic unhappiness.

i any such limitations will * = 0 = writer,

be all th Ave, 9 = = nal”
Unhappy People

conservatism or Material” is, by the American = = =
The com/ -
(Power) Book/

~—enemin a year ago.
«4 =ADn

The older ver - Machine:

~—in unintelligible shricks and Dirigible

Ave, to do think with all who is in some new Jazz

1 Self-organization from noixe, a concept ¢ central to information theory,

is ar the heart of Haraway's regeneranon and of Félix Guattari's formu-

lation .,f madnmc heterogenesis.” ln plwe of hierarchical and patriarchal
the cyborg or hybrid—what

+

el
N. Katherine Haylcs terms the
illegitimacy as a strategy for rcslmng the militarism and caplnhsm of
technology, through technology:

“The drive for control that was a founding impulse for cybernetics... is evident
it the simulations of virtual reality, where human senses are projected into a
computer domain whose underlying binary/logical structure defines the parame-
e within whichsction colves. At the same i, by denturaliing ssump-
tions about physicality and embodi
0 liberatory projects that seck to bring & syt hierarchies
into question.
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“37 Apr 2610; Wed, 22 40:01:83--4839"
5053 Message-Id: 4788 20:30:64-———- - or model

Speaks.
Speaks, looks different weckdays

command to change your fall 6299 Received
Speaks. “8 Apr 91 LINK”

Dear Readers:

To: “Wise”

Sun!

By none

Sent: Bulk
Version: Sun, 9 JUL

A machine politics is also a machine poetics. “Hacking” is one of its
prime forms: to write is also to write illegitimate code, to “write over”
the msmuncmzl (mdulocrznc) funmons of a user mtcrfwe disrupting
the d wz:yof A resistant i ofrcmpo-
ral, spatial, physiological and cultural specificity is thereby i d into
the conr:xt—cnsing simulation, assuming the status of a “para-site.”

—Haraway, Donna J. “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technulogy. and Socialist-
Feminism in the Late Twenticth Century.” Simi and Women:
Retsvension of Naise, New Yoeke Fosatedge, 1 tted Al

—Haes, N. Kaherine, “The Seductions of C Rethinking
bty il Uittessry'e

‘erena A
Minnesota l’rsx, 1993. 173-190.
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Leona Christie

Artist Statement / 1999

In my current body of drawings and warks on paper, I am exploring
the fantasy-riddled space between girlhood and adulthood, where

fairytales comingle with adolescent desire and g p anxicty.

My drawing is sweetly stylized and idealized, not unlike the swollen
promises of puberty. l conceive of cach plccc as a still in an animated
opera, populated by ggling and floating
through a industrial/science fiction tiniverse of cbactise machinery
and genetically mutated forms. Many of the images refer to carlier

of the scientifi ise, such as enligh enter-
tainment devices, and other commpuons of scopophllla Everything
imaginary setting is fueled by a rampant, yet modest, psycho-
sexuality.

in th

The working method I use is improvisational, a self-revelation of
private illusions, magnified and made visible. I do much of my draw-
ing with sharp instruments such as ballpoint pens and etching needles,
generating the sensation of pin-pricking my way through the mem-
branous skin of reality into  parallel world.

Following pages:

§ Inbooglio
3, Mood Compass

3. Through the Ether #4
4, Seduction’s Burden

5. Through the Echer #7
6. Aphasia

All images 8 1/2” x 5, ballpoint pen and gouache.
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Claude Cahun

Vague and Precise

Le Croisic—Foreground, clear and precise, a dinghy. You know, a
dinghy with a sail, you couldn’t call it a sailboat it was so small. It was
dressed all in blue, a bright false blue and in places old yellow-pink
paint spots showed through. The ruddy sail washed pink, transparent
in the light, and so light, a glowing halo.

The landscape is indistinct, foggy. The dinghy scparates distincrly
from the fine sandy bank alongside it, long, precise, hot and gilded
with light. One barely makes out in the distance the pink glimmer of
sun appearing through the fog in orchid shapes.

But as clear as the dinghy, sharp and sweet to my awakened
senses, is the odor of invisible scaweed.
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Vague and Precise

Neo-Greek—Foreground, clear and precise, a child. You know, a
child, with 2 shadow on his lip, one could not call him a youth he is
so small. Thin and lithe, dressed in bright false blue, translucent so
his jutting hip shows through, rosy yellow. So fine, his ruddy hair
with pink lights, a glowing halo.

The room is indistinct, full of smoke. The child stands out dis-
tinctly, proximate to the equivocal statuctte, fine and gilded with
light. One barely makes out the curious pink light from a crystal
orchid.

But as clear as the child, as sweet to my awakened senses, is the
childhood scent of Chiteau-Yquem with a drop of ether.

Claude Cahun, Views and Visions, 1919
trans. Norma Cole

Claude Cahun Born Lucie Schwob in Nantes on October 8, 1894, she moved
to Paris and from 1917 adopted the name Claude Cahun. Her books include
Avewx non avenus, with photomontages by Cahun and her lifelong partner
Suzanne Malherbe (Moore); and Les paris sont ouverts. During WWII Cahun was
arrested by the Gestapo for her resistance activities and interned, barely escaping
exccution. Afer the war she lived quietly on the Isle of Jersey until her death.
“Vague and Precise” s from a serics of paired or “twinned” texts.
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Elizabeth Robinson

Conversation with Embodied Phantoms:
An Approach to a Feminine Poetic

Pregnancy seems to be experienced as the radical ordeal
of the splitting of the subject: redoubling up of the body,
separation and coexistence of the self and an other,

of nature and consciousness, of physiology and speech.
—Julia Kristeva

I believe that the trope for feminine writing is interruption and loss
of control, an embodied,

yet d d subjectivity. I don’t consider
myself an essentialist, but I do find a consideration of the biological
illuminating. In fact, I plan to discuss a feminine poetic here in terms
of bioethical literature I've been reading for the past few years. The
presumption that [ start with is that females and males, irrefutably,
haye different social and biological experiences. The cultural and the
biological are mutually influencing. The male experience has been so
taken as the norm that it is virtually invisible, and yet an exploration
of feminine experience has much to offer ethics and, in this instance,
poetics.

In the past few decades, a new approach to medicine and bioethics
has emerged. It is based on the radical assumption that appropriate
medical care extends beyond i | of

Medical workers should, instead, take time to cxamine the context
from which the patient is coming and listen to the patient’s self-narra-
tive. Arthur Kleinman, author of The lllness Narratives (1988), cites
his experience working with a grotesquely burned child. Her therapy
was tortuous and it was Kleinman’s task of which he himself said “I
could barely tolerate the daily horror” (p. xi) to try and distract the
girl. Finally, in distress and impotence, Kleinman asks her a sincere
question, “How do you tolerate this?” The girl stopped screaming and
struggling in sheer surprise and gave him a simple and direct answer.
In cffect, her healing began here. And she began to recreate a story
for herself.
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Kleinman goes on to describe the necessity of bearing witness to and
cointerpreting what he calls ‘llness problems” (which stem as much
from social as biological ‘realities): these include grief over bodily
loss, an altered body image, and i Iteration in self-

and the sense of life coh (cf. pp. 3-5). Kleinman ludes that
“Continuities as well as ions, then, lead to the apprecia-
tion of the meanings of illness” (p. 8)-

In At the Will of the Body (1991), Arthur Frank describes his personal
experience as a relatively young and fit man who suddenly and inex-
plicably suffers first a heart attack and then cancer. His revelation is
that illness is a “dangerous opportunity”: “Illness takes away parts of
your life, but in doing so it gives you the opportunity to choose the
Jife you will lead, as opposed o living out the one you have simply
accumulated over the years” (p. 1). Frank bridles ar facile prescriptions
as to how he should respond to his illness and claims that he wrote
out his experience because talking back “is how we find our own
experiences in a story someone clse has written” (p. 4). In the end,
Frank states that he has come to think of himself as living in the
“remission society” in which members “notice details more, because
illness teaches the value as well as the danger of the cveryday” (pp. 138-
9). While at first it can seem like misfortune, his loss of “innocent
expectation can be seen as a gain from illness” (p. 39).

1 find the work of Kleinman and Frank very valuable. Insofar as their
insights arc applicd, many people will bencfit. But I canit help balking
at aspects of their approach. In their view, change is the result of
pathology. The more radical the change, the more radical the pathol-
ogy. Alteration, loss, discontinuity are not a normal part of life as they
know it. And let’s face it, especially after adol bodied male
experience is generally pretty stable.

A woman cannot go through life without experiencing a series of,
often profound, bodily fi ions. Adolk girls begin
menstruating, develop breasts; women who have children find out
just how boggling pregnancy, labor, and lactation can be. It’s both
wonderful and the most deeply alarming thing I've ever gone through.
Even those who do not have children are often placed in a position of
consciously marking bodily time: childbearing ycars do not last indef-
initely and life-altering decisions must be made concerning whether
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or not to have a child. Menopause, too, brings bodily change. Here,
for the sake of ience, I speak (admittedly reductively) of only
the concrete manifestations of biological expericnce. It gocs without
saying that the social ramifications of all chis are much more complex.

Suffice it to conclude that on the basis of masculine embodied experi-
ence, Western tradition has taught men and women both to employ a
mind-body dualism which marks a sharp distinction between imma-
nence and transcendence. In The Absent Body (1990), Drew Leder
(while striving for a nondualistic phenomenology) describes the trans-
parency that arises between subject and object when it/they are fluidly
engaged in a project. Leder cites the example of the athlete so concen-
trated on his game that he utterly forgets his body (say, a football
player abour to kick a goal). The body becomes “absent” in this situa-
tion and only in the advent of injury does the subject remember that
he (and T use this pronoun advisedly) is grounded in bodily existence.
Once again, the articulated presence of the body is pathologized.

Iris Marion Young suggests an alternative understanding. She uses
preg: as ill ive of a “[positively valued] body subjectivity
that is decentered, myself in the mode of not being myself” (p. 162).
Young argues that awareness of the body does not have to cut one off
from the enactment of her projects: “we also at times experience our
bodily being in an aesthetic mode . . . a fullness rather than a lack”

(p. 165). She d pregnancy as an experience in which the
“transparent unity of sclf dissolves and body attends positively to itself
at the same time that it enacts its projects” (p. 161).

axn

Bioethics and poctry are not so far removed from one another. I take
as exemplary the transcription of a talk, “Startling Maneuyers,” by
Barbara Guest (given at Naropa, summer 1998, and published in the
Poetry Project Newsletter, 1998). Guest's very talk embodies a thythm
of i ption, of de- and ion. Guest reads a poem she
has written, but breaks it up, interspersing comments that are both
about the poem and about the process of writing poetry. Her
remarks—on balance, erasure (even destructiveness) and the invisible,
on loss of control—are intriguing.

Guest writes that “you come to a point in a sensibility when you are
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approaching a poem, that is the preparation, and there is a stasis,
which conraing balance and then non-movement. You are preparcd

to move but you're still balancing yourself” (p. 8). What is unspoken,
but evident in this comment is thar the need for balance implies a
kind of disoquilibrium. Similarly, Young asscrts that “pregnancy has a
temporality of movement, growth, and change. The pregnant subject
is not simply a splitting in which the two halves lic open and still, but
a dialectic. The pregnant woman experiences herself as a source and
participant in a creative process” (1990, p. 167).

I relate that approach, that unbalance, to what Guest later describes
as ‘hauntedness’: “And there is a sense of conversation and you don’t
know if this conversation + .« is between yourself and some apparition
... I was conscious all the time of a sensc of hauntedness” (p. 10).
That is, the counterweight in this balancing act is ephemeral. There
are unoccupied sites, half-dones, gaps or interruptions, that don't just
exist in a poem but help to constitute it. Those incompletions do
compel and even haunt the writer. The meaning of presence is itself
blurred: “it is different, in another place, belonging to another, another
that is nevertheless my body” (Young, p. 163) or, as Guest writes,
“And all the while movement coalescing / with thought” (10).

Notably, Guest also emphasizes the concrete body of the poem. She
says that the composition has a real physical pull “which is physical
because it has to announce itself and it announces its frailty, its physi-
cal presence, and that's why its tug is phantom-like” (p. 8). She adds
later, “words are physicality” (p. 10). Indeed, poetry has an intrinsic
relation to physicality; it knows and embraces the texture of word
sound and line break; it is composed of the unevenness which we

know as rhythm.

I'd like to play with the possibility that poetry as a genre (and I use
the term “genre” here loosely, merely as a marker between poctry and
prose) can value and enhance the decentered, embodied subjectivity
which is so often a part of feminine experience. No other genre so
understands itself in terms of its palpability, its melding of ‘body” and
‘mind’ in a common project. Poetry is a site in which complete trans-
parency of the text is not desirable:

... The echo

the words grant us on page and off,
sound of the last few words,
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they will be abolished this new movement that embraces an echo
only discovered, here, where, the poem

sustains marginality. The

timing of this substitution, one idea for another

as we supplant ideas. Count down.

Knuckle of the hand

illustrates itsclf, tames the sentence covered with a

fist held loftily . . . (poem, excerpted, pp. 8-10)

By way of illustration, consider again Drew Leder’s “absent body.”
There the body becomes invisible in its very efficacy, The successful
agent forgets his body and, when really successful, persuades his co-
agents to do 50 as well. It assumes an embodicd stability over time.
The texture of traditional prose is not necessarily (though I realize
such an assertion must be fraught with qualifications) relevant. It is
only ilya forthe ding idea.

If we can accept the possibility of poctry as a genre which upholds
and emb: the quirks and i I of i (and here 1
am, as I said, employing a model which celeb [even physiol. 1]
change and mstabnhry as valuable and illuminating), we are led i fiato
an ambiguous site. Once more to bioethics: the phenomenological
ethic which | am pursuing is one in which selfhood is grounded in
bodily experience. The body can therefore never be reduced merely to
ob|m, itis alw:yx sub]cct as well. This sort of subjectivity results in a
berween embodied subjects. We begin to
understand that bodies who undergo change need not be scen in
terms of deviance or abnormality. Rather, it is echically incumbent
upon us to loosen our definition of health and the convenience of the
social structures and processes which so hem it in. Iris Young says of a
pregnant woman what I would say of a writer, that though “she does
not plan and direct it, neither does it merely wash over her; rather,
she is this process, this change. Time stretches out, moments and days
take on a depth because she experiences more changes . . .” (p. 167).

Likewise with poetry. Poems, too, embrace the full doubleness of
object-subject. They have bodies which are visible, which do engage
with change, which cannot be ed’ or delimited by standardized
prescriptions. Poetic bodies, like human ones, thwart our efforts at
control and continuity. And this is good. It is perhaps most good
because it clarifics, as Guest says, that the poet is not quite in charge,
only haunted.
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Arguably, some form of narrative (which is not to say prose!) under-
girds most, maybe all, of our writing, The trick is to struggle with
that narrative/shape when whole chunks—sentences, paragraphs,
chapters—are irremediably lost or simply, utterly fluid. I’s perhaps
time to understand that narrative is not about continuity or recovery.
Reconstruction, renewal—these flourish in narrative with blissful
mdnscnmmzcy at the same time that narrative appears, from a femi-
nine persp pretty fortable with gap, diction, and dis-
|uncnon. Can we incorporate this possibility into our poetics? 1
repeat what Arthur Frank said, “At a later time, this loss of innocent
expectation can be seen as a gain [. . .] but at first it feels like a loss™
(p-39). It can be such a relief to acknowledgv: loss of control or mastery.
At best, our narratives can function as facilitative disorientation. Let
me put this in tension with some comments by Barbara Guest:

And the idea of erasure is also a positive one. It is not negative.
It leans to the idea of all the possible choices that there were
and arc in the poem and some of those that the poet did not
make, but it's an idea of leaving everyone slightly hesitant, in
the air, behind which are the phantoms and the possibilities of
phantoms, so that the poet is never as direct in the idea that is
being obtained |. . . ] the poem does develop and does
maneuver itself and its ideas into and past erasure.  (p. 10).

I take hope by witnessing my dad. Let him corporealize the analogy
I'm groping toward. He is diabetic and a couple of years ago had to
have his lower right leg amputated due to an intractable infection.
The nerves in both his fect and lower legs had long since lost sensa-
tion due to nerve damage. Tapping his prosthesis one day, he looked
at me with a wry smile and said, “With this phantom pain, I'm get-
ting the most sensation I've had in this foot in years.”

Sources:

Frank, Archur. At the Will of the Body, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1991.

Guest, Barbara. “Startling Mancuvers” in 7he Poetry Project Newsletter, Dec/Jan
1998/9, Issue #172, pp. 8-10.

Kleinman, Arthur. The Iliness Narratives, U.S.: BasicBooks, 1988.

Leder, Drew. The Absent Body, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990.

Young, Iris Marion. Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy
and Social Theory, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990.
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Sarah Anne Cox

Tripwire Essay
—Remember a discussion with Kathleen Fraser about the publisher

wanting to change the title of her new collection of essays to include
the word women in it. She didn’t want to be ghertto-ized/put into the
women’s section of the bookstore. As if the publisher’s thought that
poetics essays written by a woman would only relate or be of interest
to women. Which is the stupid old problem if you are a poet you are
a man and if not you arc a woman poet.

—Cybele which is really pronounced ki bel eee if we are going to
unlatinize her or it the word. which is unfortunate—Kibele—because
dog food and I have stopped at that before not being able to go on.
But now that it is said we can perhaps move forward knowing that we
will all be struggling with dog food but nevertheless. Forward as she
said so many times in the boutique about clothing for the next season
“and going forward there will be many more t-shirts,” with asymmet-
rical necklines and Xtra tight. And so there we all got on board and
wore the new black and kept moving the ever changing fashion
world. Where the innovations are startling.

—Remember what I really liked abour Diane Ward’s Human Ceiling
was the way the domestic, the care being taken in daily life, the of the
home or houschold or family life. The way it is integrated in her
writing so that it is not all about the day of the home but is among
other things the day of the home. And not forgorten but not the only
thing,

—There is a one year old who is at the gate of my office who wants
to be seen and played with (who is Paris). He will keep his vigil
regardless of whether he gets to be in a poem or not. He is not
interrupting because he is always there.

—And he is a reason to be concerned with the domestic, but not the
only one. We are all busy making homes all the time of different sorts
and it is what makes us appealing. I mean that some people make
home with their dogs and some people make home with their lover
and some with single parent families and some with five friends—it’s
all home. It scems to me that women have a tendency to understand
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and recognize the making of home more casily then men. But it isn’t
something I would argue because everyone is different.

—An inclusion not as an interruption but an occurrence of the same
ilk. A place where all things can belong together. A place where being
S riotheriind htirig oot aten ot pear ey e o s TE o
what [ want to tell Paris is also what I want to tell anyone. WHICH
IS NOT TO SAY that I want to talk about Paris all the time. I think
it is important to distinguish this idea from an older feminist idea of
“taboo” writing topics and spotlighting the heretofore never talked
about “domestic” world. Because it was useful then but it's been
explored—like a black canvas. And I want to distinguish it as well
from the idea of some kind of mind split up between considering
other people’s needs and considering one’s own work. So that
whatever occurs in the day that is somehow mundanc or domestic is
an interruption. And those interruptions come to be included in the
poem. They are punctuations that add a different register to the
poem but they are still what interrupts, what breaks the flow, what
obstructs an otherwise pure thought. (I am using pure thought pretty
lose and Fast; T mean ic-as dhic opposite of an inteerupted thoughc)
But what is an uninterrupted thought? What about dog kibble? Is
that somehow different from Paris babbling about something that
sounded suspiciously like Kibele? Should the rescarch I've done on
Kibele be more i to than the af¢ ioned?

P

— I don't sec how these things can be interruptions. As I said what I
want to tell Paris, for example, is what I want to tell anybody: I want
o tell him about identity, about history, about spirituality and he
adds another dimension to those issues that I want to explore. He is
pare of the whole event of making. And what should be presenced
above what? Should there be a hicrarchy of thought? On the other
hand, P'm nor advocating a big free-for-all either where every little
connection from this to that should be cherished. Some thoughts
really are dumb and we should all edit ourselves.

—So I am interested in making a home. I am not comfortable in the
home that is already made, One where everything has a place for
instance history does not belong in the bedroom and child care does
not belong with the fancy plates and dishes. Needless to say—why
not? This act of homemaking does not simply occur, it is a method
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of operating. It is the way in which a person can imagine themselves
in the world. And it is in making thosc spaces tha we can figure what
is possible in the world. Which is why a women'’s section in the book-
store is so problematic. On the one hand it makes for itself a space
where things are figured differently but in so doing it defines for itself
some rules, something formal about the way women write, Which
shortly leads to ‘proper’ women’s writing. Which leads to an end to
any space a woman might have tried to make for herself.

—As it turns out maybe we know the most about or mostly about
Cybele because of the Roman cults who imported her from Anarolia
(in the same way they imported Mythras and Isis and Jesus). So
maybe we can keep her latinized name and dispense with the dog
food after all. But can a Roman cult do justice, can it give any accu-
rate representation of the Anatolian goddess? Maybe we can never
know that because you can't separate the Roman image. And maybe
you wouldn’t want to because maybe an accurate representation of
Cybele/Kybele has to include all of her incarnations through time.

Norma Cole

from the vulgar

her words the lining

watermark binds
sis it so
type is it the type

chestnut tree of argument. strongholds
pitting impositions (he became
angry at the ink on his finger
he could not tolerate this
ink on his finger)

connecting strands using
any word to make the argument
thicker approaching
the river the troops at the ready
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Erin Tribble

! Practicing Pain:
Mutilation and Articulation in
Danielle Collobert’s It Then

Psychoanalytic theory and social experience
suggest that the leap from the body to writing is
especially difficult for women.

—Ann Rosalind Jones

To begin with a body—it. Not he—"“a whole different story”'—but,
as translator Norma Cole notes, “a written instantiation of 7 neutre,’
the irreducible 2.2 And so—to begin with a body that is neither
male nor female, but neutral/neutered—unable to conceive [of] itself
in language: of speaking knows nothing—shut up inside the word [34).

= W *

The struggle to turn flesh into word, to link [the body] from gestures to
words [33], lics at the hcan of Collobert’s poctic narrative, fore-

ding the relati between subjecti ', and language and the
pzmculax consequences this has for female artists. Though the sex of
the body in Jt Then is indeterminate, the body’s struggle to articulate
itself scems to enact the “problem of language [that] conceals the
tragedy of women’s lack of tradition and its silenced history"3: like
dead the buried text [47). Unable to find the words to make it[self]
really visible [18], the body palpably suffers from its own negation, its
own non-existence to itself [144]. Nearly every attempt to speak results
not in words but in groans, gasps, and cries, or in unidentifiable
excretions—neither spit—nor vomit [28]. What [en]genders this body
is its own inability so inscribe against the lack [19):

By “woman” I mean that which cannot be
represented, what is not said, what remains above
and beyond nomenclatures and ideologies.

—Julia Kristeva

prisoned within linguisti ints that relegate it to a preverbal,
inarticulate state, the body subjects itself to its own mutilation [106]
and dismemberment [120), attempting to provoke the word—by body
movements [65]. In the end, the wounds themselves become words—
signs that make the material body a literary body—its flesh at last
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inlaid in speech [124).

In Body Work: Objects of Desire in Modern Narrative, Peter Brooks
points out that the “representation of the body in signs endeavors to
make the body present, but always within the context of its absence,
since the use of the linguistic sign implies the absence of the thing for
which it stands” [8]. In the last section of /¢ Then, as the body nears
the end of its wound work [56), it begins to [suffer] from its own loss,
aware that its project of “transcription” will result in the ultimate—
moment of absence [115]:

dead the body at the moment of the transmutation 1 14]
Writing becomes a suicidal act.

The project of self-rep ion seems particularly fraught for
women artists, who have to negotiate a linguistic terrain that “fixes”
(i.e., neuters) them in otherness, turns them into lifcless being/s] with-
out subject [100]. As Luce Irigaray notes:

The masculine can partly look at itself; speculate
about itself, represent itself, and describe itself for
what it is, whilst the feminine can try to speak itself
through a new language, but cannot describe itself
from ousside or in formal terms, except by
identifying with the masculine, thus by losing itself*

This precarious relationship to language is at the heart of Colloberts
It Then. The body, understanding the fatal (and fatalistic) implications
of its writing act, perceiving nothing but dead ends [22), hesitates to
enter language, even as it seeks a discourse that will make it perceptible
10 other bodies [54).

In her essay “The ‘Blank Page’ and Female Creativity,” Susan Gubar,
in a discussion of Sylvia Plath’s “Lady Lazarus,” says that “Plath can
only escape the dread that she has been created as an object by self-
inflicted violence.” This observation sheds light on the particular
mode of articulation that appears in It Then. Mutilation and dismem-
berment become a discursive strategy, a way of bralnng Uprot dcfcr—
ring, a deadly ¢ ical fixity [112]. By

and wounding (i.c., opening) itself, the body is able to create and
preserve a semantic and syntactic indeterminacy that (paradoxically)
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keeps it alive—prevent it from becoming petrified [106] as object.

when upon itself congeals
or elie with effort

burls ivself—swich effort—consinsions wrenching of
a body—hurls isself— [68-69]
This “self-d ive” mode of articulation foregrounds the dialectic
between language and subjectivity—i.e., how language acts on us and
how we act on it. Through its syntactic mutilations, the body
destroys, dlsrupls. :md reshapes phz]loc:nmc languzgc cven as it suf-
fers languag: ng effects. The disturbing i ion is that
the b " ged wuh the word artack the dcadly reifications
of language only by attacking its own flesh.

Women do not manage to articulate their madness:

they suffer it directly in their body.
—Luce Irigaray

i’ its face [33]

Exiled from language, muted by “cultural scripts” that objectify them
as text, body, artifact, creation, “many women experience their own
bodies as the only available medium for their art.”¢ The conflation of
flesh and word in Collobert’s /¢ Then amplifies the sense of the body’s
entrapment in language, and points to the social conditions that have
deflected “female creativity from the production of art to the re-cre-
ation of the body.” The body, when driven silent [94], becomes the
painful site of resistance.

1 Norma Cole, “The Subject i It: Translating Daniclle Colloberd’s /+ Then,* Moving Borders: Three
Decades of Innavative Writing by Women, ed. Maty Margaree Sloan (Jersey City: Talisman House, 1998)
2ibid.

3 Gisela Breidling, cited in "The Subject is It: Translating Daniclle Collober¢s It Then

4 Cited in Whitney Chadwick's *An Infinite Play of Empty Mirrors: Women, Surrealism, and Self-
Representadion,” Mirror Images, ed. Whitncy Chadwick (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1998)

5 Cited i Susan Gubar's “The ‘Blank Page’ and Female Creativiy," The New Feminist Cricciom: Enays
on Women, Literasure, and Theory,ed. Elaine Showaler (New York: Pantheon Books, 1985)

Gibid.
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Linda Cummings

from “Slipping”
Artist’s Statement

My photographs address the i impact of gender on the publlc imagina-
cion. This porcfolo includes phorographs from several i
stadiums of New York City; coal mines and seeel mills ofccmral
Pennsylvania; and various Christian churches. Within these various
secings highly gendered i hies to proditce new
question pes, and nplore how the female
prcscncg and/or absence shapes cultural expectations and social
fantasies.

The photographs taken in New York City stadiums comment upon
the gendering of sport activities, On the stage of public life, celebri-
ties and sports personalities are phantoms of desire. My photographs
picture a game in which rules can be rewritten and players reinvented.
Referencing the twentieth century tradition of building consumer
markets through the production of sports celebrities and bili
(i.e., trading cards, posters, caps, garments, ctc.) these photographs
image the production of fictional female sports heroines. Like dreams,
the slips arc filled by imaginary heroines, responding to the desire of

an imaginary audience.

Srandmg now at the end of :h: twentieth century, steel mills and coal
mines ref for me, ders of modernist ideals and mechani
cal technologies that reinforced strictly gendered divisions of labor.
Against this backdrop of collapsing tech ‘v' ltossworncnsshps
into the air as a kind of hysterical gesture heralding the exh of
the line fantasy of deli through i ial prod

and its parallel feminine fantasy of deliverance (hmugh sexual repro-
duction.

Following pages:

1. Black Cloud

2. Vision

3. The Ruminator
4. Verse
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Elizabeth Treadwell

Rotary Public:
Combustible Genres & the Heroic She

“Nearly all of the prophets, nearly all of those who are at work construct-
ing hells, or heavens, upon this loose foundation, are men. And their cry-
ing up, or down, of the woman of today, as contrasted to the woman of
the past, is easily understood when we consider how difficult it is, even
for the least prejudiced, to think the feminine past, to escape the images
that throng the mind from the centuries of masculine expression on the
cternal theme ... It does not greatly matter to women that men cling to
this idea. The truth about the past can be trusted to look after itself.
There is, however, no illusion more wasteful than the illusion of begin-
ning all over again; nothing more misleading than the idea of being
divorced from rhc past. It is, nevertheless, quite pmbzblc that feminine
on i hatchets is not altogeth gle-hearted desire
to avoid waste & error.” —Domthy Richardson,
“Women & the Future,” Vanity Fair, April 1924

“Yet no one can extinguish ‘oneself’, in the sense of being weighted by
traditions, to see the real, which is only the present.” —Leslie Scalapino,
Objects in the Terrifying TenselLonging from Taking Place, Roof, 1993

.

Is it not equally difficult to think (writc) the feminine present?

Saturated yet indifferent, heavy with mantle—of door prize, category,
romp, eden—the Female Author Gloria Hero proceeds.

Tied to the mountaintop.

The entire population of this small town (city) (actually large city)
was asked if it cared to leave, craved a change. To the surprisc of all
(none), nearly 1/2 of the respondents said yes. What was left was 1/3

of the west side of town, empry-- desolate & lovely husks of shelter,
& signs askew.

“girl, that lion is you—is opening, is closing your mouth.”

—Liz Waldner, Homing Devices, O Books, 1998
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“Clues in my round firestarter are all around. Be kind to animals. The
wasp pinned between the panes of occlusion, nervous veins of plastic
mimicking biological process, the factory of the leaf, external, undeviating
and final. Be kind to animals. No wash away. No vision of a clean home.
At 30, excunt the childhoods. A new childhood, lived through all past
and future lives. I have the stones I love, malachite and leopard agate.”

—Noemie Maxwell, 7hrum, Meow Press, 1998

Wialdner and Maxwell, grrl-heroes, are EXPLODING (imploding)
GENRES in these two books. Why does the Female Author do that,
have to do that, deal with that, practice that—soldiering, soldering
language inside of its construct? What is the Female Author con-
structing, dismantling, why? Who are the Female Authors who do so,
and how are they different from the Male Authors who do, from the
Female Authors who don't, and why, and where docs it cross-breed or
refer?

Is Gloria Hero (un)recognizable?

Reading Waldner and Maxwell was similar to reading Kathy Acker in
the visceral excitement the experience included, in the dandy candy
of eyesore, in the harsh truth of lovely, in the vice-versa, causal and
casvial landscape of the Anithor's visionaty embrace and soldierly jour-

neywomaning.

I fele like a rebellious teenage holster reading this passage from
Wialdner:

“I melted drugs in spoons and shot them into my veins by the railroad
tracks when the train came by with a roar. The captain of the football
team called me a commie yankee nigger-lover in front of everybody when
he and his friends wouldn’t let me swim in the pool, so you see how I
felt sick when my father who did not know any of this and did not know
me bought me a make-up mirror and a pink satin box of valentine
chocolates? Sick, a feeling whose exact opposite and thus true kin was
that green fecling after rain, driving around out in the country smoking a
joint when I would become congruent with myself and my self became
nothing and the green poured over and into and through me and made
me. Mine.”

Now this passage i not set in any kind of Holden Caulfield narracive,

no it is perhaps the most prose-like, ps d (
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imagerylideology in the whole volume.... It alls to dhe rebellious
(suffering) gir in me, and I see the author solving hersel. The narra-
tor. Solving—if just breathlessly, in the act of reading/
writing/ dismantling/ constructing—solving through selF's “exact
opposite” and self’s “congruen(ce)” and self’s “nothing” and it is
essential to sce this self, this brave, wild sclf, as a female sclf, as of
femininity; the referent to men not to be jealous of because they are
freer or more whole, no dears, these captains of the football team are
jailers and jailed, and to be escaped from and feared, dismissed in
favor of a green congruence....the exact opposite of Astroturf2? This
green is not a motherly figure, this is the self’s interior, the self’s non-
existence, the world/self conjoined. A vision, I'll say.

Question: why is the feminine typified as relational? Why do I feel
like I'm favoring a male trope to favor the (lone) self here?

These books are not categorical. They contain prose-poems, I sup-
pose, though they are both also philosophies, humors, defiances,
trips. Notations, ship’s logs, actions, books of days.

1 do not want to dis-serve history and terror, but I do want to
acknowledge the joy these actions (writings) bring (serve) also. Does
the joy of rebellion link up to the joy of not-being-“male”, not being
(really) included in the big fat HE of MANKIND? (I wrote mankink
by mistake.) And why not take our joy, when possible, with the
insults in which we daily break bread?

And thus we want to be this & are this & are thus & yet pain too.

(Relational again:—& where to henceforth the female self—in lan-
guage, lit, the dictionary? This is [still yes, sorry] a problem.)

Well it’s got to have something to do with the banality of evil,

frankly, and the wisecracks of womanhood, dears. Let’s take a look at
the (our?) notion of hero.
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Part: Gloria Hero

“I know also that there are no ‘most’ women and not to be one, through
disinclination or dJsabAhry even, is not to be a personal failure: the failure
lies in the expectations of others.” —]Janet Frame,

The Envoy from Mirror City, George Braziller, 1985

Captains of Industry, Ladies Auxil., I want to look us all at Daphne,
then Persephone, because I am tired of Odysseus with his voyage in
his name.

In Greek mythology, Daphne escapes from Apollo by turning into a
laurel tree. (How she manages this feat I don’t know though it does
sort of parallel Waldner's “green congruence” safety hatch/self hatch.)
T have also heard her referred to as the Bloody One.

Janet Frame, in her very first (1960) novel, Owls Do Cry gave her
fictionalized self the name Daphne. (I would not call Frame a Female
Author who doesn't explode, because her novel-language is magically
rhick in (h: Woolfi Woolf- diti & her plots/

dicey and licated; however she does keep
her novels as novels, and her book of poems as a book of poems.)
Because I worship the page upon which she writes or is printed, I
wrote a story-poem called “Daphne Main: a 20th c. drama”. Now,
there are at least 3 Daphne characters in this story and none of them
really get much action till the end (though there is prior action which
does not include so much them as the narrator) and then they are
each a version of a 20th c. female type or individual—and why? and
why, did I do this? It was fun, like playing war—as a child—is fun
maybe, but fun nonetheless. It was an homage using some of what I
know of Frame's life story; it was a take on both the marketing of

women (sex) and the incarcerating of them in mental institutions; it
was both cruel & compassi toward logies/- &c.

yPRloglesctypes,

Frame was the subject of the Jane Campion movie An Angel at My
Table (carly 1990s), which was adapted from her autobiography of
the same title; the actress in the film had a look then replicated to a
shiny yet still “wacky” degree in Vogue magazine; Frame herself was
once locked up for, I don't know, being too stressed out, and was
about to have unwilling surgery on the brain when her first book
came out and saved her. This sounds like hagiography now; this
happened less than half a century ago. Decades, kids.
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(Cavear: I know nothing of Waldner & Maxwell’s life stories.)

The filmy coin of a “crazy” woman: annoying, hysteric, fixable (see:
Three Faces of Eve). Incomprehensible. The filmy coin of a “crazy”
man: brilliant, not in need of fixing but of needing #o fix (sce: One
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nes). Utterly comprehensible, the Most
Comprehensible! (The hero.)

The wilderness in which Freud made up his hysterias. The firm
machinations of same.

Because maybe these writings—th ploded/imploded

the very same functionally as insanity (vision). Do we have to stay in
the same action forever? Do we have to limit (change) the scope of
our vision in order to “make sense?” To “be safe/respected/not a slut/

insanelscupid(thioughtles)?”
Part: Patriarchy’s Fists-full, Patriarchy’s Neighbor

And here on our Hero’s journcy, of what materiality is it made, stood
upon, altered, etc— (Dearest Anarchy, your set is femme.)

“Clinician-theorists share the idea that women need to be mothers and
that children need intensive and exclusive female mothering in order for
both to be mentally “healthy.” The absoluteness of this conviction is only
equaled by the conviction that mothers are generally “unhappy” and
inefficient, and are also the cause of ncurosis, psychosis, and criminality
in their children.”

—Phyllis Chesler, Women & Madness, Avon Books, 1973

“When she was finally crazy because she was about to have an abortion,
she conceived of the most insane idea that any woman could think of ...
She decided that since she was setting out on the greatest adventure any
person can take, that of the Holy Grail, she ought to have a name (iden-
tity). She had to name hersclf.... She needed a new life. She had to be
named.”

—Kathy Acker, Don Quixote, Grove Press, 1986

Tied to the mountaintop.
(The heavy mantles brimming like Santa’s toybag, Pandora’s bricf nut-

case, Diana’s dowry, include not just self doubt but self hatred and
the hatred of one’s own and “exact opposite” type.) [Trying to resolve
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lvable conflicts] bed like a gladi a mason, a witch)

Tied to the mountaintop.

(Code: in [specific] culture the menarche ceremony involves
[variable].) (x, bees; x2, pamphlets)

(Code: [scientific] evidence shows [heightened brain function] during
menstruation.)

An accessible fortune.

(omit.)
(recitation.)

Constantly reminded that you are occlusion—obedient=masquerade,
obedient=offend—a girl, no savior, no author, that “I" is male. Yes,
this still happens, this action we're stuck in, or stuck getting out of—
repetitive stress fracture? Yet it isn't only along gender lines, obviously.
Yet it is along gender lines, obviously. These troubles have been par-
tially dealt with (more than once!). To whom will these mod Per-
sephones turn? Why themselves only, the word-things surrounding—

For are we not stuck in history and is history not recent, and while a
poet like Lisa Jarnot might bridge/blur the line between confessional
and language poetries, and a poet like Juliana Spahr the line between
political and language poetries, these girls—Liz Waldner, Noemie
Maxwell, Kathy Acker...these Gloria Heroes—are confrontational.
They do not blur. They confront. Poking and prodding, they are
messy, explosive; these are not academic writers. In fact, they stand in
a no-land of their own creation, at the intersection of cach and which
and where you might place them next door to where they place them-
selves is really not their concern. They do not bridge the mantles, but
rather cream them.

Writing as a filter rather than a cache. (Homemade center of abun-
dance.) A no-place of combustion rather than a reliquary (however
oddly arranged).

(Tan Lin seems to me to be a Male Author who does this creaming

also.)
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Part: This Constant Initiation or, P hone’s Handheld Camera

“we came upon mobs and mobs of them. we felt replaceable. surely. we
held hands tighter and tried to just listen to the music. what was being
said. someone had hung a string of flags across the long chain of fields
from two high trees. my neck ached. i hoped someone was taking this
down. time replaces itself. place replaces itself. light replaces itsclf.
and yes even we replace ourselves and each other for each other. still
holding hands.” —Jocelyn Saidenberg,
Mortal City, Parentheses Writing Serics, 1998

This is the story of Persephone.
(Tell story).

“The end of remoteness,” sings Wzldn:rs page. And here we ﬁnd
don't we, Maxwell and Waldner, g the Persep

of heaven and hell and the people one mccts there and the plam
(phrases) between; the play of these authors is constant, barely allowing
the reader a place to stop; the reflection they engender is an accumu-
lation of instances rather than an answer. (Never a genre.) These two
writers can deal with Richardson'’s loose foundation, and temper
heroic plots/poems from its very innards. These two books approach
Scalapino’s real-time sight; I read them thinking the particularly
feminine (& American too) present in all its glorious participles. Rule
book torn asunder. (“girl, that lion is you—") Nothing, here, is lefc
out to make it fit.
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Rob Halpern

Of Truthful “I"s

In a letter to John Crawford from the summer of 1966, George
Oppen writes:

I'd talked about the problem of the ‘T in feminine poetry. EVER
solved? That we know of, ever? Well, to reach outward far enough
to produce the pure beauty of

The moon is down, and the Pleiades
And Lam alone  [Sappho]

or that realer [sic] distance—a New England distance perhaps, and
surely a feminine distance; meaning here something like ‘domestic’:
which gives it such impact

..and then
1 could not see to see. [Emily Dickinson]

But except Emily Dickinson: anyone, really?

But if it is to be solved, it will be solved maybc by distance, by some
sense of the distances and the realities around the ‘I' — and actually,
Jo's abstractions are very good, don't you agree?

Truth was the trouble [Jo Pacheno]
is really fine, no?!

‘Domestic’? It is a rather imprecise way to describe a particular kind
of distance—a “feminine distance”—and Oppen modifies the inaccu-
racy of his meaning with “something like.” Certainly Oppen wants to
use THIS word, ‘domestic,” and he employs it conscientiously. But
‘domestic’ may connote more than Oppen intends, an excess of
meaning he strategically brackets and contains in single quotes which
allows him both to use and distance himself from those very connota-
tions. As it appears to bear some definitive relation to “feminine”—
whxdn wn'hou( quotes m—zngely appea:s as is, immediate, literal and

of g, as if "femmme were a
site of a less comp d " is cause for
some concern or, at the very least, a question. How are we to read
“‘domestic™ here? What has it to do with what the “I” can see? And
what has it to do with “Truth’?

1 The Selected Letters of George Oppen, d. DuPlessis, Duke University Press,
1990. p.137. Hereafter referred o as SL.

1 R
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In both the lester and the “note to himself” thar immediately precede
the above excerpt, Oppen refers to Heidegger and in particular to one
essay he'd been passionately reading entitled, not insignificantly,
“Identity and Difference.” “I was reading with great excitement and
great effort” [SL, 135]. It would be difficult to exaggerare the pro-
found effect of this text, of this reading which, for Oppen, no sooner
becomes a writing. In the “note,” he registers this impression:

That nighe I sat up late, very carefully reading the essay, and after many
hours felt I had understood it—It was very difficult for me to grasp the
extreme Idealist assumption on which it was based. When I had grasped it,
1 turned it over and over in my mind for a long time, unable to accept the
assumption, but convinced that a part of the statement was of crucial
importance to me, of such importance as to alter the subjective condition of
my life, the conditions of my thinking, from that point in time [SL, 135].

There is an echo here of the essay’s opening remark: Heidegger writes,
“When thinking attempts to pursue something that has claimed its
attention, it may happen that on the way it undergoes a W
Oppen’s mind, his living and thinking, undergoes an alteration. Some
things will never be the same: “the subjective condition of my life, the
conditions of my thinking.” To arrive at a reading of this text requires
an cffort and Oppen struggles so that his reading might obtain. But
in doing so, everything: might say his world—is altered. For
Oppen, reading promises a possibility: 1o experience it all otherly or
otherwise. As an activity—a poiesis: a making or doing—reading can
not be discretely distinguished from writing. And this is cause for
consternation as it produces a troubling confusion between
Heidegger's thought and the poet’s own, a blurring that appears to

2 In this essay, Heidegger explains how “man” has carried a certain kind of
manipulation to the edge of disaster within the framework that is “the technolog-
ical world” as it appears in the “atomic age.” This manipulation in which the
world becomes entirely automated and calculable is conditioned by a kind of
identity thinking unmindful of a constiturive difference within identity itself.
Such thinking cnsures the identity of the object as something manipulable by the
subject “man”. Accordingly, “man” mistakes technology as the product of his
own planning instead of understanding it as the framework within which “man”
appears o himsclf as yet another calculable, exploitable and automated object.
“The prevailing f k, that of technol ditions the ion of
things while remaining itself unrepresentable, Technology mistakenly appears as
a mastered object within the frame. Heidegger does not claim thar technology is
“bad” but rather that our way of relating to it s informed by this profound con-
fusion, a confusion that might very well situate “man” on the cusp of terror. The
theme resonates immediately, of course, with one of the cxigencics informing
Oppen's work: the potential annihilation of humanity. (dentity and Difference,
trans. Joan Stambaugh, Harper and Row Publishing, New York: 1969.]
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threaten his “mind’s own place.” Oppen’s reading opens onto his
writing, just as experience opens onto some form of testament, and
there it meets its test in thought. But whose thought is whose?4
Immediately upon arriving at a reading, Oppen completes what he
considers to be his most important poem, “the most important I had
written,” he writes in his note, “at least important to me” [SL, 136].
And yet he suffers considerable anxiety, questioning what he can in
fact claim as his own:

-.immediately upon getting up in the morning, and before I had had
coffce, I realized 1 had plagiarized a climax of the poem. I read the poem
and made slight changes in the phrases that were mine—removing a line
among other things—but fecling disheartened. I thought perhaps 1 could
look up the original phrase and use it in quotation marks—tho [

didn't want to, since it was the climax of the poem. I glanced thru the
essay without finding the passage. I then read the passage over and over;
I made coffee and read the essay a number of times again—without
finding that passage! I have not been able to find i, tho the essay is only
19 pages long. I have not read anything else in the past week...It seems
necessarily true that I did not read those sentences [SL, 136).

Oppen’s registration of this moment is perhaps as striking as that of
the original “alteration.” This is not an anxiety of influence but rather
the profound fear that ones rep ion of one’s thought might not
be one’s own. And so much as one’s world—<the world™ that is as
artifactual as any “I” who might see or know it—is coextensive with

3 “The Mind’s Own Place,” title of Oppen’s essay that appeared in Kidchur, V.3,
#10, 1963: “It is a part of the function of poetry to serve as a test of truth.”

4 And why is it important to maintain such distinctions? In a world whose law
articulates—or links—*intellectual” and “property” in a single expression, might
Oppen’s encounter rather inform an improper disarticulation?

5 “The world” in quotes and the world out of them are incommensurable. I'd
like to propose this critical distinction: “The world” is 4 world, o’ world—one
of many possible—coextensive with a language of which it is an artifact; “the
world” is allied, like a property, to whatever identity is at home in it. But the
world exceeds “the world” on every front. It escapes total capture and remains
ultimately beyond total management, calculation, planing. Unlike “the world,”
the world cannot be framed by knowledge nor contained by language; hence, it
cannot properly be said to exist. Nevertheless, one must write as i, negatively
capable, within the contradiction of uncertainty and belief, “The world” offers a
position from which to reach toward the world, to refer to it, and there is no end
to reaching across that troubled space berween, that space where language cannot
ground any worldly place with stability. “And that is the heartlessness of words,”
writes Oppen. As Mark Linenthal said to me in conversation, “Poetry is the
enemy of language.” That is, it is the poem’s charge to defy the limits of that
heartlessness, but in so doing the poem must not trust 00 much the words it uses
to reach the world that repels them.
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one’s language and thought, Oppen might be said to be momentarily
not-entirely-at-home. It is as if he were performing the very sense of
“Identity and Difference.” Or perhaps Freud’s essay on “The
Uncanny.” The moment certainly seems unheimlich®: suddenly the
familiar place one finds oneself (this is my home in thought, my
“world,” who I am) is rendered unfamiliar (but in fact it is not my
own, this is not me). This might of course be read the other way
whereby the unfamiliar (this thought, this world, is strange and new)
is rendered Gamiliar (and yet somehow I know this place, indeed, ve
been bere all along)? A peculiar anxiety ensucs before the scene
becomes again the site of one’s dwelling, altered though it may be by
the disorientation that results when onc’s home or domus, one’s rooted
sense of self, is destabilized by the intimarion of an indwelling other-
ness, a kind of formative displacement. Oppen's anxiety of being not-
entirely-at-home in his “world” might very well be a fear of being
suddenly open, exposed and vulnerable to the world. “As I started
hunting thru the essay the third or fourth time, I didn't know if I was
in the real world or not” [SL, 137]. The question, of course, is which
world is whichs.

o

This is not the first time Oppen experiences a somewhat uncanny
correspondence with Heidegger. Another text to which Oppen refers
in the letter that precedes the “note to himself” is Heidegger's July
1929 Inaugural Lecture at Freiburg University, “What is Meta-
physics?” in which the philosopher considers the mood of boredom as
one mood in which one’s being-thereness (that rather cryptic and
opaque something called Dasein) reveals itsclf. In 1929 Oppen was
writing the poems that would become Discrete Series. Here, too, bore-
dom appears and opens onto some sort of revealing:

Heidegger's statement that in the mood of boredom the existence of
what-is is disclosed, is my Maude Blessingt in Discrete Series, who
in ‘boredom’ looks out the window and sees ‘the world, weather-
swept/with which one shares the century’ [SL, p.133]

6 1 am thinking of the unheimlich space between worlds as ‘domestic” space, the
space of poetry.

7 In “The Uncanny,” Freud writes, “For this unbeimlichis in reality nothing for-
eign but something familiar and established in the mind.” To which Oppen
might respond (as if in conversation), “You find yourself trying to fit words to
the model of what is already in the mind” [SL, 88, and “the feeling is thar the
poem already exists” [“The Philosophy of the Astonished,” Sulfir 27, Fall, 1990].
8 At the site of this question—the cusp of home on the horizon of History
where one’s history is never one’s own—the edge of “the real world” gives way
juse as “che limits of my language” become permeable, opening onto what is not
properly mine, what repels my cvery claim to property.
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A ‘domestic’ scene, perhaps, or a scene of ‘truth’? “Maude” who
“approached the window as if to see what was really going on™
occupies an inaugural position within Oppen’s work, a site of
identification, a situated mediation. Identity here might be thought
of as a position assumed in language, an always potentially liminal
place somewhere on the horizon or limit between worlds. What
might this have to do with “the subjective conditions of my life, the
conditions of my thinking”? In the first poem of Oppen’s first book,
there is no first person singular; there is rather “Maude”, a character
out of fiction, who will approach “as if to see.”

The knowledge not of sorrow, you were
saying, but of boredom
Is—aside from reading speaking

smoking—
Of what, Maude Blessingbourne it was,
wished to know when, having risen
“approached the window as if to see
what was really going on”;
And saw rain falling, in the distance
more slowly,
The road clear from her past the window-

OFf the world, weather-swept, with which
one shares the century.

“She” is an embedded reference, a name assumed to enable a singular
relation. There is no confusion here, no anxiety as to what belongs to
whom. The quote marks are quite sure, sturdy. The line is lifted
straight out of Henry James and placed within another domestic
scenc of knowledge (“The knowledge not of sorrow, you were / say-
ing, but of boredom™) that is not a primal scene libidinally charged
to domesticate and frame onc’s “world” but rather a scenc of knowing
the world, a scene of encountering the frame. In 1966, Heidegger
offers Oppen, amongst other things, an occasion, an invitation to
return to this first poem, to re-encounter it from the distance of
almost forty years. Even from such distance, this heteronymic relation

9 “Yet boredom is not unwelcome. It might be a version of ‘the unbearable’
Heideggerian ‘boredom,’ the space of potentiality to which Oppen, reading and
re-reading ‘What is Metaphysics?’ was so attracted. This is the unoccupied zone
or field into which may enter the activity of intuition, the ‘intuition of exis-
tence...intuition of things...[absolutely] independent of [one]self." [SL, 88]".
(Norma Cole, “The Poetics of Vertigo,” 1998 Oppen Memorial Lecture, forth-
coming in Denver Quarterly) “It is that intuition first of all,” Oppen’s letter con-
tinues, “which is assuredly ‘a thought’ and which does not occur in words. In
fact...one can't really find the words. It simply springs into the mind...—"
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mainains. Spatial disparity and temporal dissonance hold sway: iden-
tity is not contemporancous with itself. Oppen relates to the scene of
this poem and “the knowledge...of boredom” not as himselfbut
rather through Ais “Maude”. In doing so he implicates the self, and its
projection into the world, as a factitious acquirer of knowledge. He is
not the subject of this knowledge; what is more, if such knowledge
exists to be had—and perhaps the poem poses this ifas a question—
it will be mediated by “her.” “My Maude Blessingbourne,” writes
Oppen, as if “she” were a contested site. And we might imagine h;r
occupying a singular place of departurc in that project of reconstiu-
tion called memory. “Maude™: a prosthetic origin!? to which Oppen
returns to tell himself his story. Reading his present reading of
Heidegger back into his first poem to reconstitute it from a dlnmf:c,
Oppen at once avows the boredom as his own originary mood while
dispossessing himself of it through his possession of Maude in whose
charge the experience remains at once mineand not-mine!!. How
might this ambivalent possession of identity enable Oppen to experi-
ence the world improperly?

10 In Aporias, Jacques Derrida reads the Greek word for “problem” as “that which
one poses or throws in front of oneself, cther as the projection of a project, of a
task to accomplish, or as the protection created by a substirute, a prosthesis that
we put forth in order o represent, replace, shelter, or dissimulate oursclves, or so
a5 to hide something unavowable like a shield...” [Stanford UP: 1993. 12-13]
11 The discordance comes o a heightened pitch when Oppen re-writes this origin
i “Of Being Numerous." Section 37 begins: *..approached the window as if 10
see...'ll The boredom which disclosed | Everything— 1/ I should have written, not
the rain / Of a nineteenth century day, but the motes  In the air, the dust Il Here sill
“The quotation is cut and framed in ellipses so that the verb “to sce” might take
another object: thus does “the boredom” displace “what was really going on” as if
the two objects were in fact commensurable, as if they referred to or disclosed the
same thing, This dissonance is expressive of the rift or break between the continu-
ous and the discontinuous; between that which persists (perhaps that which
endures Oppen’s twenty-five-year hiatus) and that which is subject to change;
between the dust that settles—material proof lending consistent shape to what is
“here still"—and the temporally shifting weather. Maude’s vision thus suffers the
most radical corrective: her position as Oppen’s mediator s climinated as if by
that elimination Oppen could experience the “di | Everything” immed;
Iy. Certainly, “Maude” obstructs real vision, knowledge, and experience; but she
also opens the larter onto possibility. Occupying an embodied position, Maude
cannot possibly know what will be “here sci", for it is precisely she who will not
be. But s the “I of “I should have” any more privileged than “Maude” is to sce
and to know? Section 37 suggests the amputation of a prosthesis: the loss of the
Joss that is identity's ground. Oppen’s rewrite, then, occasions a loss of identity in
the very process of recuperating and preserving an “I”. And what remains to be
avowed is that which is “Here stll” is only that which is no longer here.
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Consider “as if”. These words govern the modality of Maude's
approach. Occurring almost with precision at the poem’s center, they
might be considered the fulcrum or hinge of the piece. “As if™ it is
the point where affective mood!2 meets grammatical mode. Maude
Blessingbourne: at home (domus, or house) in the world and yer not
exactly. Like Oppen's experience reading and writing Heidegger, there
is hing unheimlich about his with Maude. The
“world” in which Oppen situates her is at once hers and not hers, just
as one’s dwelling in language and perhaps even one’s boredom is never
exactly one’s own, never bivalently p d. Similarly, one’s
identity is a relation with oneself where with connotes the critical, the
relational, difference. Perhaps it is something of a truism: one main-
tains an identity with oneself by virtue of not being not-entirely-at-
home with oneself. An inflected language, a language of distributive
subjectivities, would register this difference grammatically and syntac-
tically through the use of case!3. There is a subtle rift in Maude’s
world; it is divided. Maude herself is perhaps emblematic of this divi-
sion. She is a cusp between worlds, a limit or edge between home and
not-home. Maude, then, ions certain disparitics, di

And while she may be not-entirely-at-home, even in her “world,” she
is nevertheless situated in relation to the world that exceeds these
quotes, the world that excceds this window or frame, the world that is
opening “in the distance / more slowly”. Her “world,” enclosed, as she
is, perhaps, in the 19th century—and in which the pronoun func-
tions p ively in relation to property coincide with “the
world, weather-swept, with which / one shares the century.” Her
being-there in her “world,” in whatever world, is modal'4; and the
modality is informed by “as if”. Oppen’s intention to refer to and
mean the world thus hinges on “as if”. To trust in the success and
authority of onc’s reference, however, would be to forget this hinge, to
forget precisely that which enables one to mean. As if the vulnerabili-
ty of intention as it opens onto the possibility of the impossible.

In Discrete Series Maude approaches the window as ifto see what was
really going on; but it is the knowledge of boredom she secks. The
mode is subjunctive, that is, it expresses contingency, expectation,
desire. “As if” creates a distance, an affective space of expectancy
within the act of desiring to know. One can only reach toward what

12 The mood of boredom is domestic. It neither determines the scene from
inside, nor is it what remains ousside where it discloses “what was really going
on’; it is rather boredom that disturbs the boundary.

13 “If one is to move  to experience  Further one needs  syntax, a new syntax
A new syntax is a new cadence of disclosure, a new cadence of logic, a new musi-
cal cadence A new ‘structure of space’-————" (Oppen's spacing.) [SL: 97).
14 Modal. “In grammar : of, relating to, or expressing the mood of a verb” [AHD}
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one wishes to know by assuming a place, a position implicated or
made vulnerable by the reach itself. Thar position is not sturdy; it is
unstable, uncertain; an edge's or cusp!6. “In the distance / more
slowly”, “she” occupies a syntactic space between worlds, or synaptic—
like a conduit, or channel—where one’s relation to the world is
enabled by the constraints of that position etched in cdges, But “she”
also occupies other berweens: between the poetic voice and the world
to which it will bear witness, berween the poem’s absent ‘T’ and the
addressed ‘you', between Oppen's high modern predecessors and his
own position on the cusp of a new era. Here is so many places, and
yet it is one. Here, “Maude” is provisionally occupied by Oppen so
that he might know boredom and “‘see what was really going on™;
so that he might encounter the world and write this knowledge, this
vision, this experience. “As if"one could.

1.

A position is always situated in relation to other positions. In the
subjunctive mood, 0 position oneself expresses a conungcn( or hypo-
thetical action viewed reflexively and subj ly. The is
a mode of being dependent, subjoined, or situated in relation to.
Following one chain of possible etymological associations, to subjoin
might mean cither to :rlach in a subordinate position or to add as
part of a hen or to subscribe to. The possibiliti
are paradoxical. An odd :xzmple cited in the O.E.D.: “Deliberation
is expressed Subjunctively, which is a speech proper to signific suppo-
sitions” (Hobbes, Leviathan, 1. 6). And Hobbes continues: “Of things
impossible, which we think possible, we may Deliberate.”That is, we

15 “A poem is a navigational chart of moving edges. The edge, according to
Maurice Blanchor...is the writer's risk.” [Norma Cole, “The Poetics of Vertigo”].
A sct of edges defined by three discrete verbs—to know, to see, and (tacidly) to
experience—structures Oppen’s first poem. Each verb takes an abstract object
grammatically related to the others through the poem’s three positive “of's: 1)
“of boredom”, 2) “of what” (mediated by “as if", becomes “what was really
going on”), and 3) “of the world”. But the objects themselves are incommensu-
rable and create tension; they cannor be reduced to each other nor properly
equated despite the suggestion of equivalence. The triangulated tension does
enclose a space, however, within which concrete things do appear as ifto hold
the place of and refer to the world that exceeds the limits of representation. This
appearance of things offers the ground for a provisional reconciliation of the
abstract objects and their respective verbs. What does Maude actually sec? She
sees “rain falling” and “the r0ad”, What appears concretely “in the distance /
more slowly” appears determined by all three abstractions while some measure of
indererminacy is preserved. But it is only by way of s i, that is, by way of the
mode of Maude's relating that these things appear and reconciliation, however
provisional, is proffered.

16 Cusp: “the beginning or entrance of a *house™ [initial definition, O.E.D),
that is, the limit or edge of a dwelling, a domestic position.
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may act as if. Deliberation suggests the of resolution in
relation to “the wholc summe of Desires, Aversions, Hopes and Fears”;
it expresses d and i ion, that is, the 7 afa
position. An obsolete definition suggests deli r lib And
this might be a setting free in the space between the ablllry and the
inability to act.

ek

Every position is constrained and cnabled by a ﬁ:ld of soclzl norms, 3
matrix of political and grid of i Y
This rmgh( be understood as a shared context w|thm which n:cogmnon
and mlsn:cogmuon mumzlly mforrn knowlnd.ge wslon, and cxpcncnc:.
On 1 AND i : con-
tained and conditioned by history while opemng onto unforeseeable
possibility. And like ‘domestic’ and ‘truth,” the excess of whatever
position’s connotative potential must be provisionally bracketed and
subjoined in order first to denote (mark a place). Only then might
that pormnal take form as a making and doing (poeisis). Position
holds onc in suspense at the very moment one deliberates; it suspends
one in the grey zone of ambivalence between porentiality and actuality.
At the same time, 10 position oneself might be understood as a ‘domestic’
strategy, a deliberate attempt to resist domestication or assimilation to
“the world...with which one shares the century,” a world tyrannized
not least by the market. Were one entirely assimilated and contained
by “the world,” one would have no position from which to approach
“as if to see what was really going on,” for one would be indifferently
embedded in it. One could not, then, write—(as ifone could)—that
“what.”

Returning to Discrete Series: perhaps “as if” maintains a condition of
ambivalence, a tension between two kinds of positioning. “The exis-
tence of what-is” cannot be squared with Maude’s existence. It is not
entirely hers, nor is it his, nor mine. Maybe this existence is only the
cffect of that boredom, an effect of the very mood so conducive to
revealing and concealing it. Whether inspired or generated by such a
mood, there is a distance here which brlngs one pmdonnlly near
what one might call ‘oneself.” The position called “Maude” is a con-
straing, but it enables Oppen to sce in this distance. Articulated
with—chat is, hooked up with, connected to, contingent on—the
poetic voice and the poem’s “you,” “Maude” is the site of a truthful
relation with oneself and the world, a relation which need have
nothing whatever to do with truth itself. “I take truthfulness to be a
social virtue. I think very probably it is not. Bue I think it is poetic”
[SL 82]. Position here locates one before a window, frames one’s view
or, more significantly, brings the frame into view. To position oneself
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separates one from what is shared precisely so that one might share.

x x %

“Supposing truth is a woman—what then?” Leaving Heidegger aside,
Oppen’s letter to John Crawford, from summer 1966, uncannily
echoes this notorious question of Nietzsche’s that appears on the first
page of Beyond Good and Evil. All the themes of Oppen’s letter—“the
T in feminine poetry,” “distance,” “domestic,” “truth’—resonate with
Nietzsche's concern. Truth troubles the “I” in question. It isn't the
categorical problem of “woman,” however, that Oppen addresses:
rather, he problematizes “the feminine ‘I.” In the note immediately
preceding this letter, Oppen refers to “my Maude.” It is she who, in
an originary moment, mediates Oppen's relation to the world. And
she continues to do so, in a spectral way, but not without discontinu-
ities. “Maude” returns after nearly forty years like a specter mediating
his relation to the past. Oppen will re-write this moment in letters,
notes and poems while misrecognizing the boredom that obliquely
defines it. He will, in fact, misrecognize Maude herself who, from
Discrete Series to the post-hiatus note, is relocated from a position of
agency (Maude, a secker of knowledge) to one of “patiency”!?
(Maude, the subject of a mood, “who in ‘boredom’ looks out the win-
dow and sees”). Not exactly his feminized ‘T’, “Maude” nevertheless
situates Oppen in relation to both woman and truth while “she”
remains irreducible to both. “She” is not a “real” presence, just as “I”
is not. “She” heless alters the conditions of his subjectivity, the
conditions of his thought. Prosthesis and potential: Oppen is held in
paradoxical suspense here on the edge of the real world.

g

But “the ‘T’ in feminine poetry”? “If it is to be solved, it will be solved
by distance, by some sense of the distances and the realities around
the T.” I don’t want to re-inscribe this “I” as an enigma; nor do I
want to reproduce this “I” as myth. Still, I recognize the dangers here.
Nietzsche too poses the problem of distance, the pathos of distance he
calls it, “the craving for an ever new widening of distances within the
soul itself.”18 The Greeks maintain a relation between pathos and
ethos as one between the transient (or emotional) and the permanent
(or ideal). As the dominant mode of self-production, however, ethos
subordinates pathos. Particular effects of pathos, feelings of identifica-
tion, for example, are dominated by an ethical subjection. Identity
thus aligns itself as a kind of ideal with the permanence of a subject.
17 Patiency: “(after agency) The quality or condition of being patient or passive.
J. Sergeant 1697: ‘Which...has the truest Notion of Agency in it, without any
‘mixture of Patiency; because the Body moved cannot re-act upon it.”” O.E.D.

18 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans. Walter Kaufmann, Vintage, 1974, p. 252.
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The effect is one of fusion. But what if distances—rifts, drifts, and
fractures—were to constitute the very site of identity; and what if
these distances opened within identity itself The relationship might
then be reversed and this damman( etfms could be understood as the
normative effect of di ive and p iall
abnormal.

P P

And what if “the distances and the realities” that condition patbax
were understood to be domcsnc and economic? What exactly i is the
status of exlws within the d ic mode of prod
duction). Hardly it is rather th ighl

:mbcdd:d in that mode as both cﬂ'cc( and condition. If every position
and its articulation, its hooking up with other positions, is considered
a site of potential transfiguration, it can only be so if we understand
that a position is enabled and constrained by the material conditions
of everyday life which are also “the subjective conditions of my life,
the conditions of my thinking.” Material conditions cannot go
unchanged if this process of articulation amounts to nothing more
than the epiphcnomenal play of effects. Economic and domestic con-
dmons If ;tlw: can't be dlsungmsh:d from the conditions that frame

i ibilities—it remains unavail-
able for thuugh( And so long as ttbm remains unthought, it remains
along with those material conditions “farther away than any external
world...closer than any internal world.”® Paradoxically, it is both the
nearest and Fanhcsr thing from oneself. In order to rescuc this from a
kind of profc diff one must approach it “in the distance
/ more slowly" ‘s if to see what was really going on.” As if there
were something there to be seen. One must approach within the
pathos of distance. Nietzsche ascribes to women this ability to act at a
distance20. That is, the ability to act as if: To act as if, while remain-
ing skeptical of every truth that frames her, a skepticism that might
potentially open spaces not only between herself and “man” or
between herself and the world, but within “the soul” itself. The pathos
of distance, then, would prepare new preconditions for identity, the
ground for other kinds of agency. But are the limits of this ability
quite so gendered? In other words, might anyones relation to the
world be “feminized” so that one’s position would not be constrained
by the ethical demands of truth? Isn't the radical potential of whatever

19 Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucauls, Univessity of Minnesota press, 1986. p. 118.
20 As Rosalyn Diprose points out in her book e Bodies of Women: Ethics,
Embodiment and Sexual Difference, this hardly offers a way out of the conundrums
of sexual difference and the problems of being ‘othered;’ nevertheless, “Nietzsche’s
understanding of the ‘pathos of distance not only exposes that normative dis-
courses assume a male subject, but also that they rely on constructing woman in a
certain way.” [Routledge: 1994. p. 101]
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position contingent upon this ability?
T

From ethos to pathos: what if a strict distinction no longer obtained?
‘What if a new categorical imperative were to inform one’s position-
ing? One must position oneself as if ones position might intervene in the
conditions that enable the mode of production to reproduce itself Mode
might also be thought of grammatically and the grammarical mode of
pathos must ccrwnly be subjunctive, mvolvmg, as u doa, “the whole
summe of Desires...”, contingency and exp diated dis-
tances. E ic and d i ditions alike authorize onc’s pos-
session of a true “I” able to self-identify over time. What sacrifices are
made, and what exclusions, to ensure the coherent social being of
such an “I"? Quite unlike an imperial ethos committed to construct-
ing and assimilating the other, the pm‘lm: of distance as an other ethos
would and diffc not as essences but as
the stuff of always other possibilities. Identity then might become the
subject of creative change.

T TS

“Supposing truth is a woman—what then?” Nietzsche writes that hls
question “does involve a risk, and perhaps there is none that is g:ux:r
The risk? As if in response to his own question concerning “the ‘T’ in
feminine poetry,” Oppen writes: “To reach outward far enough to
produce...” A self-production always away from selves alrcady pro-
duced and sanctioned, domesticated and framed. ‘I’ as a reaching out,
intimately articulated with a kind of production. Perhaps the risk is
here. A reaching that presupposes no interior, no true origin, no sta-
ble place from which to reach. The “reach” might be figured as the
suspension of an agency moored in “subjectivity” and the adoption of
a provisional sort of “paticncy." While the dominant ethos produces
subjects, pathos enables patients. But not pathetically. I am not sug-
gesting a postmodern postmortem whcre we all lay etherized upon
the cultural table, nor am I i y iation with
impotence and paralysis. The question l pose concerns how we might
move toward a transfigured agency, one without a proper subject. The
subject’s demands for self-preservation—demands for the proper, for
property and propricty—can only result in the reproduction of the

mode of production in which normative contexts are preserved to
cnsure the subject’s coheren( umgnmun as a proper self. Under other
T mngh( be d as the effect of an exteriorization,
and the consequent impingement of external forces, the realities
which struggle to dominate ‘I"s position. ‘T’ is an effect of struggle
and its place cannot be entirely fulfilled pronominally. And a body
will always exceed it. The interior place where ‘T"s gender, for exam-

86

ple, is wedded to identity thus becomes a site outside thar might be
occupied as if Here is the critical paradox: as if the occupation of that
site offered the ground from which 1o language a world AND as if the
occupation of that site had the potential to disturb the very distinc-
tions thar produced it. ‘I' comes, however uncannily, from outside,
from the elsewhere toward which it paradoxically reaches in order to
avoid returning to origins—which of course it cannot do. When
Oppen returns to “Maude” in section 37 of “Of Being Numerous,”
he returns to her otherwise, just as his return to Discrete Series after
his reading of Heidegges involves a misrccognition, Here, ‘T is alone
beneath the moon or before a window; it bridges distances while
seaching awsy tofisk:an unknown i not impossible teladon with 4
world “In which things explain cach other, / Not themselves.”2!

. o

But does “she”2 even exist? “He” very well may not, although the
power of his fiction is quite real. “He” is the dominant shifter in the
social grid. “He” is an ethos unto himself, perfectly naturalized and
unproblematic at least for “the one” who occupies the position of the
measure of all things. To feminize him would require that he some-
how unbecome himself; indeed, it would require the undermining of
his Vs collision with niatire and the decp. An othes “she” might
rather experience the dissonance between one’s assigned place in the
matrix and one’s awareness of the radical difference that is the root of
every position, the difference in identity that might condition other
relational possibilitics, other ways of critically resisting: a transfigured
apprehension of agency. This pathos of positioning onesclf risks the
reach outward as it turns toward “the distances and the realities around
the I.” And in doing so risks the very “I” that turns.

21George Oppen, “A Narrative,” in Colected Poems, New Diections, 1975, 134.
22 “Can anyone fully inhabit a gender without a degree of horror?” [Denise
Riley, “Am I That Name?": Feminism and the Category of "Women” in History,
University of Minnesota Press, 1988. p.6.] The horror is one of an cternal posi-
tion. Certainly it's an image of hell. “To be hit by the intrusions of bodily
being..is just not the same as being caught up unexpectedly in ‘being a woman™
[Riley, p.96.] Gender is not an abstraction, nor is it a state or a substance. It is a
lived experience, but one that lacks temporal continuity. Gender is an experience
dependent on, though irreducible o, those “bodily intrusions”AND subjoined to
categories of thought necessary for the reproduction of the experience. Within
the pathos of distance, gender cannot be experienced as permancar. “Man”, how-
ever,is not experienced this way for “he” is in full possession of temporal and
spatial continuities,the lack ofwlmh might enable “the 'I' in feminine poctry”

differently. But how differently? As part of the ive move away from a
politics of the subject—that is, a politics conditioned o reproduce "the individ-
ual" as the proper subject of social being, conditioned by the demands of coher-
ent identity—toward a politics with an other way of understanding agency that
takes no ‘givens’ for common ground.
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“The ‘T in feminine poetry” might thus be enabled by one’s distance
from it. ‘T’ would then be expressive of this perennial risk of becom-
ing exteriorized, written. ‘I': the site to which universally expropriated
experience might be actively re-appropriated. But not properly, not as
one's own, Neither as property nor under the acgis of ownership. This
is a site where experience is transcribed, written across and through
the space between positions and thereby retrieved from the void of
non-referentiality. Here, where histories are composed, selves are
inscribed and meaning is made. And here, where meaning is made,
histories are mscnbed and selves oompomd Every site of composition
is thus si ly the site of d that are neither
equal nor opposite. But what about “cruth” What about “woman”?
“Truth was the trouble’ is really fine, no?” writes Oppen commenting
on a poem by Jo Pacheno. “Supposing truth i a woman—what then?”
writes N the fc that autho-
rizes these two universal categories which might be more productively
thought of as fictitious. In another letter, Oppen writes, “Even my
vocabulary is affected by that conviction: that ‘the Truth’ is not a pro-
nouncement, but a thing” [SL, 89]. Nothing remains unaltered in
this renegotiation of our status as subjects and objects in “the world,
weather-swept, with which / one shares the century.”

. e

And what's at stake? Nothing less than the limit of objective refer-
ence, the horizon that situates us. Both truth and “the ‘" in feminine
poetry” are domestic things in the world. Occupying the cusp, they
are transfigurable. The apprehension of these things requires one “to
reach outward far enough” as if to comprehend. In a world without
guarantees, without a standard measure of value other than the dollar,
and withour subjective foundation, reaching outward occasions risk.
What is at stake is the transfiguration of one’s domos and dwelling,
onc’s lznguage and world. Nothing less than the transfiguration of
wo0ts into sadicali will do: The object—peshape the world jtsclf—
must not be abandoned in (ht space that opens between the overde-

ined and the ind “Obsessed, bewildered // By the
shipwreck / of the singular // We have chosen the meaning / Of being
numerous.” Bur the choice for a plurality of objective referents is sub-
joined to the choice for mumng It is not a choice by default, nor is
it one of case and ive of multiplicity and differ-
ence, such a choice must remain accountable to the world lest it suf-
fer the decay of meaninglessness.
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But what is at stake for women when both truth and “the T’ in femi-
nine poetry” become artifacts? Once the “I” has been evacuated of
stable content, for whom does it become an available position? And
what might it imply to struggle for the rights of that position rather
than the rights of the idtntity, the individual subject, that occupies
it223 Whatever position: atopic, unmappable, and radically other;

hinkable within of thought and language
while paradoxically, or antinomically, existing within those very
structures. Is it, in other words, conceivable to shift our attention in
current economic and political struggles away from the individual ‘T’
who speaks, away from the identifiable and toward every other excluded
position the exclusion of which paradoxically enables every ‘T'; away
from certain identity and toward whatever position that cannot be
properly said to exist. Whatever position: the site of social banishments,
of negated identifications, the sitc in relation to which singular T’s
establish their continuous mgns only. thmugh a profound disavowal
of the excl the i ies, upon which they are
founded. Here s the limit of ob}cmvc reference—the limit of truth
and the world in relation to which “the ‘T’ in feminine poetry” might
situare itself. Is it not one responsibility of poctry to act as if here can
be reached?

. ox =

Ata recent reading, when asked about the place of Oppen in the
history of Objectivism and its relation to contemporary poctic trends,
Ron Silliman commented that Oppen took a more or less “conserva-
tive” turn after the more radical experimentation of his early years,
quite unlike Zukofsky whose work anticipated the radical break with
reference and the turn toward language still to come. I would like to
suggest, however, that it is precisely Oppen’s concern for ‘truth,’ and
his secognition of its relarlon,to "the ‘I' oF feminine poeey.” prccisely
these ‘domestic’ things, these mere root THINGS, that testify to
Oppen’s radicalness, that make his work one place toward which to
turn for a corrective to the dead-ends and excesses of non- and self-

23 This might be a struggle for whatever singularity without identity. As Giorgio
Agamben writes: “In the final instance, the State can recognize any claim for
identity...what the State canno tolerate in any way, however, is that the singulari-
ties form a community without affirming an identity, that humans co-belong
without any representable condition of belonging...For the State, therefore, what
is important is never the singularity as such, but only its inclusion in some identi-
vy, whatever deaity, (but the possibiliy of the whatever vslf being taken up
without an identity is a threat the Sate cannot come to terms with.” [ 7he Coming
Community, trans. Mu:hacl Hardx, University of Minnesota, 1993.]
singularicy. But s chissie appropriable by anyone? What are the implications for
“women” when her ‘I' becomes a floating site, a position, a structure, a strategy, a
place for any “man” like me to unbecome hi
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referentiality in the wake of Language Poetry. “watch / At the roots /
Of the grass the creating / Now that tremendous / plunge.”2 A con-
servative turn? If the struggle to reach the object—an embodied
struggle at once visceral, aesthetic and political—if this “mixture of
Patiency” at the scene of struggle, this refusal to flee ‘domestic’

drums, if all this is interpreted as consctvative, then yes. I
wonder, though, what could be more “radical” than this conservation
in a world where the exchangeability of objects has been so perfected,
a world where the fungibility of subjects and identities is ensured, a
world where the word “radical” has become truly void of meaning, a
rootless world where the radical has no place. “Tho we meant to
entangle ourselves in the roots of the world.”?s “To be radical,” Marx
writes, “is to grasp the root of things. But for man, the root is man
himself.”26 Here, the descriptive force of “radical” results from a
critique of religion, a critique concluding with the assertion that only
“man is the supreme being for man”. But I think even Marx’s “radical”
instigation betrays a more subtle dialectic that intimates a process of
deracination that would subvert the achievement—“man”—with
whom this “radical” is identified. In other words, the roots that must
be grasped are those which themselves connect “man” to a proper ter-
rain or political context—an entire mode of production—roots which
enable the very act of grasping. To grasp such roots would be to
demystify the essential nature of any subject, and to dislodge “man
himself” from the center of ‘his’ own endeavor, his own writing. To
be radical, then, implies a subjunctive poetics: to write from that
other place where ‘T’ might be or might have been. An improper poet-
ics, a poetics that recognizes how certain “ways of identification are in
accordance with the nature of property,”?7 a poetics committed to
finding other ways, to thinking “truth” as an object in the world
without disbelief, to reaching out far enough for the ‘I" whose exclu-
sion enables my own. A poetics without a proper place and willing to
risk that impropriety. A poetics of the “space between”2® word and
world where both have a chance of surviving.

24 Oppen, “The Occurrences,” Collected Poems, p. 126.

25 Oppen, “Route,” scction 13, CP, 195. It is this section that concludes with
the lines indebted to Heidegger: “‘Substance itself which is the subject of all our
planning’ // And by this we are carried into the incalculable”

26 Karl Marx, The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. Tucker, Norton, 1978. p.60.

27 Kenneth Burke, A Rbetoric of Motives, University of California, 1969. p. 26.
28 “A kindly way to fecl a separating is to have a space between, This shows a
likeness.” Gertrude Stein, Tender Buttons.
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Rebeca Bollinger

Keyword Search Results

Rebeca Bollinger is a San Francisco-based artist who works in various
media, exploring the ways in which technology replicates and reifies our
image-saturated culture. Her installations have included children's images
downloaded from the internet and translated onto cookies, and the digi-
tal “icing” of cakes with images of Pamela Anderson and Nicole Brown
Simpson, Her confectionery articulation of “Betty Crocker” (herself now
a composite image of 75 “representative” housewives chosen from a
national competition) onto ukes and pastries reconstitutes the now-
digitized flesh of the “indi I” as hing to be d as
product: you are what you eat. Bollinger's mcd\odology, using internet
search engines to develop a range of text and visual data around specific
“keywords"—male, female, breast, leg, etc.—involves a technological -
manifestation of both chance operation and linguistic ov:
In so doing, she demonstrates how our increasingly visual culture has all
but replaced the dictionary with an image-bank of “types” or examples,
each in some way meant to stand in as representative of the “whole.”
However, individual images can never function as definitive—there can-
not be just “one” Betty Crocker—and as such, pattern replaces the isolated
image as an indicator of cultural meaning, This resonates in Bollinger's
installations, whcr: a rangc of imag, h signifying both diffe
and | fr k whereby the collective
“memory” of the data-| bank becomes manifest as commodity goods
(cakes, cookies, etc.), “information” that can truly be consumed. Would
“feeding” function as a consecration of one's belicf in the image-culture?

In her contribution to the gender issue of Tn‘pwire, Bollinger presents
the results of keyword searches for “men” and “women.” Again, the results,
when viewed as a pattern, offer the viewer the scemmgly undnl’ferenmxcd
“data” that dxgmzed “inf ion” is often  to objectively dis-
play. Noticeably, images of “men” are often of groups (poscd in/forma-
tion), somewhat against the typical American mythos of masculinist indi-
viduation. That “women” would conjure up images of singular women
(often in objectifying poses or frames) might suggest that the technologi-
cal unconscious remains a masculine realm, wherein the male gaze repli-
cates its desire through the pseudo-scientific fields of “data.” (Think of
how women are often reduced to the numerical statistics of “36-28-34"
and the like, where male statisics are only “positive” indicators of
“Success”: income, batting average, dick size.) In the end, we might ask
ourselves to what degree we wish to reify the technological archive as an

alternative model of collective i Indeed, the

of power are already in place; what is it exactly that we hunger for when
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Kevin Killian

Bad Conscience:
At the Page Mothers Conference

Diear David and Yedda,

| wrote most of the following for the SUNY Buffalo “Poetics List” in
March 1999, so it suffers from a certain amount of slapdashivity; for
b pages of Tripwire Tll try to condense this, my report on the “Page
Mathen” conference at UCSD on the weekend of March 5-7, 1999.
| wiote from an oblique, Jamesian angle, since I certainly wasn'c
wentnl 1o the events being a male observer, a novelist, hardly a poet at
all wnd not much of a theorist. I left San Francisco with Dodie
Wellamy very much in her wake, since she not I had been invited to
speak, and the natural sunlight and freshness of La Jolla gave me that
ol juded fecling like an especially reptilian Norman Maine. In
Cienrge Cukor's A Star Is Born (1954) James Mason walks into the
weean after realizing he's become a hasbeen when people come up to
Jiim and say, didn't you use to be Norman Maine? That's why when
Judy Garland wins the Oscar she pauses a minute at the podium and
announces, "Hello everybody—this is Mrs. Norman Maine.”

At the San Diego airport the feeling of dislocation set in once I
spotted Taylor Brady wandering around and I said, “What are you
doing here ar the airpore?” and it turned out he had come to pick us
up (Throughout the whole weekend this sensation repeated itself,
the ruprure that comes of secing one’s friends from San Francisco in a
whole new light, lizerally, a light screnc, pale and undlouded.) We
were staying at the Radisson La Jolla, a hotel at the foot of the
sampus near the Medical Center so you could walk back and forth
oo conference to hotel—as if. And at 3:30 or so we boarded a
shutle with Myung Mi Kim and Standard Schacfer and wound up at
he wiie, the huge strange library that rises from the ground like
Minas Morgul in layers of solar panels and black mirrors, to attend
b cockeail (well, wine and cheese type) party that opened the con-
Seswne. A few hours later Rac Armantrout gave a welcoming speech
bt hit most of the notes of congratulation, celebration, etc. Though
shusughout the weekend there was this constant note of warning that,
slihough women had “made it” in a certain way and their achieve-
wwnts aver the past 30 years are undeniable, success is transitory,
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might all be yanked at any moment by a new cultural upheaval. This
theme came back in different ways many times, but none more clear-
ly as when Armantrout told us the story of Hypatia, the Greek
writer/librarian/publisher who founded a great library and then it was
all destroyed and she herself torn to pieces by Christians.

The opening panel was called “A Little History.” (All of the panels
were conceived in very broad terms so that you couldn't guess what
X or Y would actually be talking about.) Michael Davidson’s paper
involved some transgender shenanigan frame in which we were invited
to think of him as a kind of woman; this made some audience mem-
bers restless if not actually confused. Beyond this frame Davidson
described the conception and writing and reception of Ntozake
Shange’s For Colored Girls who Have Considered Suicide When the
Rainbow is Enuf. Kathleen Fraser spoke after him. The celebratory
note of the conference was continued here, as in many other papers
which were testimonial in nature, graphical accounts of how-
I-founded-this-th: d-the-other-press. Simone Fattal was not on
hand to read Etel Adnan's paper as both women found themselves
unexpectedly called to Paris or Beirut, but Harryette Mullen came
through and discussed a pair of novels from the 70s that have not
received much critical i buried books written
by African-American women from an experimental and linguistically
challenging stance, and Mullen focused most of her paper on one of
them, Fran Ross’ Oreo of which I had never heard. Expect to hear
more about this later. Finally, Patricia Dienstfrey ended the panel
with an account of the operations of Kelsey St. Press of Berkeley and
announced that Kelsey St. was roughly doubling up its publication
schedule and will now be printing four books a year instead of two.
‘We heard so much about Fran Ross and Ntozake Shange that, walk-
ing after dark back towards the hotel, many were heard to wonder
why they were not the guests of honor. So powerful is the advocacy
of Davidson and Mullen—Mullen’s even more, I think, than
Davidson's—that we began to think of these writers in a different way
and indeed, in the case of Ross, for the first time ever. (Mullen says
she is at a preliminary stage of her quest for Ross, she doesnt even
know if she’s alive or ever wrote anything clse beyond the distin-
guished Oreo.)

So, some people went to a restaurant Il Torino nearby but I had such

a bad headache I went back to the hotel and passed out and woke up
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s midnight and made Dodic watch First Blood (Rambo, Part 1)
with e, o great movie. Now I'm thinking, this must have been less
& headache than advance warning signs of a bad conscience.

1 next day’s pancls began at 8:30. And as I was leaving the hotel
o the toilet overflowed so Dodie and 1 had a terrible fight. “Oh
el Leave me with this mess! I have to finish my paper, can’t you
way and help these plumber people?” “Can't you take care of some-
Whing by yourself for a change?” “Oh look who's talking—Mr. Home-
Iy ey Even-Th he-VCR!” Meanwhile Spanish-
sy speakers in maid’s uniforms were moving around our suite look-
lg puseled, mops and buckets clanging and clattering. San Dicgo is
Jnainge since cveryone in front of the scenes, so to speak, is quite
Wande but behind the scenes the people who do the work are
willurmly Mexican. “I want to go to the conference!” I had my
pesquito Spanish. “I can't even take a shower,” Dodic moaned, “there
i all these peaple here who don't know what I want!” “When you
wete married,” | shouted, “to that Puerto Rican fireman you should
Vave listened harder.” Oh, it was ugly. But ic’s funny how once out of
whe door you can slap this amiable nice guy look on your face and 7o
wne will ever know? At 7:30 Maureen Owen and I found ourselves
lane on the shuttle to the library so I introduced myself and then
we went o the side entrance door of the library and pulled on it as
we had been instructed previously. What chaos since apparently the
door had been left unlocked all night long and the alarms sounded
and & series of Brechtian, David Bowie Station-to-Station strobe lights
wame onl! That woke me up but good. Luckily we were not arrested,
hnigh it was eeric being in the deserted library. I forgor to mention
st all these pancls were held at the “Geisel Room” named after the
oot benefactor to UCSD, Theodor Geisel (Dr. Seuss), and the
Wbeary was celcbrating him by mounting a show of many of his origi-
ol drawings and paintings, so it was Dr. Seuss everywhere. Panelists
sk i front of a large reproduction of the famous Cat in the Hat
(weal, red, white stripes) who never looked more bizarre if you ask me.
1 made & really good photo of Lyn Hejinian, lean, sinuous, catlike,
s, posed accidentally against the Cat in the Hat litho and it is like
“Separated ar Birch.”

A1 8030 & respectable crowd arrived for the “Poctics” panel. Myung
Mi Kim opened the event with a poetically written talk about frag-
sentation, misspoken or misheard syllables, the partiality of writing.
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1 think you, David, and you, Yedda, were there in San Francisco
when Myung gave her talk so when I tell you that she began by
querying why does there always have to be a podium you will nod in
recognition. Carla Harryman was energetic with a tremendously
thought out account of poetics which I can't describe well or para-
phrase, we will have to wait for the printed version of these papers to
decide what exactly was being enacted. Brenda Hillman and Martha
Ronk gave accounts of their own poetics, illustrated with their own
poems; both were engaging and actually wonderful speakers, but
could see the clock ticking away; already the panels were on overtime
by the time Lyn Hejinian got up to speak. (I wonder if this anxiety
about time has as its root something sexual about it, what do you
guys think?) With her own eye on the clock Hejinian read rapidly
from a series of notes (again, it will be great to read the whole paper)
on different Greek concepts of writing pleasure. The third panel was
about the canon, and this panel resembled a regular panel most of all
due to the presence on it of actual literary critics and historians. Mary
Margaret Sloan’s paper on the “poem of dominion” was based on an
essay she had wnncn LT before for How(ever), which she passed
d its fi 'y nature, an of the
poetics she wrote of, but said that pzn of its elliptical quality was
based on fear, her own fear of being understood, and recounted to the
amusement and horror of all several incidents from her own career in
which various unnamed male poets treated her horribly. I recognized
a few of these incidents myself. These unnamed men who said terrible
things were wraiths at the conference, their voices acerbic, crackling
and mean like 7he Grinch Who Stole Christmas. One man told Sloan,
who had embarked on her Moving Borders project, “You're not smart
enough to compile an anthology. You don't even know who Bjork is.
You're old; why don't you just die now?” So there was this distressing
image of being told to die that was quite affecting. There was also the
sense that Sloan had raised the stakes by artesting to actual abuse or
at any rate, a great opposition like Sauron waiting just outside the
conference room doors.

around. She di

Celebration and optimism were made concrete in that many partici-
pants had brought or announced their new books and magazines just
in time for this Conference, so it was like Christmas in a way for we
got to see many new books, ctc., gathered on these long tables in one
corner of the Geiscl Room and we all flocked around them to see
what was new. Among these Pam’s book was a huge hit, the Atelos
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Awwk Pamela: A Novel. In this spirit Dodic and I made a special issue
o ot tine, Mirage #4/Periodlical]—we had asked many Bay Area
wanen pocts/publishers/editors to give us one page of their current
W tepresentative creative work—even the ones who were not attend-
Mg the conference—and we gave copics of the assembled issue out
fiee i the conference. To about cighty people. “Are you doing this to
make people feel better?” Margy asked me when I told her about the
Wes. “Yes and no,” | said, and we went ahead and did our issuc (#84)
fasturing Dodic, Mary Burger, Cydney Chadwick, Norma Cole,
Peverly Dahlen, Patricia Dienstfrey, Kathleen Fraser, Susan Gevirtz,
Lasien Gudath, Lyn Hejinian, Brenda Hillman, Myung Mi Kim,
Pemels Lu, Laura Moriarty, Rena Rosenwasser; Jocelyn Saidenberg,
Laslie Scalapino, Kathy Lou Schultz, Mary Margaret Sloan, and
Flisabeth Treadwell. And you, Yedda, too. A long list, but to our
shame not exhaustive—"but why didn’t you have Maxine Chernoff2”
sommeone said. The reason was that we had just featured Chernoff the
month before (but it wouldn't have killed you to print her work two
wonths in a row?) “And what about Jean Day, she’s been the manag-
\ng editor of Representations for years and years and she never gets any
vt for thar!” Well, we forgot. And we didn't even know that
Calleen Lookingbill and Elizabeth Robinson had already embarked
Wit their “Ether Dome” project . . . but why didn’t we know? Out of
the loop? | had a bad conscience about these and other omissions. I
ot like Meryl Strecp in Sophics Choice—okay not that bad, but bad
Indeed.

1 hwoke off right in the middle of the “canon” panel just as Maureen
Owen was about to launch into her personal history of Telphone
wgarine and Telephone books. Christanne Miller and Lynn Keller
went appeared together and divided their presentation into two halves;
e Hest recounted rapidly the history of women editing projects in
Whe w0 of, um, say 1915-1930, Margaret Anderson, Jane Heap, Lola
Widge. Kay Boyle, Sylvia Beach, Harriet Monroe etc. etc., a dozen
e, and showed how these women ushered in modernism in a
Jatge seule and how this tendency gradually faded away during the
Diepeession and the women themselves effaced as modernism promot-
ool et a0 male, even macho, movement, with women's contribu-
W forgotten or nearly so. Lynn Keller then performed the contrast
ol the 19905 and all were struck by the unusual similarities and dif-
Sesenees berween the two eras, It made your hair stand on end. About
Wi time Dodie finally showed up and through a glance across the




room I knew I had been for some reason forgiven for not having
stayed to help her deal with the sewage back up. The next panelist
was Libbie Rifkin of the University of Alabama who gave, I thought,
a great paper contrasting, very subtly and seriously, the editing styles
of Anne Waldman and Bernadette Mayer during the heyday of the
2nd NY School and how, editing The World, Anne Waldman created
this miniature universe of poets, all of whom could “fit in her bed-
room,” treating them all as creatures of rare fame and value, whereas
Mayer, in 0 to 9and Unnatural Acts, continually played with collabo-
rative values of non-agency, anonymity, textuality, etc. I'm not doing
this paper much justice but it was exhilarating to listen to. Then the
morning was over and we went to lunch in the nearby Student Union
and I took more photos. Everywhere we went people were friendly
and acted as though T had every right o be there, and Dodie and |
were driven around every place we wanted to go—and then I began
questioning my privilege in that nagging way that you, David, are so
familiar with: I started recusing myself: P'm not even a woman, why
do I get to stay in this hotel room for free? Down the hall Pamela Lu,
Lauren Gudah, Giovanni Singleton and Renee Gladman were all
squeezed into a room the same size as mine. Maybe they were having
fun, but isn't “fun” something that happens in despite? I felt guilty for
taking up space—you've felt that way, I know you have, it's only
human. My self-consciousness was imploding, I felt like a creaky old
envelope in the sunny Food Court, blown from umbrella to umbrella,
bench to bench, skittering along the concrete like a piece of Cracker
Jack. My God, Travis, Mara, Jill and so forth all drove down from the
Bay Area and it must be a thousand miles! All over San Diego people
were bedding down on poets’ floors and slecping bags and old futons
and probably outside in the desert and yes, because they wanted
Dodie I got to come along too but if I had had to pay I would have
said, “Uh, no, thanks, that's okay.”

The fourth panel was called “Mrs. Poetry” and was devoted to the
work of Bernadette Mayer. It must have made some of the panelists
nervous to have Mayer sitting right there in front of them grinning
like a Cheshire cat. What if she took into her head to interrupt any of
them while they spoke? I wouldn't have done this panel for 100
dollars, and what an inane title, cnough to make a cat groan. Brad
Wiestbrook introduced this panel pointing out that the Mandeville
Collection, behind the Geisel Room where we sat, owns the Bernadette
Mayer papers (1958-1995), and then Stephen Cope, who had
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swsslogued the papers for the Archive, rose and gave his talk,
sunounced as a kind of love song and indeed it was and then Lee
A eown's paper was similar, an alphabetical list of words and top-
4ot andl titles on which she expanded from long memory, memoir,
wwnddote, and quotation. Most of us in the audience loved it. Leslie
Sealapine followed with a disquisition on/against “lineage” which
wade some abrupt, mind boggling jumps among the work of Mayer,
Madtigo Toscano and Bob Grenier, warning us against the cult of per-
snality in poetry and how the worship of the “Revered figure” could
B bur minds against the though of the poem, This was hard to
Jollow in parts but salutary, T suppose. Juliana Spahr had the difficult
sk ol presenting a more conventional paper on Mayer’s Sonnets but 1
WMight It che most satisfjing of the four talks and has made me re-
ywad the Sonnetsin a new way after hearing her and nodding and
Woues opening in my mind like Ingrid Bergman's dream in
Spellbonnd. Well done everybody. It turned out that the students in
wie of Mayer's long ago Pocts in the Schools classes had nicknamed
et “Mis. Poetry” and she had written this nickname on one of her
puehooks the Mandeville now owned. “Hey! Here comes Mrs.
Poetry!” This explanation I believed on the one hand and disbelieved
with the other. Where was this? T wanted to know. Was this a New
Yok classroom or some kind of RKO studio film of the 30s with the
Bowery Boys22?

e final panel was on the Future. Laura Moriarty’s talk was on the
possibilities of the Internet, Web, etc., but focussed on the tendencies
Wl “wvant-garde” poetry to merge together so that people are writing
more and more like each other (provocative) and then rather chilling-
Iy saidd that the future is out of our hands since the machines them-
shves, smart as they are, were planning, or perhaps not planning,
wvens now 1o blend their technological knowledge with our human
Snowledge. | wok this to mean that although we don't know it Bill
Loates ot ul have already determined our future but afterwards she
sk, 10, it was the machines themselves (shades of Dean Koontz'
Ihomon Seed with my favorite, Julie Christic). Pamela Lu spoke on
Sehalt ol the Berkeley-based Idiom collective. Faced with the incredi-
e theupniess of web publishing the Idiom boys and girls were para-
Wonieally empted to spend incredible amounts of $$$$ on precious
Whiest! books, as one tendency prompted its exact opposite, an irrec-
wosdbabile splic in desires and needs. Renee Gladman'’s paper was an
Wsndiary one in which she challenged the makers of anthologies to
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increase the percentage of writers of color in them. No longer would
she put up with an anthology of 25 writers of whom 3 or 4 were peo-
ple of color. (Was this the Talisman New (American) Poets anthology?
The Moving Borders anthology? The conference itself2 Well we all got
the picture.) Dodie Bellamy spoke—oh, just brilliantly, of coursel—
but she was overshadowed by the final speaker, Marjorie Perloff, who
gave the talk that had many people livid afeerward (Though Iraissed
part of it being so moved by Dodie’s speech I had to have a cigarette
outside the house of Seuss.) The hot points here were three, that
much current work hailed as “innovative” is not—and she had this
look in her eye as though she were hinting heavily that this was true
of many of the writers in the room. The second point was that the
so-called theory or criticism written by poets is horrible. She gave
some examples, here naming names, such as Ann Lauterbach.

The third hot point was her blanket pronouncement that
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E mag had been a male-domi  oli-
garchy and that women had stayed out of the debate. Had stayed out
of the “originary moment.” As soon as it was over Carla Harryman
jumped up, red in the face, flustered, to say thar although she had
much respect for Perloff’s accomplishments she (Perloff) had now
damaged herself irretrievably in her (Harryman’s) eyes by erasing the
theoretical work done by women in the carly years of the “Language”
movement. One thing led to another and soon all were shouting,
stabbing the air with hands, asking questions, firing off charges of
“revisionism” on all sides, totally animated free for all. That the panels
proper should end on this heated note (Fate decreed it so, like the
end of Nightwood) was exactly fitting, but this resolution had to it
also an undertone of despair, for elements of doubt, overdetermina-
tion, fear had crept into the Geisel Room almost in a Trojan Horse
way. Please understand that my misconstrual of these debates is not a
purposive one, I didn't feel, even as it was happening, that I knew
what was being enacted before my eyes. Others will have different
takes on these events and all of them will be as accurate as mine. But
I tried as best I could to grok it. Then it was time for dinner and we
trooped off to the Faculty Club which was about a quarter of a mile
away, probably less by daylight. And after dinner there was a grand
old-fashioned kind of reading by Maurecen Owen and Bernadette
Mayer.

Mark Weiss, who was at the Page Mothers conference, wrote to the
Poetics List that he didn't at all hear the tone I found so dominant—

e anwlety thar women writers might lose the ground they've recently
poined. Funny, since I felt i throughout, from Hejinian's exhortations
Wt every day one must wrest victory from defeat and fighe all over
apein, 1o the constant use of the word “erasure,” which one heard
s and again (e.g. Harryman accusing Perloff of having erased the
sk of every woman in the room) and then in Dodies speech to the
sumlerence, she evoked the spectre of Marc Lepine, the Canadian
snginest who in carly December 1989 walked into the University of
Manireal and killed 14 women, and wounded a dozen others, simply
Ssase feminism had ruined his life. (Dodie spoke in the context of
Sehlash in general, particularly a weird phone message she got at her
Wilise accusing her of feminism for having invited nine women to
sl at Small Press Traffic during the months of March and April
1999). Bur I do appreciate that all of us who were at the conference
samne away with different takes on it and I hope that my example will
shaw that hey, write something about it, it doesn't have to be com-
plete, nor even interesting per se.

S, there we were in this luxurious faculty club listening to Maurcen
dwen read, | had never heard her before, nor even realized that
wany of her poems hzve a]!ema(e titles, nor the funky sun-ulism of
poetry, imes a little Brautig:
The showpicce was a longer and more intense poem about anothcr
e erime, a Muslim NY woman who, not wanting her children to
/oW up in a racist world, pushed them out of the window of their
134k story apartment building, this chilling poem very much in the
Sapphire vein that looked deep into a disturbed mind and located the
Batener there, identification and analysis hand in hand. When
Besmadette Mayer began reading the crowd really sat up and cheered.
M 100 read of a crime, the poem she wrote for Scott Gibson's Blood
wsd Joars anthology of poems for Matthew Shepard, the young gay
sundent who was beaten to death in Laramie in October 1998, his
Sy left tied o an old fence so that passersby thought he was a
sarscrow. Perhaps for many of us this was our first exposure to
Mayer, w0 she embodied something of the “Revered figure” that Leslie
b‘mlm had warned us about carlier, the living legend. Her “living-
wens” abo, miraculous as it scems after her near-fatal stroke a few
youns back, and her remarkable recovery, has to it a Gothic edge, like
b Anclent Mariner (though she’s not exactly old of course), perhaps
e we simultancously drawn to and repelled by someone who has
Sl wlready and come back, or is this just me, and in any case is it
o 10 sy’ After the reading many went on to a lesbian dance bar,
“Phane.” 1 San Diego proper, but I was kind of beat and made
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Dodie take me back to the hotel bar where we sat listening to a piano
man sing the old time melodies of the 50s and 60s and ralked with
Fanny Howe, Owen, and Mayer, over a whole slew of Cosmopolitans
far into the wee hours of the morning, talking about everything thar
had happened at the conference, and many many other topics. Fanny
announced she had a crush on Piero Heliczer after reading his poems
in the new issue of Shiny magazine, and Owen and Mayer reminisced
about the real-life Heliczer and how she, Howe, was lucky not to
have run into him in real life in late 60s NY because he was a menace
and completely mad. Dodie had me give the pianist money to play
her theme song, “My Funny Valentine” (her birthday is Valentine’s
Day), and Bernadette got me to ask him to play (but I forgot to ask
for what reason) “Under the Boardwalk,” and he did.

The next morning we spent packing and then squeezed into the little
convertible of Standard Schaefer with Lauren Gudath and Pam Lu,
and all our luggage and then on to breakfast on the same block as the
Fauldline Theater, where Stephen Cope and Joe Ross were setting up
for this massive poetry reading featuring many of the participants in
the conference. Well, we've all been to this kind of thing before, but
this was an especially interesting reading, much more lively and fun
that it had any right to be, for the program was a long one and the
space isn't all that big and plenty of people came to hear and see and
unwind, and people could only read for 5 to 7 minutes otherwise
they would be put in jail (a prop for the current Faultline production,
there was an actual jail cell on stage, with Lee Ann Brown sitting in
it.) For one reason or another, Cope had figured out the order of the
program should be in reverse alphabetical order, a delightful decision
that always had one guessing who would read next. It must have been
great for those, like Scalapino and Mary Margaret Sloan, who usually
bring up the rear at these mass events, and I think we should try it in
San Francisco. Thus the reading began with Bobbie West, a local San
Diego writer whom I had never met and whose book Scattered
Damage from Meow Books is terrific. The next reader was Diane
Wiard, whom we had missed secing at the conference but who proved
available to come to this Sunday reading. It was great news to hear
that Littoral Books is going to bring out a book by Ward and I told
her, I would haye walked to San Diego to hear you read for five min-
utes, you are the best. Or perhaps the best was Juliana Spahr, who
read her wonderful poem “We,” really I think (I'm thinking now) her
icce, this inclusive, hyp listic yet surreal poem

F P

about i forei and enduring love. This reading had

a valedictory quality to it, as many readers had to up and leave as
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soon as they had finished reading, for their shuttles were there to take
them to the airport, so I didn't get a chance to say goodbye to many,
youre there one moment and then you're gone, just like life. Anyhow
| se¢ I'm running out of time and I didn’t even write down a list of all
the readers, all of whom did very very well, so I will try to condense
myself. Dodic and I were extremely proud of the good showings put
o0 by the young San Francisco writers, including Giovanni Singleton,
Kathy Lou Schultz, Renee Gladman, Pamela Lu and Taylor Brady;
Bill Luoma brought down the house as usual; Lyn Hejinian read from
& ew long poem (called) Happily; a duo of Jen Hofer and Summi
Kaipa brought off a performance piece based on Hejinian and
Harryman's collaboration The Wide Road (which 1 wouldn’t have
thought could be done, bu they did it); a young New York poet
walled Alastair (sp?) Julian (sp?) of whom I had not heard was very
touching, or rather chic not touching; and then it all seemed to wind
up 10 4 close with Dodic’s reading from The Letters of Mina Harker
and Rae Armantrout wound up last, powerful, triumphant, grinning
and standing there, as wave after wave of applause washed over her in
thanks for her part in organizing the conference,

With Joel Kuszai, Joe Ross, John Granger, Stephen Cope, Rick
Burkhards, Bill Mohs, Hung Q. Tu, et al, all living in San Dicgo and
of course the more established figures Michael Davidson, Quincy
Troupe, Jerome Rothenberg, David Antin, one did get the fecling
there's a lot of writing going on in San Diego but that it’s now largely
4 man's world, and that this female incursion into its dominion had
the unreal status of a dream. Like many others, I'm very grateful to
Howe and Armantrout for putting on the event, and to Kuszai,
Giranger, Ross and Cope for being so hospitable to us at every turn.
Yes, there was X amount of friction, yes the debates about inclusivity,
litism, racism and revisionism hatched at the “Page Mothers” confer-
ence will color our world for a long time to come, and yes I had some
bleak moments, some dark moments, in which I realized that my
harm—such as it is—and happy go luckiness werent enough, that
goodwill isn't enough, that T'll have to change my life in some horrid
seary Rilkean way. But I had a terrific time and 1 hope they do it
sgain. | forget now why the two of you didn’t come. Was it that you
were sick? T kepe chinking they should have had a panel on illness (or
ot the body somehow). “Not Feeling Well” Or were you busy with
something else? Whatever; in any case I kept thinking of you both

the whole time.

Love from—Kevin K. 1999
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Bulletin from Kosovo: Flora Brovina

The Writers in Prison C ittee of I ional PEN is disturbed
by reports that Dr. Flora Brovina, a well-known writer, pediatrician
and women's rights activist, was abducted from her home in the
Sucnani Breg district of Pristina on April 22, 1999. More recent
reports confirm that she is currently being jailed in Pozorevac,
Serbia, on multiple charges, including terrorism.

According to her husband, Ajri Begu, Flora Brovina is now partly
paralyzed down one side, a result of high blood pressure made worse
by her imprisonment. There have also been reports of torture and
beatings. Her lawyer continues to be denied access to her in the
Pozorevac prison where she was transferred from Kosovo around
June 10th. International PEN is increasingly alarmed at the contin-
ued detention of Flora Brovina, and calls for her immediate release.

Dr. Brovina is the President of Lidhja e Gruas Shqiptare (The
Albanian Women's League) in which role she led demonstrations
marking Women’s Day (March 8, 1998) against Serb forces’ actions
against ethnic Albanians in Drenica. On that day, some 20,000
Albanian women are said to have gathered in Pristina, all holding up
blank sheets of paper. Dr. Brovina is quoted as saying “We had no
official way to announce the protests, so we used word of mouth. It
spread like fire—within just a few hours we could have almost every
woman in the city out on the streets ... We waved the white papers
to show the world that all options were still open, that nothing had
been written down yet and it was still possible to gain independence.”
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She continued to lead protests through 1998 and in October she was
beaten by soldiers when she refused to leave the site of a student
demonstration. “They beat me on the back with a baton and 1 still
didn't leave. I wanted the police to stay occupied with us so they
couldn’t chase the students.” At the time of her abduction, she was
working in Pristina in a Center she had opened for the rehabilitation
for displaced women and children, and was treating pregnant women
in bomb shelters and children hiding out in the mountains. She was
one of the few prominent ethnic Albanians to remain in Pristina.

As well as her activities as a women's activist, Dr. Brovina is a well-
known and respected poet, having four books of her poems pub-
lished, some of which have been translated.

International PEN is decply concerned for the well being of Dr. Flora
Brovina. It is calling on the Serb authoritics to give assurances that
she is being treated humancly, and to immediately release her.

Send Appeals to:

His Excellency Slobodan Milosevic
President of Yugoslavia

Savezna Skupstina

11000 Belgrade

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia
Fax: + 381 11 636 775

For further information please contact Sara Whyart at:

International PEN

Writers in Prison Commitree
9/10 Charterhouse Buildings
London ECIM 7AT

United Kingdom.

email: intpen@gn.apc.org

Fditors” note: Information comes courtesy of PEN International, with additional
material from The Dallas Morning News and the Jan. 1999 issue of Marie-Claire.
Ihanks to Celia Donert of PEN International & Diana Ayton-Shenkar of PEN USA.
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San Francisco artist Amanda Hughen examines the cul-
tural tendency to categorize, appropriate, and embellish
imagery of the natural world. Manipulating her own
drawings through photocopies and chemical transfer
processes, Hughen both mimics and elaborates upon
found illustrations and ornamentations of natural subjects.
Layers of reference and form are juxtaposed in order to
explore i visual ges: rational
structures (found rypognphnc, architectural, and diagram-
matic forms), organic shapes (appropriated illustrations
and photographs), and her own drawings intermingle in
her work. Through this layering of signs and representa-
tional systems, Hughen examines the ways in which
rational constructs are inscribed upon the visual world.
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Carla Harryman and Lyn Hejinian

from The Wide Road

A trap. Trains under horses’ feet. Dust slides to front. The sky
palpitates to our projections. “I will react,” we said and made a man
spinning around an eye. The eye is the only feature of our “landscape
prescrved from biographical writings’—a terrain that miraculously
came (Kathy Acker would say “orgasmed”) from the pen of Journoud
sometime previous to our trip to Milwaukee. A flat building drops to
the ground. We find our figure Journoud pmpanng Lhc road. An cclectic
g ls trying to obfi our d? Acker?
“Org; " The road? The gt will fail to discern the inven-
tion, to weed it out from borrowed drek. Because

we are Cassandra Persephone Pandora A. Prop

We slide his coarse and superficial immorality under our gown. I bet
you would like to know about this gown. It is terraced and rumpled on
one side, in blues grouping backward into darker hues as it drags. In
the purely ecstatic torment of passivity, we refuse to open our arms.

The hand thrashes within the bucket.

dryness and passion
don't mix

said the professor. It is best to take her out of the desert, put on a few
pounds, and give out bullets of lust. We raised our hand, since we real-
ized we'd been captured and put behind bars. “Will these words suit,
peofessor®

peach juice
slut
triple

“I can only tell you that dryness is not sexy and I've never heard of
Clement Greenberg, though a man.”

“This can't be the University of Milwaukee!” we exclaimed.

The professor admitted that it could nor.

It was an Institute of Inquiry, though not of Measure. We lay
about with some of the students who were discussing brute force. “This
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topic always makes people obvious,” said the woman who was sup-
porting herself with her right arm on our lap in order to lean more
emphatically toward the splendid but rigid man. “We need immediate
substitution,” she added.

“You can't improve the world with dictionaries,” he said.

“You're right—but you can with airplane tickets,” said the one who
had been talking about fishing and was now stirring chowder. “My own
recipe,” he said: “ secret very strong broth.”

The sea-scented steam condensed on the walls of the room and
even the sheess and pilloweover it slightly damp, as if we had been
sweating.

“If no one yields to brute force, it can be very exciting,” we pointed
out. The interlocking we imagined increased our appetite. There were
spoons to go around but not enough bowls, so we shared ours with the
man who had caught the fish, sniffing the odor of his brow as he guz-
2led the soup from the bowl on our lap.

“It only results in stagnation, if no onc yields,” said the other man.

“Who? We?” Cupping our breasts with our hands we made the
familiar jest.

we desire only you and you and you
for verification

Later, kneeling in the moonlight on the grass above the brick
embankment that held the bend in the river, pouting and spitting we
said to ourselves the word “cupping.” He was delighted, and shouted
“Xho!” Then we directed him to say something fundamental and pro-
voking, using the letter L.

Lavinia, Lavinia, Lavinia

Paranoia results from that old religious preoccupation with the
smallest detail and with similarities. And traveling as we are, we cant
indulge in self-portraiture, even when we are stark naked and whop-
ping. In fact, much of the time we exceed the perfect differences
between you and us, since they are the details demarcating the biological
dcpths and social heights, a part of history and a part of isolation.

ile, we incite Ives to introspect and expect—is this love?
is this theory?—we are not experts of postponement.
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our head is round
such is life

have we not hatched it?

“We can't get that poem out of our head,” we said. We are slaves
of environment.

He is standing behind and above us on the slope and puts his arms
around us, passing his fingers over our breasts and reaching between
our legs. He has us, in the palm of his hand.

From this elevation, or apparent clevation, we have a remarkable
look over a high gray fence into the yard where outdated statuary is
stored at the face of an eroded cosmonaut and at 17 arms and forefin-
gers of Lenin.

oh rousing weight
still more tremendous
for your wondrous love!

This is true: we are writing on a cloudless sheet of bluc paper.

we come closer to facing
the frightening malleability
of gender

Oh. Oh, so. Oh oh. Oh, no. No. This is also true: as we write three
shirtless men carry enormous tree parts along the side of the house.
One of them is black and wears a pale blue hat. Another is light with
long straw-colored hair and an carring hanging lightly from a delicate
car. The third is responsible, pale, and hulking. We are certain of our
third man’s role because he stays in the back with a saw.

But this window scene of men is only pure distraction from the
work at hand: the manufacture of serenity amidst usclessness, noise,
chaos, and demoralization. And now, awesome reader, listen to what is
not truc—a dream—and then we will tell you how we got down from
the mountain.

We were sitting in folding chairs, in about the center of a small-
sized unembellished public space, possibly half-full of people, watching
a movie. The movie had a familiar plot, and we were remarking on
the disquicting yet soothing boredom experienced in being able to
anticipate the future so readily, when L., C., P, and K. entered noisily.
The room leaked light through the large moth-caten curtains covering
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the floor-to-ceiling windows, so we could sce the newcomers quite well:
they appeared to be slightly larger than life, as if in a pale fog just before
sundown, when the blending of object and shadow and the simultancous
contrast of illuminations and darkness yield a somber massiveness
within the landscape. Now, the movie served as a distant overexposed
backdrop to the presences of L., C., P, and K. As the red-haired C.
crossed from the back of the room to the curtained windows, L.
followed. It seemed that C. was looking for an exit. But, upon sensing
L., she turned and kissed him passionately. The passionate kisses were
repeated as they stood next to the audience like drunken guests at a
wedding party. We felt, also, a tinge of desire for the striking L. and his
remarkable nonchalant poses which we attributed to his many years of
theater experience. When C. released herself from the embrace, we
rose, fecling an almost familial obligation to speak to her. We said, “C.,
we didn't know that you like sex.” C. looked at us severely, and we knew
that we were very small, almost insect-like, as she floated through the
curtains to the patio.

The film came to an end. The curtains were drawn, the shabby
bare room exposed. We felt that we must rectify ourself, so when C.
floated back into the room as if it were LOpéra, we said, “C., we are
very sorry that we spoke insultingly, but we did so admire you for being
an Artemis.” None of this scemed to mean anything to her, and we left
the theater with strident remorse and shame.

Now, why we have postponed telling you how we got down from
the mountain is that we had to work our way down, and this was very
difficult. Anything we could put our mind to we would try, but few
people will pay for the work of a mind such as ours, one that does not
fear the incongruity of yielding statuary. So we offered ourselves up as
gardeners. Yet, few on the mountain could afford the luxury. We some-
times went hungry for want of a proper fit. Still,

it is in the places where things
don't fir
together neatly

that we can best insert
our political will

This political will of which we speak belongs to the slapstick side

of our nature which is so often embodied in the form of a man who
himself embodics both wisdom and glurtony in balanced propartions.
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And it is of him, Candy & Eggs is his name, that we eat when we get
too hungry to continue down the steep, sparsely populated, and heavily
forested slopes. We lick and suck his sugary fat and sip from his eggy
eyes, while he sleeps the sleep of a spellbound material witness. At last,
we are sick of him and return him to a sitting position, proper to the
religious, by repeating our recently acquired Lavinian Chant....

Everybody, meaning the few people of the valley, were there to
greet us when we completed the descent. And yet

we starve

as we work unnoticed

through the one

endless

source of work

‘We write, Dear Men, our i broad our tendencies, our
capacities, but it can’t conceal our tendernesses. Go ahead and call us
filthy if you will. We have eyes and a tongue, lips and a navel—we are
a triangle in perpetual motion. We didn't wriggle down the cliff clutch-
ing at pungent warm shrubs, ride exciting slabs of hot slate down the
slope of the high meadow, arrest our careening in the glossy mud of the
cool creck (we lay for a spell in the stream of water, head resting on
moss, one leg on the right bank and the other on the left (what cnigmas
await us in the zone between vegetable and mineral!)), climb the trellis
at the back of the villa where we were gripped by the thorns of the
bougainvillea whose blossoms stuck in our hair, sneak over the roof and
around the chimney, and swing down past the windows clinging to the
wrought-iron floral grillwork and the edges of the tile cartouche in
order to get to this place without getting dirty. But here we are!
Be artful, if you will—please clean us.

almost carnal clods for scrutiny
almond science sinking
pllars, pillars, pillars and minerals
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Jen Hofer and Summi Kaipa

A View of The Wide Road

“Dear Reader, have we invited you in?”

Have we told you a tale whose analysis
will provoke some exciting sensations? we
ask. Have we spread our subjectivity? have we
engulfed it in the world?

The sun doesn’t rise every morning sim-
ply to populate allegories. And when a goose
damp from dew on the riverbank lectures
you can be sure her genitals are clean.

Her point is clear, but her heart beats
against her neck.

In our heart we find our desires as
carnest as they were when we were young—
0 half measures... (99)

We begin: “We walk in a vaporous
valley with our bovine heads bent
toward the plain where Measured Desire
is said to dwell.” (1) We are looking for
Measured Desire. We are looking to
measure desire. We are looking to
desire’s limits, desire’s limitlessness,
measure after measure, “We can’t help
but live in time.” (73) We do not exist
outside measure but can confuse its

: X 5

moments in time via the notations we
put to them. We do not want to be
measured against, but want to move in
measure. A measure musical, as a phrase
that might repeat, recur, resound. As a
moment or moments in time, but not
crystal. Delightful, but not precious.
Incantatory and improvisatory. “Our
sex is an incitement, urging us to elapse.”
(23) Urging us to clapse as time elapses,
and elapses again: relapses. Our sex
incites time and incites more sex. Our
sex balloons time o fit us. We balloon to
fill our sex. More desire, measured and
unmeasured, without measure.

Prose lines and broken (or verse)
lines measure differently. Meanings

“Dear Reader, have we invited you in?”

..we want to tuck an essay into an
essay. This is, by the way, non-narrative.
There’s an ancient belief thar mother geese
have long necks so they clean their own gen-
e Rl s
elsewhere mother geese have created many
et (o oh Gl Alainel) s
ties.

Non-narrators are historically afraid of
what mother geese may say, bur thinking
abour that would just make us hungry for
potatoes grown in paradise covered with but-
ter given us by a youth responding to our pen
scratching on the skin of a mango into whosc
Bl Bk hreact o i 01

How bold is The Wide Road The
puritan in us (albeit a minuscule puri-
tan) is shocked by what Lyn Hecjinian
and Carla Harryman have done—a dou-
ble-minded, one-headed monster (or
monsteure?) that seeks and welcomes sex
from any and all men—“The boys have
removed our coarse pants and are idly,
almost lazily rubbing us with jasmine
vine while they also hold their still-
dressed crotches” (5)—while being open
enough o allow experiences with other
women—“Our hands slipped into her
tight litele back pockets . . . Our hands
grabbed around each moon of ass.”(64)
The riot girl in us—happily dominating
the puritanical—cheers on the monster,
urging the pmugonis(, under our
breath, “yes, yes.” An urging, and
encouraging, not unlike that in (some)
sex. Yes, it is erotic. We are impressed
and compelled by the eroticism of the
text, the way it invites us in as
voyeuse/voyeur. The voyeuse in a posi-
tion both outside and inside—party to
and participant in the party.

The sexualized natural world con-
jures Whitman: “Do I contradict
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valence more freely in a lineated situa-
tion, which is not to suggest that mean-
ing affixes (asphyxiates), immobile, to
particular words or phrases in prose, but
rather that different ways of moving are

myself? Very well, I contain multitudes.”
Hejinian’s and Harryman's protagonist
“we”, like Whitman. clzims kinship with
the world around “us”, finding desire
and sexual lmag:ry in the landscape.
Our happiness is absolutely not flat, but

possible, different oceur,
when lines move differently. We take
different positions. “Every poem is a
posture we have tried.” (4) Sameness is
certainly not our goal, nor is difference
privileged if it does not make more mea-
sure, more movement available: “We are
no more symmetrical than a brimming
tide or the sky which is scattered over the
terrain, and as a result we enjoyed sever-
al unexpected experiences.” (4) We are
shapely, but not an easily definable
shape. We measure ourselves in lan-
guage—through our utterances, through
“their” utterances—and must change
language to fit our asymmetry. Words
are also material: “A word carefully
placed can erect a nipple.” (73)
Language shifts to date us, and

rathcr lumplsh smuous and smewy

bumpy, bulging as a terrain (a valley or
plain) and a body itself. “And so atmos-
phere plays a greater role. The morning
light, forming pearly drops of mist,
sprayed against our lips. We inhaled the
heady emanations of the cucalyptus trees
whose ragged bark and pungent buttons
were drawn into the breeze.” (10) Like
Whitman, “we” concede contradiction,
welcoming it as a natural part of the self.
“We” are not one thing. “To say ‘we’ is
not to say ‘I and my double’ and thereby
produce stasis; ‘we’ does not make a wife
and any given stasis is not an increment
of desire.” (90) “We” are gigantic and
:xnemely open-hearted. “We” are not
(we do like it to be

we will it to do so. “There is a languid
cros within a language eros.” (52) There
are many desires to measure, and many
measures to desire.

“We can’t help but live in time, and
yet we aren’t looking for ultimate or
even penultimate pleasures, choosing
instead to go on with our desires,
following them precisely the way persons
follow their two eyes.” (73) Left cye-ball
moving in discord with right, or two
“I's,”—that is, us—constantly in motion
with one another: decision and indeci-
sion and refusal to decide (preclude), but
rather, inclusive action. “We can’t
measure what has happened, because
whatever has happened has endless
repercussions, currents of effect and pos-
sibility like Phlegethon, in flames and
engendering whatever is to come, the
objects and events of our desire.” (75) Or
in measuring what has happened further
happenings occur, generating further

good!), but our promiscuity opens us to
the possibility of rakmg many [hmg,s—

¢, further desire. Our context,
st toad, our self, is the world. What
sild be more huge? The terrain prolif-
seates, as does our experience on, in, and
shout it. This grappling for panorama is
wot at all precise, but rather multiple,
inflected, mobile, visionary, hallucinato-
1y, and cquipped (and all the better for
.

it is in the places where things
don't fir
wgether neatly

that we can best insert

our political will (20)

Or our fitting and inserting, our grap-
pling, is precise but repeatedly momen-
tary, not static but “mobile and desirous,
unbounded among distinct things” as,
perhaps, is the act of sex. (73-74)
Mecasuring as the infinite, rather than
finite, move: “yes we said and yes
echoed;” one yes makes many more.
Mczsure occasions re-measure, its own
. “Desire is regulated by

pethaps
“The Wide Road divides the landscape,
world on one side, world on another,
world swallows it before and behind,
and we (like Dante in middle age) take a
turn and are not separated—are not sep-
arate.” (105) Our context, our road, our
self, is the world. What could be more
huge?
As we see our similarity with the
things of the world, we simultaneously
notice our differences:

‘When tired, we cross our legs and
laugh lustily. But sometimes

we say love
withour you

there is no aim

but our own
swarming voice (3)
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lnr:slghr, which is to say by itself, desire,
looking ahead towards its object, which
it discovers through an act of will but
without knowing what to request.” (74)
Desire changing shape (and duration:
time) so quickly as to ask again and
again for measure. Or just to ask again
and again.

Our measuring tools succumb to
desire, or function equally well (and, one
sincerely hopes, first) as tools of pleasure
rather than tools of measure. “This is the
reason to measure desire even without
realistic implements: to secure its preva-
lence.” (73) We are not measured
against/by our tools—forfeiting bra or
shoe. We measure our own tools: we sew
the coat to fit us. It fits the way we wish
it. Others measure in in their ability to
swell with us and recede from us. Others

A swarming act of utterance, saying “we
love you” (while simultancously saying
“we love without you?) brings into exis-
tence the “we” as well as the “you”—
reinforces the existence of ourself. “We”
learn that our discrepancies, the anom-
alous details of our daily lives, constant
yet fluid, are what constitute our specif-
ic selves: “We love detail because every
detail supersedes the universal. The
woman realizes this, too, of course,
which is what makes her journal pro-
gressive. “Thinking involves not only
the flow of thoughts but their arrest as
well,” as Walter Benjamin says...” (92)
“We” are universalist but not universal.
Our multiple self/sclves are a condition,
at least partly, of our gendered asymmet-
ncal otherness. “But daily life is a vcry
lent agent of desire—p
e wiiab maes 1o compellingas &
agent of writing. The oscillation between
interior and exterior of what scem to be
the contents of our experiences makes
our daily life simultancously expressive
of Us and of Not-us.” (48) We are
shapely, but not an casily definable
shape.

“We are no more symmetrical than
abrimming tide or sky which is scattered
over the terrain, and as a result we
enjoyed several unexpected experiences.”

4) “We” is a we as a tide or a sky, both
things which are referentially singular
but are actually plural, infinite, in their
composition. A tide cannot be without
water, without waters, while a sky, too,
cannot be “one” object, e.g. one toy or
one pillow, a measure of one. The “it”
that “we” are, the monster, the “we”, is
not symmetrical, not two bodies fused
into one, because symmetry (or twin-
hood)—in the sense of symmetry in
Noah’s ark where two animals mirror
cach other and become whole together—
crases difference. Instead, “we” is an
acknowledged composite of two minds
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being. also ourselves. “In fact, much of
the time we exceed the perfec( differ-
ences between you and us, since Lhcy are
the details d the biols |

(each of which in itself is of many
mmds), and our oddity suggests our
indivi as well as our

our ity. “We bered our

depths and social hengh:s, a part of his-
tory and a part of isolation. Meanwhile,
we incite ourselves to introspect and
expect—is this love? is this theory>—we
are not experts of postponement.” (18)
Rather, we are repear offenders,
expecters and experts of the libidinal and
the liminal, of the intellect and the sub-
ject, the thought and the embodied.
Deliciously, things do not stand still
in their uses. “Our task is paradoxical
and thus ornamentally sexual. On the
one hand, there is no measuring imple-
ment: neither a tadpole, or a flagpole or
a ruler; although, the tadpole is an image
of impregnation: a flagpole something to
sit on top of, victoriously and even sala-
ciously, and a ruler always good for a
swat.” (73) We measure our desire in
terms of objects—objects of measure are
also objects of desire—where a tadpole
and a flagpole become the markers of
this affair, and mark it. Time up against
life: as tadpole becomes fish. Flagpole as
a marker of place: we have been here
before. Ruler might suggest coercion,
standards, schools: getting in line; our
measure does not want a ruler—unless
it's bnng put to good use, giving us a

Pmdmucally. flagpole and tadpole
measure nothing if we forget them and
move on. (Measures, being temporary,
need remeasurc.) And this book moves.
Neither measure nor implement con-
sents to stand stll (though both, no
doubt, consent to other, more mobile,
activities). “It is no fault in travelers to
be led astray” (7)—quite the contrary: it
is in the stray, in the fray, that things
happen. “There is no anzlugous flattened
happmm to that of cunous and recep-
tive travelers,” (1) and our happiness is

thrill upon discovering, for example,
that two halves could be reversed, to give
more independence to each and greater
freedom for the exercise of wit.” By
definition, “we” is inclusive: we have
clouds, moon, sun, stars, and more:

“This is true: we are writing on a
cloudless sheet of bluc paper.

we come closer to facing
the frightening mallcability
of gender” (18)

Itis, perhaps, the “skying” of a thing or
event (or a thought) that makes it imag-
inative or imagined, that makes it gener-
ative:

Dear Lyn,

when the clouds pass over
the plank becomes
a narrative

we want to soak
and explode.... (38)

Plural sight makes for plurality of thing
seen. Left eye-ball moving in discord
with right, or, two “I's,"—that is, us—
constantly in motion with one another.
“A narrative” is not one thing, not
defined, digested, processed, and left
behind, but a cum\llanve (cumulus?)
process that leads to more of itself, that
leads beyond itself. “What is and the
story of what is are very different.” (39)
Much of our writing draws from our
daily life. “We appeal to our daily life,
which is persistently abnormal but
adorable (we are slaves to it), to provide
us with the authority of our anti-
aut}mmy—or should we say our anti-

" (47)
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absolutely not flat, but mth:r "lump\sh

The extreme plux:h!y !hat makcs up our
self is

sinuous and sinewy,
and asymmetrically bumpy, bulging as a
terrain (a valley or plain) and a body

inself.

“Our mortal bones are made up of a
hundred minds and twelve orifices, including
four ears and four These we now
applied o our adventures—all of which were
preliminary to our goal, which was to
measure desire. Every pock in the ground,
every blade erected in it, every soft coursing
of an animal, cvery shadow affixed to the
daylighe, the color of the grit between shoe
and foot, the slips of tonguc as we prema-
turcly mumbled the clements that would
stimulate future conversations, a. shift of
balance from lefe shoulder to right, and the
wide but bounded stretch of our audible
route filled our senses...” (3-4)

The landscape is a “wide road which was
filled with things t be coupled and
compared.” (1) While traditionally
(ornamentally) binary, on the wide road
coupling and comparing become multi-
plicitous activities, as desire: when one
“half” of the binary is a we, the terms of
measure themselves refuse to rest quietly
in their definitions.

“Who? We? Cupping our breasts with
our hands we made the familiar jest.

we desire only you and you and you
for verification” (17)

The prevalence of desire is secured
through repetition. Repetition which
does not repeat the same way twice. No
measure measures definitively. We use
the picaresque, the poem, the fantasy,
the actuality, the letter, the essay, the
open-ended, the never-ending, the end-
ing and beginning again, facts, logics,
the philosophical, the pornosexual, the
crotic, and anything else we can get our
hands on, to measure and increase

Cooupling?) o diffsens et that
are recognizably other to one another (to
ourself). Lyn, or rather “Lyn” (“your
pal”) writes in one of her letters,
“Meanwhile, there is something about
the prolongation of otherness that
occurs during sex (or maybe it occurs
between sex acts)—I think this may be a
central theme of our collaboration.” (33)
To incorporate the radically multiple—
well beyond the multiplicity of subjec-
tivities within the one subject that is so
often theorized these postmodern
days—into the plural self, into “we”, is
in itself a prolongation of otherness, an
inhering of otherness which is pethaps
true of any self but is sharply magnified
on The Wide Road. Our otherness is part
of what makes up our physical, desiring
selves. “I myself feel that the physical
body is astoundingly alien—as if I had
the amazing possibility of being intimate
with my own otherness, which is an
animal.” (36) We establish a fascination
with the distance between “self” and
“body” carly in the book; in a dream,
where things are “always realistic,” we
examine the delectable otherness of even
our own body:

This was our dream: We are standing,
we sec ourselves do this, ankle-deep on a vast
beach of iridescent pearl sand over which an
exquisite sheet of shining water lis motion-
less, like a vast and penetrable mirror tilted
very slightly toward the sea. We look down
into the water and see reflected there whar’s
between our legs. Reluctant to shatter the
image and, since we are alyways realistic even
in our dreams, reluctant to distort the perfect
view of what is otherwise so difficult to see,
we lean forward. And slowly we sink closer,
down into the cold water and the warm sand
below, either to suck up or to be drawn down
into the pink and dark object of our study,
until the water hangs around our thighs. (6)
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measure, to incite measure and secure
desirc’s prevalence. We are as wide as the
hips that bore us. We include the sides
and edges, that which spills onto our
path from outside, that which cleaves
our path from inside. We allow the verse
to insert itself between the prose, and
vice versa, vice verses. There is room
cnough in this epic. Measures and plea-
sures recur. Repeat. Pleasure in repeated
activities, repeatable pleasures. Measured
or immeasurable pleasures. “Because of
the repetitions, there is measure, but
there are no limits” (86) Measure does
not limit, it delimits. Frames only to
frame again. There is a sense of how
much and when, of what and how, but
the moment changes (we are “in time’—
moving beings and being that is moving)
as does the how and the much. The con-
tent and the position—as in the case of
our measuring tools.

We might call our (sexual, social)
position (one of our many) “wife.”

Phantasms according to Lacan are struc-
tured by repetition. If the structure of repeti-
tion in the wife's life delineates measure
without limits, her lived experience is not
related to the fantasy but the pragmatics of
daily life. However, the wife, herself, may be
our own phantasmatic projection, since she
inscribes a limit to our travels: we must
accept her distance and desire her simultane-
ously. Thus like incomplete males, we find
ourself repetitively desiring what we can’t
have, and this itself frustrates innovations in
measure, (86)

Frustration excites change (in the desir-
ing “we” as well as in the course of time).
A flustering feeling to make us want to
move. “Frustrates” functions as a sense
of irritation (an itch or discomfort, the
senses needing to be addressed) and a
verb of ignition. Innovations in measure
are occasioned (frustrated) by (frustrat-
ed) desire. It is the wife, our own projec-

Our otherness is not only ourself looking
into our own (different) body different-
ly, but our self is literally (and literarily)
different—we allow the verse to insert
itself between the prose, and vice versa,
vice verses—our self made up of multi-
ple selves with various (and variously
useful) anatomical parts: “Our mortal
bones are made up of a hundred minds
and twelve orifices, including four ears
and four eyes. These we now applied to
our adventures—all of which were
preliminary to our goal, which was to
measure desire.” (3) In the process of
measurement, the process of under-
standing how we are built (and we are
“built”), we come to reconfigure the
figure of our very selves. We refuse to
succumb to a simple measure based on
physical gender. “We” watch a man
watching a wife in her daily tasks, the
voracious and inchoate river of desire
rolling between them: “Although
female, truly, we are neither man nor
woman in this scene. The desirous
observer (think voyeuse here), as if a
river, flows by unnoticed. And yet, this
sensation and notion of non-cultured
sexuality is an illusion that grants us a
fickle freedom, which is not superior to
anything.” (75) The measure of desire is
gigantic—cultural (though “non-cul-
tured”—i.c., not limited to cultural con-
structs) as well as individual, and in this
way our exploration of self has more to
do with a communal political-literary
project than an interest in individual
subjectivity.

The Wide Roads literature. T know this doesn't
answer your question. As a woman I can’t
stand on the side of cither culture or nature.
But I can construct an cros and challenge the
face culture has put on it. Yet the face is his-
torical, lyrical, psychological, Vicrorian, and
current, chamelconic. How would I depict it?
One body with two minds? (40)
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tion structured by repetition (a desired
and desirous projection whose preva-

The Wide Road, in its construction of an
eros, deplc(s u again and again, in con-
stant arti for measured desire,

lence is secure bly) who
measures our travels. Measure works as a
kind of half-life—shifting shape but
never depleted—berween the world and
the eye, the desired and the desirer: in
this sense measure is sight, is desire, is
the act between us and what we act on,
or out. Plural sight makes for plurality of
thing seen. “Desire measures itself in the
distance, between itself and its object,
which advances and is always advancing
within time” (74) Advancing towards us
(and us advancing through i), the
distance closing up, inviting us in.

“The pleasures of a wife—the sexual
mysteries of a sexual history with a
person in the role of husband—were
something we wanted to discuss with
this wife, whose open shirt and rosy
brown breasts suggested she knew some-
thing of them.”(85) Do “we” want a
wife? Does the text want a wife? Is the
“biblical” relationship between husband
and wife analogous to that between read-
cr and text, language and the world? We
want to “know” cach other, ourselves, to
know “something of them.” The text
measures the reader, the reader measures
the text—as language measures the
world and is measured by it. We are
measured in time, in language, and
pinned to its paradigm. “Rosy brown
breasts” mark experience, another kind
of time. We want to be pur against the
wife (to push up against her) and, in
tumn, up against the reader. “Organ
against organ, organization against orga-
nization,” (42) and more, “if it (utopian
consciousness) is that ‘press of disorgani-
zation against organization’ it is an
enactment of knowledge brought to bear
on the present.” (45) An enactment of
sex (a sexy act) pressing against time, our
measured desire in response to history.
But we do not want to be measured

against the “lictle non-narrator(s), no,
name-caller(s)” hiding behind “the grass
blade, 2 monument to structure.” (93-
94) Our monstrous growth is only
threatening to small folks who name
names rather than tell the sexy story,
those “incomplete men” for whom
power over continues to be a compelling
force. “P.S.,” writes “Carla,” “Bataille
says, ‘This sickness (deviation) is
obscurely bound to an intense seduc-
tion.” This is probably why some men
can’t stand to read The Wide Road. We
have made a deviant woman/women
monster(s), with onc head and two
minds.” (35) Our deviant body, like our

desire, is immeasurable, ever-growing:

Somchow our feet scem to be getting larger
and larger, our legs too. The lines of one
hand have turned into tropical ravines.
Several other hands are blossoming with
gorges and canyons. Our fingers sprout cine-
lexes and hospitals, one with a bamboo
motif shelters veterans. Our navel adorns
Plato’s cave with a neoclassical casing. And
our vagina accommodates the most magnifi-
cent of railway stations with room to sparc
for its future demisc. Do not abandon it,
please!

We could walk half-way across the
country in one step, one foot plunged in the
silted shoreline of the West and another
stuck in a Mississippi swamp. What can we
sce from the vantage point of such enormity?
(94-95)

“We” are monster, agent, subject,
object, mother, wife, male, giant, goose
with impeccably clean genitals. On the
wide road, we are not non-gendered, but
extra-gendered—too big for the britches
formerly provided for us. That is, out-
side the confining confines of traditional
gender constructs, beyond them (as in

v, beyond the ordinary)
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T S SEERNTR e

against the wife or reader. In our sexual which suggests having mo
desire, we forfeit the measurement of :hcm—aungga]so szg:rgrhzn ‘t'hmein:hl,::ihr
ourselves or Olh'el’i. ‘We are not androgy-  sexual desire, we forfeit the measurement
nous, but multigynous, a multiplicitous of ourselves or others. We are not
fon.n rhat' will not stand still to be count-  androgynous, but multigynous, a multi-
ed in a binary system of gender, self, or plicitous form that will not stand still to
anything else. “Measured though the be counted in a binary system of gender,
world is nor, the distance has moved ~self, or anything else. “The whole body
very close up.” (93) We want proximity s builc of heads, and every head has i
wllt‘hou: hierarchy. “We desire with defi- face.” (28) No coincidence the rhyme of
nition.” (79) Promiscuity without being “multigynous” with vertiginous: our
indiscriminate, measure without limits: wide ride is a dizzying one, bur in the
Because of the repetiions, there is mea-  most necessary sense: spinning us out of
sure, h}n there are no limits; this too the narrow confines of our various nar-
cpitomizes wifeliness.” (86) The wife is row confines. Thisis not to suggest gen-
the limit of measure and limitless mea- derlessness in 7he Wide Road. “1 r:mgem-
sure. Memory, too, flips (as mermaid’s ber a woman friend once telling me that
tail? or bodies changing position in she wrote in order to be genderless.
bed—or wherever?), switches  sides, -
turns language in its prism. The words
(from performances of “4™24in 1978):

light for family life
one of my lagging mothers
makes love at the same time

Only as a comfort to the wife” (42)
Him
and Me Perhaps if the only ways available to us

are real of oon;:’r:cnng gender are the conven-
} tions of the hegemony, then genderlessness
the ‘words are very erotic. would be a desire. But our “lagging
2o Havorer (in memory) 1 heard them as  mother” makes love “as a comfort to th
r_nnym and We.” This to me suggestsan  ife». thi: Sl
equivalent but even more capacious eroti- ol vene e niling e
it not o much presing organ t organ negate .gender in the very desire to
organization to organization, And, as such, it SUTP3S It
is my challenge to hisrory. (41-2) Existing within gender and beyond
gender, “we” move in a generative gap
“History”: construct and material actual- between the multiply sexed body and the
ity interacting to form us, And formed multiply othered self, where all
by us, acting on us and us acting within “codified” notions of identity, i.c. man-
it, history can be, has been, deeply PSS Womanness, hu(wo)manness, indi-
iy viduality, and communality are exposed.
“We” confounds easy gender distinctions
We Listwithar st donm s dre even in the details evinced by our active,
from other more indigestible knowledge. .. We  Writing body: “Things (our hand, our
fuck Mr. Williams and our knowledge peaks foot, our spine on which we turn our
with pleasure but then we read the newspaper head as our curls cross it, and our
zgzm. Af:d find ourselves here, listless in penis—no, no, excuse us, we are female
silence; for the mute are more present than  and that is your penis—our pencil

words on every page and this makes it see
bt o iy m‘: between the thumb and forefinger with
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s to speak. (11)

I'he kind of knowledge, “history,” found
on the pages of a newspaper (a
examples that spring to mind include the
political situation in Haiti, The Gulf
War, riots in China) provides a limiting
measure antithetical to measured desire
wherein “history” purports to be truthful
and all-knowing. Thus it fails as an
exciting, excitable measure of desire. Sex
is no escape from knowledge, and
knowledge (think Faust here) is rarcly
pretty. The knowledge of measured
desire, however, as a pressing “challenge
0 history,” is knowledge of a different
order,

On the billboards of our wide road,
in the alleyways, in the travel, sex is
sex—cunt, cock, fingers, breasts,
mouths, batting flowers, ship captains
with zeros and hoses, you name it (it
names you, you name it again, etc.)—
and sex is knowledge, a way to measure
ourselves and desire in the world, to
measure the world in our desire. “But we
hunger for knowledge, that giant mind
inside our heated wombs, so follow the
pure terrain.” (3) Though the “sclf” and
the “body” are sometimes distanced
from one another (as, particularly, in the
letters on violence, sex, and violation),
the mind’s body and the body’s mind are
in this book inextricable. In the process
of measurement, the process of under-
standing how we are built, we come 0
reconfigure the figure of our very selves.
Sex is an intelligence, and what excites
the mind (7he Wide Road, for starters!)
arouses the body's desires as well.

1 think your letter begins to answer the
question in a manner which fuscs homespun
knowledge with intellcctual excess. The intel-
lectual excess infuses the homespun knowl-
edge with an erotic glamour. No image of the
body can excite me as much, or maybe I
should say as permanently.(41)

the middle finger as fulcrum, our
breasts, cach with one further finger)
occupy our attention endlessly.” (31)
The act of writing, blurring and confus-
ing gender by generating an embodied
plethora of details (and by enacting the
change through language) removes the
female writer from a secured and/or
1 phobic notion of “femininity”
withour in any way reducing our full-
bodied, sexy, mobile, wide femaleness.
Sameness is certainly not our goal, nor is
difference privileged if it does not make
more measure, more movement avail-
able.

Fixed identity, as witnessed in a
shared space as a purposcfully political or
incidental measure of self—i.c. “Black
American woman—gives tise to the
problems of generalitics, binaries, and
other unwelcome accouterments. “We
felt more and more complete. You are
an incomplete person, we said to the
‘man. We can say this without smugness,
since it is his power that deprives him of
completeness. And it leaves us naked.”
Itis the “power” of the man, and his par-
ticipation in a system too small for “us”,
that, on this road, leaves him incomplete.
Part of “completeness” encompasses vul-
nerability, a naked openness that allows
us always to be touched by others, or our
self as other. “We" intellectualizes,
desires and engages with the terrain,
thinking of it and acting in and on it
simultancously as different things—less
limited than the singularity of the
“incomplete man.” We are repeat
offenders, of the libidinal and the
liminal, of the intellect and the subject,
the thought and the embodied. Through
the pluralizing of identity—where the
“monster” is not reduced to a single
“we” nor to symmetry—the authors
achieve a different kind of “we,” one that
exists simultancously as independent
and interdependent beings. “We” is both
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No realm is outside the terrain of the
body we are in this text; our excite-
ment—permanent—is gigantic. Our
minds have body, our body embodi

a politicized woman (whose affairs are
doubly critical (both crucial and provid-
ing a critique) in relation to the notion
f hood) and simul ly her

minds.

“‘Our knowledge desires you!” That
is how the comediennes might address the
bird on the wire singing ‘chirp tic tic’
and the hard shadow of the telephone
pole wobbling beside it.” (81) And
address us. “Us” being “we” being
“them.” A wifely form of address. The
wife makes “volup prophecies.”

o
own, unique self:

“Having undone the use of self as
singular. Having compromised singularity
erorically. No longer a woman faced with
men but a creature ourself composed of
facets: of force or brevity, distance or prox-
imity, detection or dissent, lungs or gear.
There is a world that hovers around the

One  exemplary  proph reads
“Knowing what you know now later you
will know more,” (86) and we know that
“knowing” is not just an exercise of the
mind. There is, in every sense, more to
come,

bsorbing the material of memory into
its potential femininity.” (79)

“Today it's sexy for you to never
know who we think we are.”(3) “We”
undulates between monster and not-
monster, us and not-us, male and

female, the individual and communal
self, the acting-upon and the acted-
upon—a list made up not of binarisms
(not “things to couple and compare”)
but of large and overlapping states of
being which coexist and press up against
one another. “So we've been both the
subject and the object of desire and the
origin and recipient of pleasure on many
occasions.” (48)

“Dear Reader, have we invited you in?"/"Dear Reader, have we invited you in?"" is a
review of Lyn Hejinian’s and Carla Harryman'’s The Wide Road, in the form of a
collaborative view of the processes and products of Hejinian and Harryman's work. The
Wide Road is a text in three sections which are distinct from one another but also bleed
into one another. The first section of the text oscillates between prose and verse, the
second is a series of letters between the authors, and the third, whose form our review
takes, consists of two parallel essays. Though the zesty reader might recognize specific
elements of Hejinian's and Harryman's individual writings throughout the text, only in
the epistolary section are we given overt reference as to who authored what. In addition
to quoting extensively from the text, we purposefully inhabited some of the form and
diction of The Wide Road as a way to understand what it is to be on the wide road.
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perhaps this is a rescue fantasy
Heather Fuller
Edge Books, 1997.

reviewed by Louis Cabri & Kristen Gallagher

With the title, perbaps this is a rescue fantasy, Heather Fuller hedges
her bets against whatever powers poetry might obtain as social critique:
as if to perform social critique is somchow beyond the poet's repertoire
today; as if social critique itself has disappeared (together with other
social drives, increasingly as this century has worn on) from the horizon
of possible praxi and hexi; as if to know when poetic discourse inter-
sects with social critique is as difficult as ascertaining a law of history.
What presents itself in a poem as social critique might be the “rescue
fantasy” of a poet as misinformed as, say, the Unabomber, with
respect to what she is truly doing on behalf of a cause and ideal.

Bombs, their makers, their makers’ causes are suggested by the book's
cover drawing, which displays elements of a homemade bomb loaded
into the carved-out centre of a book. Reader as victim, writer as
terrorist—whose rescue fantasy?

Instead of assuming any essential goodness and power for poetry as
social critique, Fuller directs the reader’s attention to the conditions of
perception as they manifest in her language—to the social materials, in
other words, out of which critique forms:

a boy doing surgery an asthma tree a hunting knife the saddest
arabesque a woman who hangs amulets plans cities in her

These lines represent situation overload, a cumulative crisis whose
proportions exceed any possible constructive response, other than the
dearly inadequate though available responses implicit in the situations
themselves: a boy, who attempts to save someon’s life; a woman, who
“plans cities in her” imagination and *hangs amulets,” perhaps in
order to make up for the lack of social planning (even these terms,
‘social planning,’ are dated now) in her city. In the next two paired
lines from this the fourth six-line stanza from “Rush Hr NJ Ave”—

page becomes white flag a raising that is not a hand
an illness you become an expert on illness
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S poctrelieyivel gl this crisloveriond o pactErtme by
substituting the word which would have completed the second-line
sentence, “a woman who hangs amulets plans cities in het"—is it:
imagination? mind? hear?>—with “page.” Through identification with
this woman, the poet’s “page” as “white flag” is made identical in
social el to Kunging amiiless, as ffamilees ox pocais wete &
means of bringing about urban renewal. They are riot in themselves,
and, unlike the woman perhaps, the poct knows this, What does the
poet do with this potentially harmful, defeatist knowledge? She turns
it on herself, but creates a vivid absence from it, an absence with
social corollaries located in all the particulars of the devastated U.S.
city she inhabits. The desire for social improvement, for a truce with
existing social relations, is read 4 an “illness;” 2 “poetic” fantasy
detracting from grasping acual, quantifiable nesds of, in the follow-
g ity i leayes Howi Bl a ey

you become expert on not who leaves how hungry
2 woman planning citics not a virtue ask how hungry

Yet, Fuller’s book does not lead the reader on an anti-aesthetic exodus
out of poetry into social facts in order to ask “who leaves how hun-
gry”” There s instead a lyrical, musically hush, fascination with and
probing of this debased all-pervading condition of perception, this
“illness” of the social body, which denies on the one hand the possi-
bility of critique, and on the other a retreat to the use of “lyrical
amulets.” Denied is the means of distinguishing critique from retreat.
Denied is that choice, because it has become, in a sense, identical.
Affirmed, on the other hand, is the could-be-anybody, in Fuller's
work, who undertakes an excursion into sight and social being, loss
and responsibility.

Like the work of Clacs Oldenburg, Fllers poctry blows up the famil
jar. Ina for B jons Spaces, Oldenburg says:
“I am for an art that takes its forms from the lines of life.” He goes
on to describe these life lines, saying, “I am for the art of decapitated
teddy-bears, exploded umbrellas, chairs with their brown bones bro-
ken, burning Xmas trees, firecracker ends, pigeon bones, and boxes
with men sleeping in them.” These images, tragic and humorous at
the same time, detonate the way they are received in the everyday—
and in tumn represent rhc detonated everyday. Slml]arly, Fuller’s work
the j i dane into new p of the

social materials embodied in language. Like Oldenburg’, her work
embraces the rejected, the simple, the walked-over. In “rip se” (from
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beggar [Situarion 17]) she draws “on the emergency room list of
unclaimed wallets and infants,” “the pregnant woman who walked
from Helena to Richmond via Savannah a grifter by her side / I heard
e was a provider despite the penitentiary.” In her Placards series in
rescue fantasy (which come with the instructions: “Please take one up.
Photoenlarge at will.”) she recovers a genre of public notice used by
strikers, and in rallies and protest marches, only to enjoin the reader
to read her poetry through that urgency. Distorting the journalist’s
eye for the senumemal and the detective’s sixth (paid) sense for clo-
sure, Fuller the everyday how sceming
unjaded, but not naive.

Through | overheard/; I

of DHS forms, sometimes at etymological play, she :xpands social
situations of which the reader is aware, to a defamiliarizing scope,
making those situations scem beyond what the reader might be
accustomed to secing or hearing. Yet this leads back, acting as perhaps
a double-exposing, to what is seen and heard so often as to be dis-
orienting. What happens when most of the population of a society
can no longer stand to see or hear?

There is a thread throughout Fuller’s work so far, concerning the wound-
ed eye, and wounding the eye. From perhaps this is a rescue fantasy:

memory of light does not recover from eye’s
defusing
(from “Fission”)

‘Wanting to go back to whatever “memory of light” might be, may
not recover what is lost in the eye’s “bombing.” The eye is completely
overwhelmed, becoming dysfunctional, blinds itself, yet continues to
perceive amidst the wreckage.

.Your cyes in ashes
you reel through buildings wrenching
faucets from their leaks arresting
a history of what courses.
(from “Between Here and Else”)

This, as many of Fullers passages do, refers to what is missing, what
is stopped from flow, what is held up or back, what is denied. And
who is complicit.

A woman gouges out her eyes
(from “Mythology Girl”)
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The wounded eye thread goes beyond the personal costs of embodying
new perception, to reflect on the machinery of image-production in
our society. Fuller never parses the image so we can see “good” or “bad.”
Her scenes have an awareness that the cult of the image is over, no
picture ever complete. This does not prevent events and sightings in
her work from taking on monumental scale, from invading the half-
blind eye so as to literally bring one up against the real, by means of
evoking the state of being “at a loss.” The artist diminished; the viewer
/reader also diminished. There unfolds an intimate public relation.
One is drawn outside oneself by a public art, yet faced with an inti-
mate human real. What is lost but cannot quite be named or pointed
to or spoken, returns as a question of responsibility in the form of tears.

it’s casier to cry for the anonymous
neighbothood burning down

an action in missing.
(from “wrip set” in Situation #17)

How can sight compete with the media, where world events seem
tragedies to be cathartically sobbed over, watching the evening news
or reading the paper? What Fuller’s work brings us to doesnt make
the news. The evidence here is circumstantial, human. In the end,
one is left with onc’s place inside a network of involvements, in
relation—the question becomes: how does the human relate and
form social structure or resistance in these present conditions?

.1 wear saffron that is
not rare but difficult to
harvest. After a hundred
closets: threadbare. Love
1 approach you as I
might a wax museum.
We make Feasible
Monument for a City.

Facing outside and being faced back, is a high-risk act of love. Trust
and generosity have become almost impossible; nevertheless, we face
this situation daily.

Here is the hurricane
here is the eye

But what does it mean to sec.
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Medieval
Steve Farmer
Krupskaya Press, 1999,

reviewed by Hung Q. Tu

Steve Farmer’s Medieval is a bifocal proscription for the ideologically
near-sighted. In an integrated poem reaching nearly the century mark
of pages, it works as a kind of conveyer machine, alternately trans-
porting the reader to familiar and alienated sites; where production
takes place, where the mind and body are rehabilitated and where
practice doesn’t create perfection but just a well-tuned drone. The
burden for Medieval, in strict terms, is historic pro-bono work. The
case being built from start to finish is a difficult one, to prove
absolutely that there is a socio-political system that seeks to integrate
Capital by way of passive/aggressive machinations that haunt and
taunt in turn. Thus an inmate of Angola state penitentiary can say
with just clarity of the reinstated “chain-gang” work details that “It’s
like being back on the plantation.” In other words, Medieval.

Farmer has written about a key period of history, the now. A present
that can't quite let go of the past, if the past is defined as an accumulated
position. A present which identifies itself as a future, at a steady-
march. But in the meantime, the appearance of culture and distant
long weekends will have to do for the over-worked and
“underwhelmed.”
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at.least.
Peter Inman

Krupskaya Press, 1999.
reviewed by Hung Q. Tu

Peter Inman has written in at./east. a painstakingly meticulous book
that is both clinically cold and unerringly humane. It is a bizarre,
almost classic, experiment which surprises and provokes (disturbingly)
a sequence of sensations that shakes us to our cognitive core, at least
25 to what words are, how do we read them, ctc. That is to say, the
poems run at different speed, and there is no indication of the limits,
just that one finds oneself cither reading dot to dot or stumbling over
the pages like a sheet of lascr.

at least. is a hard core verbal preamble with such dialectic velocity it
leaves us dazed if not choking on the fumes. Corners are not beveled,
they are cut razor fine and held so tightly to one another as to gauge
the thin membranes of signs and cause them to leak meaning. If by
the end of the collection of poems Lenin, who makes several appear-
ances as an embodiment of thought and action, doesn't exactly
“understand” the work, he certainly would have commissioned P
Inman for a post in an Arts Committec.
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Kristin Prevallet

Constructing The Hat

Construction sites on the edge of the city blur rural land into urban
tar. Social constructions of gender and identity assume distinctions
between male and female. Writing can expose the artifice of gender
by blurring opposites into texts that are simultancously hard-edged
and subtle, straight-shot and implied, hard-news and confession.
Construction sites lay bare the necessary chaos of assemblage.

The Hatis a new magazine published by New York poets Jordan
Davis and Chris Edgar. Thinking themarically; since this is the
“Gender” issue of Tripwire, it is interesting to note that The Hat
(issue #1) includes all women. There is no statement in the magazine
indicating that this decision on the part of The Hat’s two male editors
is about gender. Many of the poems in the magazine explore notions
of construction both as a site (building up) and as an internal process
of creation (breaking down). What the poets say about poetry, through
their poems, is more important than the fact that they are all women.

The poctry is language driven but content based. One does not
dominate the other; they simultancously fuel each other as the poem
develops. There is not an eradication of one over the other. Issues of
gender, sexuality, race politics, and personal address are articulated
through the driving force of language. The content is not explicated
but generated.

To paraphrase a language generated content is to offer only one inter-
pretation among many. The following is a descriptive review of all the
contributors in The Hat, and looks at cach as a different kind of
construction site, Buy The Hat (2 issues $12. 331 E. 9th St. NYC,
10003). Here is the run-down, in order of appearance:

Greta Goetzs selection from “Construction Papers” is a series of por-
traits in which diverse landscapes and people are contrasted against
each other: a pianist and an island; a Ladies’ Club and the Aral Sea; a
maid and City Hall; forty Burmese women and the Mall of America.
The series is arranged in blocks that make the individual units look
like prose, but with line breaks, This merging of the poetic line and
the prose paragraph mirrors the contrast of landscapes and those who
move through them. The selection of poems is framed by two photos
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of a city skyline, messy with the debris, cranes, metals and sheds of a

construction site.

Catherine Barnett: “Inside a tomato, a million poems.” Objects reveal
memories, as bodies moving through a pool “gather slowness.”
Melting like ice, things are remembered and forgotten. Family and
personal lives are explored in the tender buttons of fruits, each line of
the poem a slow progression into the details that make us happy.

Brenda Coultas: Reality is disturbing and often, gross. If as social
constrisctions our stories are casily demolisher by wrecking balls,
then our memories are probably buried in the mounds of toxic
dumps, Texas sized semen stains (seen on TV), Monica, Tompkins
Square, a loud polyester shirt, hospital clothes and a painful accident
are all there. Brenda set out on an intelligence mission to find them,
to gather what was hers. She finds the rats, and communicates
telepathically with them about current events. There is not much
consolation at the dump, but the evidence she was looking for is
there. No matter how deep they are buried, the memories that make
us human are also what keeps us alive.

Tonya Foster: A father, a wanderer, tells his daughter about how he
ended up in Colorado, and the help he found from strangers. He is a
father in a tale, but he is real. He is out of time, and out of her life
because “she has long since learned to love an absence.” “A Folkrale”
is a tale told in real time, but it is the poem that sets the pace and
determines the hour. A father and a Golden Goose: both are memo-
ries layered with time and circumstance. The poem is a site where
stories upon stories are layered. It is a gesture of assembly and a frag-
mented re-telling.

Lisa Jarnot: The engine of repetition that drives ional

into current events. In Brooklyn Anchorage” a powerline read ina
newspaper short circuits the poet’s circulation, and the pace of the
poem, like racing electricity, stops time. The wrecking ball is back,
this time as an arrow of simplicity that shoots straight from the heart.
Poems effect time when they carry the current of their conception
through to the last line. When it happens, as Lisa and Johnny Cash
know well, the cartails in their catbeds bristle and sing.

Janice Lowe stays clear of poetic coterie, nuances of tone, and any

hint of abrasions expressed gently. This is straight-shot writing where
nothing is sensitized; heavy-machinery-writing which takes charge of
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demolition. Speech driven and content based, the poems are sustained
by hard-line language. Cultural eferences are piled atop one another
in, as in Brenda’s toxic mound of memory and significance. From
knickknacks to Malcolm X, this is poetry that is taking risks of
expression, content, language, and tone.

Kimberly Lyons has a long section in the magazine: 8 poems and al0
part serial poem called “Peripheries.” Motel vacancy signs printed on
the sky, a house changed into a cyclone, and five mhps polsed around
a garbage can are all part of the land: is happening
hise o6, A Blieks see oduiliog into plice only 5 be torniavey OR
the periphery there are no complete storics, but there is much thar
resonates and seems familiar. The poet is in her laboratory, and alert
to both the silence and clanking of electrons and moons.

Carol Mirakove's poem “myself or someone having sex” tracks the
time of penctrations (three total), although the clocks are all broken.
“He” is subterranean, and aside from sex there is not much more to
him than his teeth. The “welcomed wrecking ball” indicates another
kind of construction site: the act of perceiving another person who at
first is so bewildering that he looks like a cubist portrait. How can
another person be assembled and penctrated when we only peripher-
ally know ourselves?

Ange Mlinko has a line as taught as a bow and arrow, and a bossy,
confident tone of voice that makes language putty in her hands. With
sex, anger, beauty, and exuberance in every poem, references are piled
on so thick that a match thrown on the pile would flare into a bon-
fire. Out of four poems represented here, “Happiness in Harness”
stands firm as a verbal frenzy of wonder and delight. A pony is trans-
formed into an ant-covered wall, which is in turn transformed sen-
tence upon sentence into both strange and familiar references. It ends
with a passionate “take me now” episode that sends the reader, too,
searching to soil the linen.

Cynthia Nelson: POW; here we go again. “In the street” moves faster
than the street (which moves, we now know from the TV commer-
cial, to the sound of cheesy techno inside a brand new VW bug with
locked doors and windows). What happens to fill the space of one
‘minute, one hour, is connected by ampersands, because inserting
“and” would ruin the rhythm. A snippet of an impression, a micro
perspective against a big wide world, this poem is the eye from the
center of the cyclone, that sees the debris swirling around, but has the
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presence of mind to catalogue all that goes by.

Hoa Nguyen once said, “I write very tiny poems.” These poems
indeed do look very tiny in this issue of 7he Hat, being that there are
only two of them, and their titles appear to swallow them whole. The
poems look like balls of mercury, but stick a pin in them, and they
dispersc into more little balls, and more, and more. Try to step on
one, and it skirmishes out from under your shoe. These poems go on
and on, although they appear to end abruptly. On the roadtrip to the
heart, Hoa takes a shuttle and hits the bull’s eye.

Alice Notley: It’s called “Being Wiggy.” The new year rolls around
and everything is new—or is it just the same self but in a new outfit,
like recycled presents given again and again. On a quest for the “new
you,” don'’t bother shopping beyond the tacky wigs. Rebirth is a com-
modity, a disposable “empty material novelty” just like cverything
else. Just because appearances alter the outside doesn’t make anything
different on the inside. Whether or not the soul does or does not
have enough food will not change. Shallow promises of reconstruc-
tion are insignificant next to the infinity of the universe, conscious-
ness, and Alice’s poetry, which spans all of them.

Prageeta Sharma: “Ode to Badminton” is an ode to the sweetness of
flying things as seen through the history of badminton. Back in time
to the country seat of Dukes—before the swifter-paced days of ten-
nis—where the risks of injury were less serious. The poem’s pace, the
long lines, follows the slow trajectory of the birdie as it sails through
the air. Back and forth with such sensual language, making the
thought of getting hit in the eye almost pleasant. Her poems are
accompanied by an illustration of a Chinese scroll, with a small bat,
wings spread, poised in the corner.

Juliana Spahr has “embraced direct address,” but this is not a revela-
tion. Her poems are often about communication, and the ways that
the devices of language both prohibit and facilitate address.
Diagramming sentences is about more than grammar. [Grammatical
instructions] between brackets indicate multiple ways of reading. In a
love poem like “Poem,” this means that the object of love is always
shifting. In “Poem” there is a “you” that can't be touched because the
grammar is unsteady and is in the process of mutating the subject.
The constructor and the beholder are one in the same.
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Partisans
by Rodrigo Toscano
O Books, 1999

reviewed by Brian Kim Stcfans

Rodrigo Toscano’s Partisans injects a startling new breath of urgency
in contemporary poetics, one that skates awfully close to such politically
activated texts as Bruce Andrews’ / Don't Have Any Paper So Shut Up
or Myung Mi Kim's Dura, but which doesn't lose its very specific
questioning of political agency beneath its cross-cut surface. The
twelve parts of this book-length work each consider a specific
moment in thinking about progressive politics—"unveilling) the
conjoined agency of human labor and grammatical component” in
Barrete Watten” s phrase from the book jacket—with such titles as
“Present Perfect Progressive” and “Simple Past” identifying the
perspective taken amidst the historical flux, pointing to concepts of
closed historical determinacies and never ironic ideas of utopias to-be.
Its short, tight lines, which move through several modes of rhetoric
fromi the direct address, the declamatory, the lyric and the quasi-
hermetic, never lose steam as Toscano plows through his manic
considerations of aesthetics and society. The following is near-
Poundian razzling of activist poerics, condemning as it is precise:

Flouting history, rambling spleen’d
<sign of Timidity>

Fumbling segucs, trancing sex'd
<a sign of Banality>

Spouting ethics, shunning rouch
<a sign of Celebrity>

Sorting concepts, draping needs
<a sign of Obscurity> (9)

\
Toscand’s “wordwork”—the poem is obsessed with the nature of poetry
as “labor” in an poetic economy that is, even at its margins, compro-
mised by the exigencies of the “market”—is always tempered by his
quest for the “collective” revolutionary consciousness, such that even
the short time it takes to bring the poem to the print drops it from its
immediate social moment:
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By the time this all gets sketched, typed
circulated, confiscated, allocated
celebrated, denigrated, reiterated
obfuscated, recuperated, activated

it will have lost its gain
s0 to speak

will have had to begin
again
between (12)

he writes, mourning, perhaps, the lost of his address to the confines
of the white page and the bookshelf. Partisans takes a stance against
“beauty”—it is as pared and honed as Breche’s later poctry—and
certainly against the idea of a beautiful soul, but consequently avoids
the pessimism and turn toward the ironic that much Iartcr—day lyricism
possesses in the face of disappoi with the revoll y
moment: “So back to irony-ville / petty bourgeois-ville // round and
round / eclectic hectic and peptic” (20). His metaphysics of social
“Agent(cy)” seems to center around the idea of a “social surplus”
which can be engaged for social transformation for “Doing”—a surplus
created in the margins of the bourgeois self and which, to this time,
has been the static, inactive area from which most avant-garde
American poetries have surfaced. “And why not / partisans // So so
democratic / postmodern muzzling // Having been fitted / having
been summoned by it // In the present (but of the past) / the subject
/I Weie, s a has been | ot stand in - for // Now? A muffied yet pressing
now - ” (41), he asks, bringing to light the necessity of a singular,
staunch view amongst the calls for plurality and untranslatability that
have become catchwords of late-progressive literary and political theory.
However, even Toscano realizes that, in this case at least, his verbal
assay may not be more than a tone mourning the loss of collective
action ‘and wiil in the later 20th century, an urge toward “the dazzling
brightness / of realism,” the “tattered / fettered / committed.” Poetry
may very well be the unsatisfactory vehicle, as he writes toward the
end, imagining himself before a crowd: “So I'm facing faces / as 1
recite this / as I'm looked at // quizzically?” (47) But this line is followed
by “toward yourselves too”, throwing the ball back in the court where
he has, fairly and unpretentiously, returned it, into the minds and
hearts of the readers who are being challenged by this extraordinary,
difficult, but noble and ennobling text. “Readers / as agents” (49).
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Protective Immediacy
Rod Smith
Roof Books, 1999

reviewed by Brian Kim Stefans

Rod Smith is part of an exciting DC-based community of poets who,
for all their devotion to formal experimentation and a critical social
vision, are generally very amusing, coupling a knack for stand-up
"alacke"-comedy with sheer lyric:clegance, This new book is-a honed
display in five sections of all the virtues of Smith's writing, including
his complete mix-and-mastery of several strands of American poetics,
ranging through Projective Verse, Berrigan-esque collage (more inel-
Jectual, buc still wits's Lower Eas: Sids “riesin drop-ooe” dopificss);
the clipped line of Williams, and the provocative opacities of the
Language School. As the cpitaph 10 the first scccion, “The Boy Pocns”
states, “Humor is a process, Depression / a useful first step,” and this
synthesis of dy/melancholy is what distinguishes the often intel-
lectual verse of Smlth from the pack: “Speaker: Agon means / that
ache you can / really see, right? / non-speaker: in some / x, the gross
national / awkward. Oh hell, / Speaker: ‘Prove it’ — ” (14). The page
arrangement of “The Boy Poems”™—each with titles like “Boris,”
“Bert,” “The Buddha,” and “John Fitzgerald”—are like word-sculp-
tures, somehow beautiful to see in their stasis on the page despite the
heady, fluid meanings of the poems themselves, “Simon” theorizes
this condition: “The implicit is / Arrival, approach / impasse — a hand
issuing from a grasp — / These alternatives cannot be harmonized. //
But harmony sucks anyway.” (17) Human liberation is to be at stake
in these poems written from the country’s capitol, as the fixity of
corporate systems upon the mushy human emotions is part of the
drama inherent in Smith’s colliding discourses:

This is the heart of all living
systems — The workshop mode flows formatively
across the morphogenic light-born attractor
at the focal point of time and reemerges as
the Diet Coke stain on Bert's disintegrating
mostly purple tie-dye.

(“Bert,” 22)

Because Smith is so comfortable living among grand thoughts—he*
has a natural “visionary” bent suggestive of mild-manncred Blake or a
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h le Pynch his idiom has a worldliness which belies a
mistrust in naive acceptance of political dialectics or theoretical super-
structures. But it is when these two elements meet—the mistrust
anchoring the “vision"—that the humor of “human” bathos arises (he
pokes fun at his theory-minded brethren, here, too):

A Nestea before the sex show
& a full length sofa bed

to teach the Cantos from —
this represents the temporal
hidden within the temporal.
The grapes though expensive
need impaling. (35)

Smith's ear is infallible—he can mix, in a single poem, verbatim
quotes from Bob Dylan with polysyllabic science words, ballad-like
strains, “plain speech” prose and weird word-lists, such as: “schierkase
schmo / schmoose / schmooze / schmuck / Schnabel” (64), sheer
nonsense which tells, in the meantime, the whole story of the New
York painter’s fall from avant-garde grace. Through all these dada-
esque hijinks, however, he always keeps the question of basic freedom
versus the (failed) social contract in focus: “the sum tottle scems to
ink us out / sheepish science dealing & important / — neither Spain
nor Plain — / a health-related basic thing that people matter more
than money.” (71) “What's that little plan / you live in?” the poem
“John Fitzgerald” asks; Smith offers edifyingly inutile answers, but no

plans, either.
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Last Instance
Dan Farrell
Krupskaya Press, 1999

reviewed by Brian Kim Stefans

Each of the twelve longish prose poems of Last Instance, by Canadian-
born poet Dan Farrell, is an exploration into the dilemmas of agency
amidst a world dominated by routine, the ubiquitous plays of tech-
nology and other narrowing systems (even the innocent one of the
days of week), and the failure of memory to fully relive one’s past to
create one’s present. While maintaining close ties to the linguistic
explorations of the Language poets, Farrell’s work departs strongly in
that his surfaces are backed by the cold drama of an existentially
hindered subjectivity which bobs its head and breaks the pure play of
syntax and grammar, such that even in its most heavily-reduced
moments, the poetry creates an atmosphere reminiscent of Beckett's
novels, as well as Kafka in its ever-recursive replays of alicnating social
formulas. Indeed, the poem “K” resembles ﬁnion in that it centers
around the narrator’s “phone tag” relationship with the bij
“K”: “So K would call, begin to lt:v:zsthough a message, then get
me. Would Ks roommate pass on this message, any? For the while,
exchanging mail scemed a way. Letter, number, letter; number, letter,
number. Letters add up to nothing.” (15) Even the paratactic “Avail,”
d entirely of from q with
pcople about their health and angry cmomms. builds by Oulipo-
inspired excessive repetition into a deadpan, sometimes Stephen-
Wrightish character that just can’t determine what the hell he means:

My current level of physical fitness is very pleasing to me. I have positive
Eeclings st the sy I spprosc s omit niptictl Leskii Wi hee 1
secoves from ‘nillncas depeslé in Jaree et oy hat T yacit do My fecl-
ings oF anger do not intecfére with my work. In arder to have good health,
1 have to act in a pleasing way to other more powerful individuals. (27)
“My R i "isa derfully rich, possibly autobiographical
(but most hkcly as constructed as “Avail”) skitter through Joycean
sentence constructs and surface play, a sort of Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Man that never gets past the childhood stage to maturity:

And around geared Tom Swift, grasping for switches to toggle, tactics to
jettison. Somewhere sprawled. Then to flood with haggard drops the
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reminder of an awkward cough, syrup or sticky camphor, resin to exces-
sive phlegm. While outside in crowed cards of skilled hockey players I
saw my own recling life clasped and slipped to clipping spokes. (33)

This sort of neologistic wordplay—he later describes himself as
“Pufferbluffing like a blowfish in a chowder”—scems as effortless as
the excessive flatness of “Avail” and the last poem in the collection,
“366, 1998,” whose main modus operandiiis the linear recounting of
the days of the week, such that the cumulative effect is one of a rich
desperation among the passage of time. The sameness of “366, 1998”
makes even minor linguistic and narrative events oases of suggestion:
(.. Saturday, floor sawing, Sunday, dust making, Monday, thrust
frump and center, Tuesday, Wednesday, last and relived, Thursday,
flutes on backward, try again, flukes on forward [...]” (59), it contin-
ues for five jammed pages. Last Instance is a confident trek into both
language’s capacity for creating boredom and anxiety—a parody of
the most domestic version of late-capitalist life—and its potential for

plosi logistic self-creati pproaching the utopian drive of
the most radical Modernists—whose cumulative cffect is one of an
carcful essay on poetry, onc that is fun as it is responsible, elegant and
classical as it is—like punk rock or a slacker's stoicism—glecfully
nihilistic.
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Dark
Hos Nguyen
Mike & Dale's Press, 1998

teviewed by Roberto Tejada

Through a torsion it effects berween the representation of memory
and immediacy, Hoa Nguyen's Dark comprises a series of self-
portraits weathered into the magenta fade of Kodacolor prints; into
the warp of random perspective as viewed from the telescoping lens
of time. Nguyen has wrought a music whose candid nature is
identifiably her own, with its unique attention to the embarrassments
of the spoken. These speech-and-tone clusters range from a scries of
dream-sketches sbout the omnipotence of thought (“Dream 5.24.97)
0 sheer quotidian song (“Let Me Be a Meaningful Soul”) o terse
musings about that point of condensation between experience and
consciousness (“Deck”). Stretching sense with clamped sound, Dark is
articulated in a language that enacts the amazement and discomforts
in the transit from childhood to adulthood; the shaping of self from
passive recipient to active subject.

In the process, Dark also raises questions of permission, author-
ship, bloodline and self-inscription. The book opens with a condlusive
trope to address a crucial passage that takes place throughout the
work. In a drcam-image, Charles Olson carries the poet “through a
swarm // of biting flies...” so that, by dubious patriarchal agency in a
climate sprung from decay, menace and multitudes, Nguyen proceeds
w0 plunder and reclaim her predecessor’s usc of a feminine pantheon
in the figures of Demeter, Athena and Mnemosyne. In this, she
reiterates the archetypal and its capacity to signify as patterns of
knowledge, prowess and memory. But these figures are inescapably
tled ro the uneventful temper of workaday life, so we find Nguyen

dering a serics of abour a fr k for d inati
between the poles of blankness and writing; between the mythical
promise of the imagination and the lackluster prose of the world—
though mindful of the fact that this performance constitutes a strug-
gle in which language may well transcend or even obviate individual
perception.

Listen to the tonal modulations in the following poem as it
sddresses the upper-lower limits of kinship and association in spiral
shyme and repear, 50 as o end on the involuntary nature of recoil
and recollection:
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GLORIFIED SPIRIT

memorable divine: na-na

be around or round like a

circuit in Van Gough's painting

of sunflowersdivinity

protects you from family’s memorable

cautions we started with angel

hair, desire, pears, cheap beer

like Red White and Blue brand
my need to ghost things

in writing: Ethyl the dirty girl

who spilled food on herself

In her singular cadence, Nguyen reveals certain passages from what
she calls an apocryphal “childhood with food,” where Joycean
moocow and lemon platt are displaced into other transculturated
realms of experience... as flank steak and baked alaska. Naturally,
there are suggestions in this of Gertrude Stein’s Tender Buttons (re:
“Salad Dressing and Artichoke”), but her poems can also rise in
jagged strains emanating from the dubious idyllic landscape of
domestic drama.

Nguyen's poetry peals with humor and shrill observation as it
relishes in the crackerjack contours of American English. Born in
Vietnam and raised in the United States from the age of two, Nguyen
explores the sounds of estrangement in the familiar, producing an
else-ward vernacular that both savors in and spews back the language-
markers that gauge American normativity—from a “lou-lou oozes
from my gloomy mouth” to “bubblegumming fat belly / wave ride,”
or as far back as the infant stage of “peek-a-boo and byc-bye / with
the eyes and the ears.” It's a world, on this account, that complicates
the centrality of the television set within the family sphere—the pan-
demonium that erupts when Candid Camera meets Totem and Taboo:

...the imagined
family you invent terribly
maimed in a fire the faces that sweat on TV or cry
the bones sharp hairs in your mouth
after the Coke commercial is over
Captain Kangaroo is dead
immediate family members go
crazy are in hospital
the window of unchanging you
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see bones where others

fillet the flesh you see fish bones

in the pine twig snapped to

paper head & il the eyes are an x...

(“Some Starting”)
Thcr: # something concurrent here with the concerns of visual pmus,
P porary art produced by women. Dark includes six
ages by Austin-b: d artist Suloni Rob that depicr the

pull of Lhc artist’s own hand and skin with a succession of threads and
twigs, as if to suggest the ideological ties that bind women’s bodies to
the “natural world.” In this, both Robertson and Nguyen collaborate
in a formal quip about occasion and effect; about the technology of

the image and the contingent meanings attributed to the female body.

hedgerows make hedgehogs
Kent garden Lawn semi detached
under the apple yard gnarled
roots too old like tired
of topping off the trees
as me perched on the mail
box red retinal flash
(“Kent Christmas 1990”)

And elsewhere:

joy doubt your spectral
communications bound in flesh
do need to witness
their averting
face  your pranks:
stars wrapped around your throat
(terrible resembling beauties)
(“Strange”)

I enjoy Nguyen'’s audacity and wager against mnvcnnonz.l sonxc o
priety, the way the writing neg between the gl

and the accidents of representation. As she moves between the pat-
terns of personal content and the ruins of expressive fallout—in her
own language: between index finger and stump; between purple angel
and bitch woman—at her best, Hoa Nguyen questions the certainties
and gravity of cognition (the lightlessness of the title poem), as she
engages the self “whistling through the process of relativity” and out
of the limbo of the unknowable.
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LIMBO LIMBO

peck-a-boo and bye-bye
with the eyes and the ears

to anticipate them

like a limbo waiting for personal

supporters

aware of novelty and strangeness
in people even mildly novel people

are open/shuc push/pull all adjectives
scooting as a matter of habit

forgive me 1 have not mentioned mysclf
this “center” I think is demographic

how we display interest and typical roles
whistling through the process of relativity
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Debbie: An Epic
Lisa Robertson
Vancouver: New Star Books, 1997

reviewed by Kimberly Filbee

MEDEA: Come, flame of the sky
Pierce through my head!
What do I, Medea, gain from living any longer?
Oh I hate living! I want
to end my life, leave it behind, and die.

CHORUS: (In unison; chanted seriously) But tell us how
you're really feeling,

MEDEA: My husband Jason—the Argonaut—has left me for
another woman. Debbie.

CHORUS: (In unison) Dreaded Debbie, dreaded Debbie.
Debutante from hell.

—Christopher Durang and Wendy Wasserstein, Medea

Debbie: short for Deborah; long for Deb (as in debutante—not
Eugene Debs). Zaftig royalty (a J. A P in fact). “Her / toffeed flanks
roll with greatness and d by a “squadron” of

“whirling majorettes.” Craves sugar and gosslp jewelry, boys and
clothes. Loves to buy from catalogues. A daddy’s girl—though glim-
mies of MM 4ppear in the Hiniformof nlirse (there iay moreoves, 4
certain Aunt Rose she admires). Enjoys preening. Disappears into
drama club fantasy, “participant thespian” in sequined regalia. Ice
queen, party girl, “amazon” beneficiary of Title IX. Discovers at long,
last the “Battle Cry” of feminism (“I've fucked things up, but I'm
awake”, Her epic ends with adult beverage, hostess duty, pocket-
book, cosmetics.

Bur D:bbx: An Eptr ls more than mere send-up: poetry does here its
| duty fis the dane and celet beauty.

Virgilian in her obcxsznce to an empire of the senses, Robertson

bequeaths to Christian (i.c., pag:n ) Amenca (e, "Romc") the

di

essence of a certain
female, Jewish.

I'm not blind to my own empirical loyalties: Robertson’s Canadian-
ness means nothing to me; I read her poem as would an agent for a
foreign power. (So sue me if you're not happy.) I cannot, in any event,
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imagine a book more opportune at the present moment. Amid the acas
ongoing demonization of Monica Lewinsky, Robertson’s “folly” (as Elizabeth Fodaski
she herself describes it) begins to seem something of an augury. Krupskaya Press, 1999.
Ardent transgressors! . . . reviewed by Jen Hofer
what country, good friends what suburb
is not now smothered by our sobs? ‘We are at once documented

and anonymous
All roads lead to the same conclusion: an era of fulsome masculinity the stories bleed

is reaching its perjurious end. All hail Debbic’s cesarean birth! together like so many
indigenous histories,

the rifles cocked

targets random

and equivalent.

we come from the page
but appear nowhere in the book
we speak from the bottom
of our bodies

but are translated

q out of language

we are the sisters

of impatience

j we come from

|

1

Dreaded Debbie, dreaded Debbie.
Debutante from hell.

the urban calendar (10)

-

language is consciousness
{ Tiew:

to dream in pictures
( A
i my language makes me a woman like Mary
I the little man in my head

is allied to a mustering of storks

Socrates is mortal

consciousness is mortal

consciousness is Socrates

consciousness is a man in my head (64)

¥

| the parenthetical is what soothes me
{| never grasp a central chord or
[ pull me toward an outfic with built-in authority

{

? I find that we have a responsibility to what soothes us

? At what final hour do we do justice to the world we attempt to describe
16)
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A Horizontal Attempt. Another Parlor. Keen Expectations.
In Elizabeth Fodaski’s fracas, which describes and inhabits and is our

fracas, we are immediately in the fray. There is no outside, or there is
only outside; in cither case we are incvitably, inextricably in it. Nothing
is exempr, much less we ourselves. This fracasis a quick-shifting pull-
no-punches brilliance of implication—the implications of what has
been and what is, not separable from how we are implicated in what
has been, what is. What will be: what we attempt, what we think, what
we do.

if a writing, a sighting

these, my pair
of fallible eyes fall

upon such evil axes
so smiling

100 solid (30)

We begin from a position of constraint and possibility. The world is,
events occur, certain things are given, certain parameters, confines,
constructs. Our world, our things, are in disrepair, no thing is fixed.
fracas places us immediately inside a state of uncertain statement, of
unstatic statement. In sight of it, in its sights. We enter the book in
“Flood Watching.”

It comes like this.
With tiny fingers screeching along the sidewalk screeching
ing waiting
more than waiting.
It comes like chis.
Writing a spasmodic gait of a
too quick operation speech
like the broke spoke of
wheels of things of
machined crossed human crossed with
machine metal grinding
grinding too
fast for its own function
Tt comes like this.

FLOOD WATCHING. (7)
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Flood watching us. Or us watching flood, watching for flood. Has the
flood happened, or will i Or will it. We are in a state of flood. Can we
burt watch it? And watching it, can we not record what we see, respond,
and in recording (secing, writing) make the thing seen into altogether
another thing? What are we, what can we be, if we are not attentive to
the world around us, the us and the others in that world?

how many ways

are you not

and you are

like the swaying

knotted clumps of weeds,
bougainvillea, hydrangeas,
that sway in a sunken field
no matter as oblivious
this stubborn nature
again it comes uj

with childlike persistence
this life (27)

Certain things, certain “knotted clumps,” certain fields, are given. We
arc in a bind. We are in a body. A bind of sight and cite and the body’s

proliferating through through iati
through etymology, through the mental and physical brawls (binds) we
get oursclves into and out of and into. The body is a certain thing, but
not the only thing, and only certain in increments of a moment.

if there is one thing certain, a body.

See bind.

It can be called finished in a moment.

There is no question it can be called a beginning. (58)

Our bodies are classified (gendered, raced, classed, inscribed and
described by lexicons and etymologies—anatomies—not of our
choosing) in language and through experience, moment by moment.
Moments are binding and come undone, need to be redone.

Mary is not a woman.
A woman is a word and the being of your word is a moment
the flower is a word and the naming is a moment. (42)

Naming (the providing of words which become ou being—"the name
you deploy for the figure in naming” (41)) is temporary and constang;
a name is a thing but the name is not the thing. Here we are inside a

complicated, fraught fracas, where our being (and the being of things)
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is simultancously called into being and called into question. The
physical body is bound and in a state of boundless (but not uncon-
strained) beginning. The body politic is the incvitable space in which
the body makes its moves, positions and repositions, finds itself
confined and busts out.

let x=0,

we still have too many constants
see dangle, see ding.

a true strong verb

Constant; see State.
Consternation; see Stratum.
Conspire; see Spirit.
Conspicuous; see Species.

This is a bust,

Etymology uncertain. (53)

The constants, the matter and matters of this life, are stubborn.

“(A)midst frantic public relations/obeisance” (33), we are in a state
which pn:ccdu us, de(crmm:s us, was not determined by us, where our
ability to act is ly made necessary) in
the spaces between stubborn events which intrude upon our field of
vision, limit it, constitute it:

various is as various thinks.
therefore we are. in search. of.

displacement byproduct  killing trend

primary purpose dimensional ~ weaponry

cleansing  medicval abandon  combatant

the shrunken terror - miscellancous with force the perpetual franchise
the miscellaneous with malice torture the machination  the systematic
arrested development  warlord the field he plunders

the state withered away the state is as the state does (20)

This book and its explorations (not explanations but rather hints,
views, frames, surveys of certain terrains or filds—“Our lady is
unwalkable./Th: politics sans serifs./The poetics is plain./The poems
sans merci.” (18)—rather than territories claimed or claims staked)
engage us in pleuures not separate fmm, not sepuablc from, the con-
stant ) pressures of the state of
language, the state of the state. Pressures of consciousness and of
conscience, material pressures, verbal pressures. fracas seeks to apply
different, “anarchic and subversive” (37) pressures to an existence
which too often feels like “this futilitarian inquest.” (40) Pressure, how-
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ever, is not unrelated to a certain pleasure, or certain pleasures require
a certain pressure, friction being also a constant and sometimes, vari-
ously, a pleasure. This is a bust—a breast, an arrest, an explosion—thar
propels us, albeit uncertainly (perhaps always already uncertainly)
towards another kind of “true strong verb,” another kind of constant.

Lulu is a vocab girl she
admires the gerund

cf. miracle [sic]

and that which is to be done or

carried on

Why don’t you pick up your tipsy litdle lexicon
and saunter over to my epistemology. (54)

The gerund is a constant process, a verbal form predicated on contin-
uance, movement, noun and verb intertwined in motion. “That which
is to be done” is never done: “It can be called finished/but there is no
question/it can be called/a beginning” (44). Fodaski does not posit a
wide-eyed sense of renewal stemming from a utopic string of new
beginni

it’s all wrong here / start again

evc pox sl wrong bare (71)
—but rather positions an open-cyed, skeprical, sometimes weary,
always wary doing that scems, given the difficulties of a difficult world
(and words), utterly necessary, utterly possible. Where can we walk, if
not in the opening/opposition provided in a ficld of “pragmaric
experiment”?

it’s too
narrowing
it narrows me

as opposed to

pragmatic breath experiment

in the sense of paper

the resistance of form

extension, the double dream

in the sense of burial

internecine s

as opposed to / in lhe sense of

as opposed to / meaning paper
groundlessness / in the sense of paper
as opposed to / meaning start here (69)
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The gerund (meaning meaning, constantly in the process of being seen,
being made) allows for breath, momentary suspension, but not stasis.
Forms, burials, struggles, histoties are moments, varied in duration,
context, significance. What is constant is situation, the activity of
situating. We arc placed and there is no replacement (no two moments
exactly alike, the vacancy of loss not ever exactly occupied: “It wasn't
that I was feeling vacant/but that there was a sense of an
occupancy/having already vacated my/ body” (9)) or there is only always
replacement, placing and placing again, a constant context of process
in which even stillness is a form of movement. The present moment is
populated by what has come before and what is to come: what
occupies us.

“I got”
she said

several

litdle dainties
lying about

this gazebo
preceded parlour
a cryptic exchange
awkward, as a gifl
grown too large
for her age

she squirmed (25)

We are preceded by a certain prettiness, “little daintics,” certain kinds
of parlours in which certain kinds of activitics and expectations have
left us little room to maneuver, parlours with which we enter unavoidably
into “a cryptic exchange.” No fracas arises out of an ahistorical, amnesiac
vacuum. Named and unnamed pasts and predecessors (literary, political,
d phi iobiographical bil hical) populate this
text—“pictured perfect landings/over and over/again. a frantic renova-
tion/of timelines in trouble and/didn’t we have this war already/carlier
in the era?” (66)—not as boxes in which we might rest or be put to rest,
but as sites, sights along the ways we have come to be in this here, this
now. Neither writing nor history is precious, to be preserved and held
in delicate, unthinking reverence: a flower is a word, as is a woman,
as is flotsam, as is this world, this wrecked vessel we have come to
inhabit.

A man is an entity similar to entities we call flowers
but we do not call Socrates a flower.
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There is but a moment.

flotsam jetsam.

see Float,

Things thrown overboard from a
wrecked vessel. (52)

There is undeniable comfort in “there is but a moment” (“always

already is a moment in a word.” (65)), context ever differing, the givens

ever shifting, naming always a renaming (“always already the departure

point and then never to arrive.” (36)); there is undeniable urgency in

“there is but a moment,” when naming is a coming to terms, a

presencing not only of language and its implications, consciousness and

its implications, but also of the finite, the mortal, the material. We have

“a responsibility to whar soothes us,” a responsibility (see opportunity)
to ask ourselves constantly, “how to make a diff”™:

how

and how not

you are but another

quivering weed

how to make a diff

authenticity trope

we need another parlor but

who will sit there? (29)

Indeed, who will not sit there, and how will we sic. fracas invites us into
a “tangent vantage,” (78) aids us in developing a perspective within
which we are part of the view, inexorably implicated in what is being
seen, yet enough outside the wreckage to use our “fallible eyes” useful-
ly. Watching is no passive state, here where watching entais the sight
of perception, the “see” of etymology, the seeing and citing of writing.
Sight is a stubborn, persistent act, needing to be engaged and engaged
again moment by moment.

when a sick heart landed and began.
pumping, coupling, doubling, and moving on
the material requires actention

not an innarte presence

but a present form (40)

We open in, open into, a state of attentiveness. A state of sight, of

presence. Of possibly dangerous abundance. Of flood, where a state is

a moment and sight, recognition, naming is a moment and “there is

but a moment” which can ever be called a beginning. Calling upon,
2 e

ab ing us to and towards.

'8 a begl '8
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the little man in my head
is a champ for sussing out Meaning

but who will resuscitate
the ‘T’ of the dream?
see Cite.

to summon, quote,
rouse, excite, I go

see Hie, to hasten (51)

We are in a state of mind and a state of body. A state of abeyance and
a state of disobedience. A state of language, of consciousness, of names,
writings, previous and future coll and a state of experience, of
feeling and sccing things, secing things beyond the real of what is there
(beyond imagery, through imagery, passing through it without passing
ic by), secking out to sce, o cite. Inference and reference where the
referent fixes (soothes without curing) and unfixes, refuses to stand sill,
o be gotten right, to be “properly” and permancnrly sussed. Where the
referent is neither erased nor recuperated, our previous parlours moved
through (and therefore themselves moved, moving), the events and
reverberations around the referent summoned (excited) towards shifted
meanings. Or, in other words, “I like your cock, it’s the macho bullshit
I could do without.” (12) Pleasures and pressures coexist. To be—in a
body in the world in history in process—is to be in the space between
departure and arrival, a realm of anticipation rather than exactitude,
where we make repeated attempts to “do justice,” never reaching “the
final hour.”

mine
is a horizontal attempt
a sensual curiosity
has its own
keen expectation of furthering
contact (22)

Some things make us wonder why we arc alive. Other things, like
facas, make us alive while we wonder. Such things are difficult gift.
We are being spoken to, from inside “a fiery center with borders,/with
an ousside infringing obliquely with/a neighboring dialect.” (7)
Elizabeth Fodaski’s fracas is a direct address. “She is not demure.” (54)

Listen up.
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