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Editors' Notes 

tripwire 4: Work 

Material vs. intellectual labor. Class, production, productivity, 
economy. Practice, handwork, wordwork, 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. usc value, industry. How docs one participate within and 
against local and global economies/cultures? Work force, work­
book, workshop. In a small-press economy, what are the standards 
for "just compensation," fo r exploitation? Knowledge industries. 
Cultural workers. Appropriation. "Model post-industrial employ­
ees?" Exploitation, task, effort. Mission, service, vocatio n, 
carcer(ism). End-product, by-product, opus, oeuvre. 

tripwire 5: Expanding the Repertoire: 
Innovation and Change in African-American Writing 

Documenting the recent Small Press Traffic conference. 
W ith essays, poetry, and prose by Will Alexander, Wanda 
Coleman, C.S . Ciscombc=, Renee Gladman, Erica Hunt, Nate 
Mackey, Mark McMorris, Harryette Mullen, Julie Panon, giovan­
ni si ng!c=ton, and Lorenzo Thomas. Artwork by Arnold J . Kemp. 
Sec endpagcs for ordering informat"ion. 

Forthcoming Spring 200 1 

tripwire 6: (open issue) 

Tripwire invites submissions on contemporary and emergen t poetics 
for its next issue. Essays, translations, interviews, art & book 
reviews, bulletins, letters responding to previous issues, visual art. 
Visual art submissions should be reproducible in black & white; 
visual artists arc encouraged lO include a sratcmcnt about their 
work. At th is time, we arc not accepting unsolicited poetry for 
publication. All submissions should include a hard copy. Deadline 
for submissions to issue 6 is September 1, 2001. 
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Jeff Derksen 

Global Shoes, Local Things, 
Relations of Production MasRs, 

and Architect Enemies 

NiluWhitry 
-Brian Kim Srefans 

With the reach and flexibility of capital, the local and the 
global are in a constitutive relationship: "The global bttom~ a product 
of the local as much as thC' local is remade by the global" (Smith, 188). 
If the local is disarticulated from the national and articulated w the 
global, rclationalty, its meaning as local will come in terms of the 
global: they are linked in a signifying chain. Let me put it this way: 
that run·away capilal shirt you may be wearing was sewn in some 
local, a local which is now articul:ucd in a d irfercnt way than it once 
was to the global due to these relations of production. The global/ 
local compuu:r I am ryping this on was made in different locals: the 
laptop "assembled in the U.S." from componcntslikdy from Asia, 
while the keyboard is "assembled~ in a local made global. Mexico, via 
NAF'li\. Yet, "t hings" (as Will Straw points out) come from "else­
where," and always have, so why is the local now thought in relation 
to the global? Changes in the flows or scapn of globalism account for 
part of rhis, the more dense interconnectivity of sires, economics and 
cultures as well accounts for part. This interconnectivity has to be 
seen as more than a space/time condensing; it is a mct2lepsis, where 
effect is t2ken as cause. While material and tangible technological 
changes have added to this condensation and connectivity, it is the 
realignment of trade laws and regulations for the movement of capita l 
which arc an additional cause. NAFTA connects Canada and Mexico 
in a way that they were not previously connected; the cultural is slid 
into the economic. Mexico is no longer prcdominandy another coun­
try with its specific histories and geography, but it a competing mar­
ket for profits. This is the homogenizi ng effect of the cultural logic of 
globalization; the world is transformed into more highly competitive 
zones through uneven development and mobi le (flexible) capital. 
That kids wear Nikcs in Vancouver and Mexico City is effect, not 
cause. This antagonistic connectivity is sparked as Canadian workers 
lose their jobs through run-away capital when factories relocate in the 
maquiladora zone and those workers labour under the lack of regula­
tion that nco-liberal globalism brings. As history shows, noth ing quite 
causes a connection bcner than antagonism. 

Am I connected to Mexico, somehow, more closely due to 
the keyboard I type on? This implies a d c:crease in the fetishism of the 
commodity, yet the ideological effect of globaliz.ation is to obscure 
relationships rather than revealing them-that is the ideological work 
of the mediascape and ideoscape (Appadurai). The local "emerges" 
from within the new relations of production-in which commodities 
and culture are produced. The local is then a site of overlap and con­
tradiction, of antagonisms, of mediation and determinism, of 
"authenticity" and history as well as "the fleeting moment." The local 
oscillates within the discourses which (partially) constitute it, materi­
alizing in one as it fades in another. Christian Hocller summarizes the 
plu ralization of meaning for the local: 

What this multiple shrouding amounts to is a perspective in 
which local settings suddenly appear as crossovers of that which 
is generated with that which is generating, of repressive with 
liberating, of srable with subversive moments. And [ ... ]just as 
context dements seep into local conglomerates, local specifics 
run continually through the context layers surrounding them (191). 

Pluralil.CC! in this way, the local emerges as the effective site of agency, 
for applying specific meanings (which take in the global flows through 
the mediascapc) . It is (theoretically and methodologically) sensible 
then to find culture as ~a whole way of life" (Raymond Williams) 
with access to the interconnectivity of globalism within the local. 

But what would local cultural aniculations look like? And if 

the local is the site: of resistance as well as the site of overlap and 
materialization of globalization, could there be progressive and retro­
grade localisms-and to downscale Balibar's designation regarding 
nationalisms-"localisms of liberation" and "localisms of dominance?" 

Arif Dirlik gives two problems for "the local as a strategic 
concept of resis tance.~ Firstly, resistance ar the local must refuse to 
reify the local as the site of wauthenticity," for, given the overlaps and 
networks of determi nation, culture is "daily disorganized by the glob~ 
al forces [ ... ] that seek ro reconstitute it, to assimilate it to the global 
homogeniz.ation that it seeks" (41). Secondly, the local must refuse 
assimilation into the global (41). Di rlik's cautions themselves fall imo 
the binary of local resistance where global ism is (despite its complexi­
ties) reduced to a singular homogenizing force and whc:re resistance 
has to take shape somehow outside of the very structure it seeks to 
rcarticulate or resist. The theoretical contradiction is that globaliu~ 
tion is imagined to cover the planet with its complex connectivity, yet 
in order to resist it, sites must be outside of it. Is resistance just disar­
ticulation? 



These binaries are fruitfully discarded in the recent work of 
Brian Jungen. Jungen's sculptural works, ProJorype for a New Under­
JI4nding, do not try to separate the local and the global, the particular 
and the universal, but run them together without contradiction or 
disjuncture, drawing on structural similarities. The Prototypes are 
Nike Air Jordans (late nineties models) di.sa.ssembled into their con­
stituent pieces and then remade into sculptures remarkably like 
Northwest Coast First Nations ceremonial masks. The disjunciUre 
here is not as great as it would sec:m, the graduated curve of the Nike 
trademarked swoop and the white, black and red colour scheme fit 
into the existing semiotics of Northwest Coast art. And Jungen's 
refuhioned Nike masks arc recognizable as references to the historical 
figur:u ive masks reproduced in anthropology textbooks: killer whale, 
raven, O'sonoqua (cannibal woman), frog. The Prototypes obviously 
evade any sense of authenticity of the local, aiming instead at rcpre­
sem:u ion and at spatimemporal rcl:uions. The bad trope of anthro­
pology (and carried over into postcolonial discourse), locates First 
Nations culture in the past as a culture which had its peak "precon­
tact• and just after. Yet Jungen's Prototypes take Nike, the signifier of 
the most global product (and a symbol of the consumerist cultural 
logics of globali:z.ation), and rcmaterializ.es it as "postmodern" 
Northwest Coast Indian an which is shown in a gallery (present, 
urban) rather than a museum. The spatiotemporal management of 
globalism is cross-circuited by its own complex connectivity and con· 
juncture. The global is brought into the local, but into 2 local which 
is imagined in the past and which is part of a non-consumerist econo­
my. From the other side, First Nation's culture is brought forward, 
out of a fetishized authenticity .and straight into the homogenizing 
flow ofNike. This is not 2 tactic of resistance seeking the outside of 
globalism's ideology, rather it is a daring strategy which brings First 
Nation's culture into globalism on a symbolic level in order to reartic­
ulate the discourse of globalization. Jungen breaks the autonomy of 
spatiotemporal relations within globalization and runs the various 
scapcs or flows through one another in a manner which does not per· 
mit deterministic binaries of space and time, of local and global, 
authentic and constructed. 

What of the different forms of labour material il.Cd and 
dematerialized in these prototypes? Nike, famous (nolOrious) for its 
bad labour practices, makes its Air Jordans in South Korea, one of its 
more fixed factories (Air Jordans require more skill to assemble and 
thw this factory has not been relocated as others have [see Hitchcock]). 
Nike's relations of production arc a model of complc:xity and mobility: 
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Brian Jungen, Prototypt for a Ntw UndmJanding 15 
1999 Nike Air Jordans, hair, 2rx27"x5". 

Brian Jungen, Prototypt for a New Undmtnnding 18 
1999 Nike Air Jordans, h:~ir. 
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Subcontrnctors scour emerging economics for the wual charnc· 
te:ristia: [cheap female labour, helpful national government, lack 
of labour organizations, etc.] ... and sufficient infmtructure: to 
get raw mlne:rials in and the finished product out within the: 
requisite: business cyclc:s (Hitchcock, 129). 

In short, Nike: maximizes its profits by using the "advantages" globalism 
can give:: it. The:: labour of Jungc::n's cultural production is obviously at 
the:: opposite:: c:nd of the:: scale::, Oisplayc::d in the armaturc::s and in glass 
vitrines, the: protOtypes, rc::vc::althe: de:consuuctivc:: labour of Jungen 
(the: cut seams, the:: cleaved glue joins) :as well :as the original labour of 
the South Korc:.tn workers in the number of scams and glue joins. 
William Wood reads these economics conjuncturally and speculatively: 

As wdl, the: masks arc: infused with the knowledge: that pro-­
duction of the: shoes is part of the: punishing conditions of a 
global economy [ ... ] in service to First World Corpornte wealth. 
The implication is that nativc:s like Jungc:n represent pockcu of 
"Third World" identity in the so-called First World, and that 
the Northwc:st Coast traffic in museum masks and rommc:rcial 
an in contc:mporary e:xamplc:s arc both historically rooted and 
contingent (19). 

Wood hints at the sp.atiotemporal and ideological crossings embedded 
in Jungc:n's prototypes. The: commodity fc:tishism of Nikc is bluntly 
turned inside: out as the labou r involved in the production of the shoe 
is made visible: this aesthc:tic ideology of Jungc:n the obverse of the 
ideology of globalization, which cloaks its multiple connections. This 

ideological effect of globalization O(Kns a role for the cultural. Re­
markably, the masks materialize the discourses and relations of the 

global and the local, as speculations and as prototyJUJ for new undtr­
JIIlnding. they O(Kn these relations in a non reductive:: and non· 
deterministic way. 

At a complctdy different scale and economy, I want to move 
to a moment of retrograde localism or '"localism of dominance." A 
common yet pointed critique of the excesses of cultural studies work 
is that it found resistance everywhere but effect nowhere:. Micro­
resistance of the subjective: productive consumption of mass culture is 
an easy 1argct at this point and I want to link it to the ideology of 
nco-liberal globalization rather than to a (cultural studiC5 vc::rsw the 
humanities) disciplinary struggle. The local (and subjective) as a si1c:: 
of resistance can go beyond the worries of absorption to the active 
replication of the ideology of globalization. That is, the: relationship 
of resistance and globalization is not oppositional. From Appadurai, 
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here is a statement typical of thai relationship: 

The megarhetoric of dc:vc:lopmc:ntal modernization (economic 
growth, high technology, agribusiness, schooling. militarization) 
in many coumrics is still with us. BUt it is often punctuated, 
interrogated, and domcstica1ed by the micronarrativcs of film, 
television, music, and other expressive forms, which allow 
modernity to be rewritten more as vernacular globalization and 
less as a concession to largc:-scale national and international 
policies (10) . 

The shift he!"(: is that the vernacular does not resist globalization, but 
forces it into a concession. But this improvisatory resinanc:e which is 
rewriting modernity can also be flipped so that uneven dcvc:lopment 
and the:: breakdown of social systems can be read as oppositional, even 
progressive. In the righ1-wing technological determinism magazine, 
Wired, a feature article on world-superstar architc::ct R.e:m Koolhaas 
illustrates this reactive, absorptive: flip. Coming back from Nigeria, 
Koolhaas and his researcher wrote of the: "improvisational urbanism 
the capital's citiz.cns were crcuing from the l"(:mnants of corrupt and 
unfinished development projects": 

'We resist the notion that Lagos rc:prescnts an African city c:n 
route: to becoming modern,' the group reponed on its return. 
' Rather, we think it rc:prcscnts an c:xuc:me and parndigmatic 
case study of a city at the: forefront of globali1.ing modernity. 
This is to say that Lagos is not catching up with us. Rather, we 
may be catching up with Lagos. (Wolf, 312-13). 

Modernity, spatiotcmporal relations and First World(rhird World 
relations arc-turned upside down in a carnavalesque globalism, with a 
discursivc:ly bold yet politically reactionary gesiUrc. For this is not a 
warning sign of bad modernity (or the second modernity of globalism) 
but a reading of uneven development and social system breakdown as 
opportunities for a new urbanism: "Dangerow breakdowns of order 
and infrastructure in Nigeria, however, are often transformed into 
productive urban forms: stalled traffic turns into an O(Kn-air market, 
defunct railroad bridges become pedestrian walkways" (Wolf313). 
Resistance is given a value as production, but this valourization drops 
away the relations of production, in a sense, fetishizing necessity for 
rcsis1ance. The nco-liberal value: of individual initiative over state 
infrastructure is fused with the discourse of local- and particularly­
Third World resistance. A site in the past in the uneven and brutal 
teleology of modernization is now the global future as nation-states 
arc slid through history as ifindcxes such as life expectaney, access to 
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health care and education, and per capita income are themselves 
anachronistic for locating a nation in space and time. 
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'(J rk-~1 G-u, ~l-t ivl.~ 
~~vr~~ lvdl-v ­

e st1~ 
Lrr.x, 

March 4, 1999 

Dear Rachel, 

Thanks for your note. I like your questions. So I'll bomb through 
them and answer them all a little bit, some more. 

Punk was a huge influence. I came m New York in the st:venties and 
punk was in full swing within two years of my arrival. Punk gave new 
permission to be angry, to be brief and incisive. Dumb and powerful. 
It wasn't touchy feely like the hippie movemem, and it wasn't middle 
class. A big piece of the anger of punk was directed at capitalism, and 
by poor kids. It was ugly too, not prc:tty or "bc:auriful. 6 In many ways 
punk resonated well with New York's foul beauty. 

I very much chose to be identified with the New York School. Upon 
seeing Frank O'Hara and James Schuyler's poems I looked for every­
thing else like them or by them. I loved their pulsing speech rhythms, 
well O'Hara's, and the active construction of a poem as a pile of 
things you see, and pass. T here is a certain way the New York School 
was uuerly new to me in the seventies that would be too cliched to be 
possible now. I th ink it's true that I'm that, the last one, though I'm 
not only that. 

I found poetry reading styles peculiar and pretentious when I began 
to go to readings. I liked the normal speech rhythms of performance 
artists like Spalding Gray. I always liked the good talk, period. I saw 
Jack Nicholson in a movie once in which he was a sensitive late night 
talk show host. I like how he whispered into his tape recorder. 
Talking like myself always seemed like the correct delivery. I'm pre~ 
slam. I don't really like the frantic hard sell o r even the commercial 
composure of the slam reading style. I manage m hear my poems 
when I write them. 1r feels like listening, composition does. 

I th ink poetry is pretty wreathy for people. In general people select 
the poetry that most rewards their own present or imagined station in 
life. I've dung to some of my regional accent, my class background 
persists in my work. It's my material, almost. Sexuality is also class. 
I've absolutely been punished for what I promote in my work. I have 
a rudimentary need to shock. In the midst of an aesthetically pleasing 
poem !loved the biz.arre impact of say the word pussy. Perhaps this is 
childish of me, but it still is a th rill to talk dirty in church or in the 
pews of the fussy poetry world. My work is received oddly and enthu-
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siastically, but not critically. I think often I'm received like a big bozo. 

Dogs arc big bozos. I genuinely wanted a dog when I was a kid- so 
desperately that some part of me was transmuted to dog. Dog=desire, 
or even yearning. I think there's a lot of shame around desire, needi­
ness, impulses being touted, hopefully being gratified shamelessly and 
bluntly. There's a huge appeal in all that for me. It's very anti-cuholic 
which I also am. 

My poetry practice is pretty constant. I try to track what's there. 
Obviously in tumultuous limes there's more to track. I'm stimulated 
by weather and all kinds of environment. I've bcc:n spending a lot of 
time by the sea lately and I have lots oflandscape, sky, shifting skies 
arc flooding my work. I carry a small nou:book and write as I'm 
moved. I would carry poems more in my head when I was younger, 
letting them bu ild all day. I'm dearer and less retentive now. 

~works in progress? I'm writing a huge book of sky poems. My 
novel,~ is nearly done after tons of editing. I revise 
poems slighdy, though sometimes I wait years ro begi n. In gcncnll 
throw thi ngs out, streamli ne them, see where I can leap too. Most 
poc:ms err by being too long, saying too much. Too many words is 
always the bc:st critique of a poem. Which words Slay and which 
words go, of course:, is the problem of a lifetime of writing poems. 

Long prose works have to be: revised a lot because so much time passes 
du ring the writing proctSS, and the point of revision is to make the 
time of writing be: tr:msparent. In prose you want the consciousness 
to be: so full that a shift of altention merely feels like a slight tugging. 
Arc you a writer? Good luck, Rachd. 

Sincerely, 

Eileen 
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Danine, 

I am returning your book and want to thank you for letting me read 
it. I guess I was abrupt on the phone the other night. You don't know 
how powerless I fed. Your work has alw.1ys bc:c:n gorgeous and moving 
and this compendium of gestures and tons is probably the most stun­
ning thing you've done yet. The whole O;~ninc is there, the young girl 
and the young lesbian, the kid who takes drugs, has a best girlfriend 
and a best boyfriend, the poet of the troubled family and the strong 
daughter writing to her dad to buck up. I admire you Dan inc and I 
admire your writing and your spirit. I regret that I don't know what 
to do with this book. I would read a poem and sec another version of 
it later .and that's what a writer's life looks like a lot. Though I've got 
some books in print and people ~know" Eileen Myles I'm really just 
another sad Joe waiti ng to see who'll publish my latest edifice. 

Your book challenges m ost people's idea of what a book is. I think at 
one time it was something like this: a mass of glowi ng roots that 
more than anything radiates human in all its glory and trULh. Don't 
die, or end our friendship or you r liking me because I don't have the 
nerve for your book or know what to do with it, or am having to live 
my life first. I am a quirky writer and tha t's how we met. And I am 
regarded as ~way out .. and impossible and I know editors think .. this 
is not a book, this is her life~ which is what I felt when I laid on my 
bed one night and read what you sent me. I get it now- that this is 
book as much as my book is book. But what I'm trying to say is that 
if I'm a stretch, you're all of nature itsc.lf. I th ink small pieces of this 
should go in the world first and then you might see some links that 
will help the reader fed safe as they move through your voyage. One 
wri ter advised me that my novel needed a little more hand-holding. 
I'd give the same advice to you, but I know you won't take i1. 

I'm going to take the liberty of xeroxing a little bit of this. Can I put 
excerpts in magazines here and there? Let me know. 

! love you and you r work and I wish I cou ld help more. 

Eileen 
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Occober 25, 1998 

Dear Alice Quinn, 

I appreciated your note. I was a good friend of Jimmy Schuyler's (as 
well as a huge fan) so I'm not su rprised he's rubbed off on my work. 
Robert Kelly .. . now that surprised me. I've barely read him at all. 

I'm enclosing a few more poems, of various lengths. All pretty new. 

& Thanks for looking. 

Eileen Myles 

September 29, 1999 

Dear Richard Hcrz: 

I spoke with Chris Kraus on the phone today and she told me you 
had okayed my teaching the Diary class with her in the spring. That's 
good news, and I want co thank you for it. 

She mentioned that I can perhaps do studio visits at Art Cemcr in 
the spring. If there's a way of nailing down a schedule for those visits, 
that would be great. I'll be in Los Angeles all spring which I'm look­
ing forward to tremendously, and doing things at An Center makes 
the prospect of time spent on the west coast fed more engaged and 
welcoming. 

Here's an article I wrote that came out this month in Art in Am~rica. 
I look forward to seeing you next year. 

Best, 

Eila:n Myles 
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September 29, 1999 

Dear Ed White, 

Thanks for your note last summer about ~I 've got one 
more week in P-town- 1 noticed you were reading at KGB recently 
and I l'(:gtetted I couldn't hear you and say hello. 

I'm coming back to New York with a new book in my bag. It's called 
~and it's making the rounds with publishers. I've worked 
on this book for five years, so it's gone through a lot of drafts and I 
feel very excited about it going into the world. It's a darker book than 
~deeper too, I think. I'm calling it a non-fiction novel 
which is absolutely true, but on ly underlines the surprising strangeness 
of my book for a large number of editors. The book is supposedly 
"elliptical~ (which !like) and "harsh" (which is typical of an American 
life, I thought). Then they say mot(: good things and bad things. 
Frankly, we're at a fairly late round in Cool getting read and I'm 
wonderi ng if I can put this book inm your hands for a look. More 
than anything the subtcxt of what editors ware saying about my book 
is who the hell is she and why should we care. I think I've written an 
imponant piece of American literature, and I wouldn't bother you if I 
didn't think this was true. If you, busy as hell with your own writing 
and probably teaching too, read Cool and thought it was a valuable 
book that could probably make a di/Tercnce at this moment. I don't 
want to get ahead of myself too much, but I'm thinking a letter from 
you might make some editor wake up and remember whar literature: 
is supposed to do. Personally, I want to stop everything. and at the 
very same time not die. Some people: pray at these moments, and 
some of us read and write. My book was written in a big pause in my 
life. If you'd like to read it, I will send it to you. Here's my number, 
and also here's a card. I hope: you arc well this fall, and I look forward 
ro having a conversation with you some time. 

Respectfully, 

Eileen Myles 

[Editors' note: this last lett~r wa; n~r smt/ 
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Bobbie West 

"Work?!" 

030197 

moldy bread, not quite mummified, behind 
the books . smelLs truly green . you /mow 
who it is: Mr. Stench has arrived . "ack!" do 
lice have a sense of smcm do you have a 
.sc:nsc of humor? tiny words squeak from :1 

telephone earpiece . giggles split a grin . 
amattmcm: hey! h11y muchos Gooubumps! 
piled on the floor . Wor/J ~r I Tommy 
(11/ustraud): uniform, helmet, gun, medals . 
FREE SOFTWARE EXPLODES YOUR 
BUSINESS! i told you not to go in there! 
the smell of smoke curls off hcr fury . duct 
of crying babies . the ..W.-headed man placed 
it just out of reach, said: you never know 
when a pair of plicrs'll come in handy. 

Revcrbera[ions 

racket & dash, clattering chipping-hammer, 
clanging hot metall ic chatter in a haze of 
metal-melting welding-torch fumes, smoke, 
and acrid blue flames spitting slag-spray, 
stink of singed le:uher and skin and 
vibrating hull-humming head-aching whine 
of grinders on bulkheads, banging chipping­
hammers chipping steel, flipping chips over 
floors groaning under two tons of torqued­
up turret lathe, grating out grunts and hot 
blue chips, moaning carbide-tipped cutting­
tool biting cold-rolled steel, peeling ofT 
spiral springs and chips raining, chips flying, 
while chipping-hammers hammer, chipping 
steel, chipping nerves, chipping ~rdrums, 
chipping hours out of life unlil the whistle 
blows and ears ring with ~ilence 
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Two poems engaged in work, orbiting around individual otperience: 
echoes of five y~rs in machine shops and shipyards. memory traecs 
of a day's work at our inner-city library with the usual cast of charac­
ters: the unwashed, the young & giggly, the fix-it guy. the pissed-off. 
(and yes, we actually have found bags of moldy bread behind the 
books.) work as CONTENT not conten ted to sit and be noun, sub­
ject mallet, word fodder. work: "to form." yeah, FORM, our mutual 
friend with strange innovative habits. a way to ger the brain buzzed, 
to be entenained, get thought processes bumped from their usual 
groove, undermine official versions of reality. 

So what's the work of a poem, its purpose? "poerry doesn't need a 
purpose. ir just IS." well,jimi on~ anyway! like finding identity? getting 
connected to ahernare power sources: similar selves. connccl to other 
minds, other lives. to understand: do you know how a shipyard smells? 
do you fed the grinders in your bones? or the strain of living on min­
imum wage? life gocs cheap in eight-hour pieces: desolate desperate 
inconsolable inconceivable irreversible irrevocablt- irrenievable. the 
"wider view" seen from inside out. panicular intractable details of one 
singular individual life suddenly seen as part of a pattern. make the 
connections. get self-respect. 

Now juxraposc, cut & paste. otchange for brain work: work : words. 
the material of thinking/working life. deifying ideas. work construct­
ed of bits ofliterary, social, philosophical theory. making disti nctions 
instead of connections. • think critically. ask: whose poetry is bad? 
define bad: subjective. failing to add bits of theory. no wider view, no 
analysis. superficial. having failed to mttt intdlccrua.l criteria. BAD. 
so look for answers in innovation or form or effective analysis of 
power structures: "cultural capital" "symbolic capital" what tht h~/1 
y'a/J 1111kin about? in-fighting. word-fighting. say it: whe~'s the bed? i 
mean the money! call ir work call it unpaid labor and what do we 
hope to get? R-E-S-P-E-CT. cxtracring respect from intellectual 
pttrs, eager (or not) to be immortally entombed in thick anthologies. 
a way to dig in or inf1ltnue: outsider opinion transformed to insider 
source? respect respect ~spcct respect respect. what we all want. 
coming at it from different directions. so whose life/work is more 
worthy~ how do you decide who~ poetic aestheric gets 10 be judge? 

• is thiswhywc'rccallcdcli lisl~ 
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Stephen Callis, Leslie Ernst, & Ruben Ortiz Torres 

Murder 1n My Su1te 

Bienvenidos al Hotel California 



V'uiton to the Ntw Origami ffoul tnjtty aU the ammitia one would ap«t 
of Uu Aflgtln' moll pruh hottls-but at what priu? &hind tht JCtntf, 

worltn~ lDil.for minimum wagtJ without owrtime pay or btnefiu. Until ... 

A wttran houultuptr at tht hott~ Gmntn Lucia Vargar dtcida 1htS not 
going to talte it 11nymort. But 1ht JDOn finds hme/j 1ogtthtr with Japanm 
hi1tory muknt Nori Kenji, embroiled in 11 wtb of intrigue and Jc11ndal A 
1ourist I snapshot kads them 011 11 uarch for tht truth that unveils a htinous 
his1ory of torporatt deceit ... 

Editors' Nmts: 

Murtbr in MJ Sui II /Bit,wniJ.os al Ht~ul C./ifomUt is a photonovda produced 
by Los Angeles-based anisu and aaivisu Stephen Calli$, Leslie ErnR, and Rubtn 
Orti:t Torres, drawn from the rcoal-life labor di:~putcs at the: Nc:w Ot:ani, a non­
union hotc:l in the Little Tokyo District of LA. 

Callis, Ernst, and Orti't Torres arc also the: crc:a10rs, along with Sandra Ramirn, 
of TIN Bit S~Wt}l /LA Gran Limpitu, a phmonovc:la created with the suppon of 
membtrsofSEIU local399 and their jultia: for Janitors campaign. Stt against a 
backdrop of conspiracy and corruption in the City of Angels. Tht Bit Swttp 
explores the seamy underside: of working condition:~, Ia Mira, and class conOict 
from the point of vic:w of a Mc:xia.n journalist in snrch of her missing com­
paficro, an outspoken union activist and hard-working janitOr named Ram6n. 

The complete book-length venion of Murder;, MJ Suitt, as wdl as 77H Bit 
S!Wtp, are both available from: 

john Brown Books 
PO Bo~r 5683 
Salem,OR97Jo-4 
503-585-5173 
-.labridge.comljbbooksl 
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W•lcom• to los Ana•les, wh..-• th• tourist dollar ts almlahty, a v.ntable 
tourilts ' parad1M, "ce-ft for th• oeeas4onal civil unr.st. H..-. amid the surf 
and th• alamour ar. th• pe-ople who wortt to mak• 1t all hop~. Th• story 
you'r• about to se. chronicles the •xpe-rl•nces Of a woman named Carm.n 
Lucia Varras who works as a hou.ui!Hpeor at the New Orlaaml Hot•l In the 
lrtfle Tokyo sedion Of downtown Los Anr•l•s. OMfinally from Son Salvador, 
sh• has !1-...d and wried in los Anaeles fDf' th• pari fittHn years. Carm.n 
Lucia and he-r co-wori:.rs a,.. oraanlzlnr for union ~Of"itlon at the hotel. 

Blenvenldos 11 los .4.nQeles, donde el d61ar del turlsta es el todo poderoso, 
un parafso verdadero para el visitante, excepto por los ocaslonales desor­
denes civiles. En media del mary el Qlamour esU Ia Qtnte que trabaja para 
que todo pase. La hlstorla a contlnuacl6n narra las uperlenclas de una 
mujer llamada Carmen Lucia Varqas que trabaja como sirvlenta en el hotel 
New Or\Qaml en el barrio japones del centro de los .4.nQeles. Ella es oriQI· 
narla de San Salvador y ha vlvldo y trabajado en Los AnQeles los Ultlmos 
quince al'ios. Carmen lucia y sus compafteros del trabajo est6n orQanldn­
dose para que reconotcan el slndlcato en el hotel. 



On theo th1rd floor of theo New Or1gam1 Hot&l Carmen LUCIO 
IS In th& middle of her shift It IS around 11 00 AM Sheo IS 
hummeng to herself as she enters Su1te 314 

En el tercer plso del hotel New Orlqaml, Carmen L.ucla est<\ al 
medlodesuturno Sonc:asltasonceporlamailana EllaestB 
canturreandocuandoentraen Ia habltac:l6n sat6n numero 314 
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Rot:er. comequkkly!Th-thtre's 
a dtadbodymll-1. 

;Rogtr.vengaripldo!Hayun 
mu-mu-mutrtotllt\314. 
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Unmm . wh:~t on earth 
art you talkinr about? 

Carmtn,j_dequfdiablos 
tsUhitb!.ndo? 

You know. not only do th• work•raa•t th• 
ahaft ar-ound thll joint, but~ do th• aultal 





How Jon& have )'01,1 worked 
for this hotel? 

Sinct 1987-dost to 
IOye~rs now. 

Desde1987,yason 
(~5110 alios. 
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Steven Farmer 

overflow of an end 1'0 solace 

collective agency phantoms 

assumption as counterfeit 

things that already would be 
monitor's view to 

anywhere 

unto others until provisions 

he was a pioneer 

"employer of manyn 

the dry look 

circa '67, Hawaiian 

prints. children or visits 

to fathers 

index weekends 

summered, to glimmer by 
distance, means 

living behind the power 

song of the new ma n: "I am my" pier 

grey breeze, glazed 

favorite little noth ings 

condolen~ to abandon 
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Spectacler 



work, having a case made 

for it dosed, open 

allows you to 

secrets to pass ro each reveler 

an industry his name, sales 

all greou works 

digital, down to 

stuffed coupler, collapsed 

under federal trees a jacked-up past 

bathed in an acstheticiscd 

the immersion has happened 

tones phoned in 

haven /lapse 

baubles to go where 

accessed, inner history 

embossed bucksh01 duck plates 

from all fifty states 

match the parts ... flee 

home-cooked meals 

bcuer as someone else 

snag-frtespace 
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you recognize:, but he wasn't acting 

compatible with unwarier 

consumer to be 

game--time primate 

in the eighth row 

stalkers, pancake make-up & 

personal favors. 

buttons for faces, heat to be: 
sprtad out under the helmet 

all strange rndings 

121h map 

escalators to take you 

under the sand 

once fled from, now 

a sprawling, unorganized 

document of communities, channels 

surrounding trtes 

the further isolation 

of words 

necessary dynamics for 

the capacity for interruption 
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two programs overwrite 

inde~ndencc for all bought parts 

you've been opened up 

, . for someone to rave about you" 

a member of 

parts touch less 

epic, bust 

applet to give up 

write-in life 

a p2radigm's prt:-dismisW 

accomplishments scam guidance 

on how to implement 

culprits 

indicated by arrows 

2lph•bctic body-response 

Pttbo!Whitney duet 

and resulting sickness 

time-outs give the child choices 

muscle to minimize 

hallway voices 2 neophyte milk 

illwion bond to the product 
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just here to cook 

room for your lineage 

wampum, art in a replicant venue 

you can drive there even 

the doge's palace 

junt Bug 111. Humcant 

play now to inner media 

any like cards dim 

to build memories on 

like minutes, nm at the service of 

she hit joy on the record 

otherwise-object based 

like needs 

like that one, theirs 
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Catherine Daly 

Word Proc essing 

"The dialogue between formation and critique involves 
intellectual labor in which a new kind of subject is born." 

- Michael Davidson, writing about Louis Zukofsky's 
~Mantis" and interpretacion in Ghostli~r Dtmarcations, 
quoted in the introduction to Tlu Objectivist Naus. 

Before I quit word processing, I dreamed the word processing group 
had been movro 10 an even more sterile environment. We wore hair­
nets and plastic gloves. Rather than bankers coming inro the office: to 
drop documents, secretaries and well-dressed wives of bankers 
entered, dropping ofT orders for relish trays. We rushed to slice: red 
peppers, celery, and carrots, wash mushrooms and break O.uliflowcr 
and broccoli into Oow('rets. 

My nightmare was that we had been convened intO food processors. 
Even I realiud that I had b«n lucky to escape with only pare time 
food service experience. Bm , after years managing word processing, 
words had become as food is to food service workers. For example, 
when I worked in a bakery, sugar stank, chocolate seemed dirty, and 
donuts were gross. In wp, I learned a cerrain contempt fo r words and 
editing, formauing o r otherwise manipulating them. 

All blue collar jobs I've had have not allowed reading, even during 
slow periods. I do not know why. We were not allowC"d to read in 
word processing. I initially learned all I could about the softw.ue on 
my compmcr. This was bdore most ofiicc computers had network o r 
intC"rnet connections. 

I do not touch type. I got a "C" in a summ<"r typing class I took 
bcfor<" eighth grade. I read C"verything I type while "reading" the key­
board, something of a dicey situation working with sensitive informa­
tion in a bank. I typed the dictionary in order to read it, then started 
just reading the dictionary. I brought Strunk & White, Thr Chicago 
Manual o[Stylr and Fowler to the office and read and typed those ref­
C"renccs. Since I was reading them, I began editing the documents I 
rypcd. Since I had to make up for my relatively slow typing speed, I 
focused on structuring documents by writing macros quickly. 

I also started bringing in other books to type them. There is a branch 
library behind the Waldorf Astoria in the N/R subway station. In 
these jobs which arc usually categorized as wh ite or pink collar, but 
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which I call blue collar, there is a twenty minute paid lunch. There 
arc two federally-mandated, paid, ten-minute breaks for all workers. 
These were intended to be mid-morning and mid-afternoon. Because 
word processors, data entry clerks, and other office or computer 
workers do not have paid lunch, and arc encou raged not to take a 30 
minute to one hour unpaid lunch, both by economics and by office 
practic<" in addition to supervisors who do not like juggling lunch 
break scheduling, the two breaks arc combined into the twenty 
minute paid lunch. I ran down to the branch, grabbed books willy 
nilly, made it through the checkout line, and returned in twenty 
minutes to type the books. We could leaf through magazines, but we 
weren't supposed to read the articles. 

Word processing is physical work. We all know now about carpal 
tunnel , and also know that, whether because of job conditions o r 
hormones, women are more: likely to suffer from carpal tunnel than 
men. In word processing, female employees were more: likely to be 
rapid typists and to focus on manual input. Men were more likc:ly to 
focus on using the machine to make up for thei r slow typing speed. 

Word processing asked how tO input information to man ipulate into 
the machine and how to make it consistent in structu re o r form 
(including spelling) for output. Found poetry and text manipulation 
can ask these same questions. Increasingly, text in the public domain 
is online, saving a step. There are OCR scanners and other machines 
for rapidly digitizing information. 

I first focused on something we called "dupe and revise~ after the Save 
As command in a word processing software before my time. I never 
started a document from scratch if I could help it. Instead, I would 
try to quickly think of a document on one of the thousands of noppy 
disks in the cabinets which had the same format as a new document 
(now, disk space on rile servers is cheap, and there arc searchable: doc­
ument repositories for th is sort of th ing). Bankers recognized this 
saved them money, but usually specified the wrong document to be 
duped: they tended to think of the structure of deals, not documents. 

My enforced focus on input and output, on the necessity of entering 
and handling text, has probably led to my lack of interest in random­
izcrs, babclizcrs, and similar tools. 1 was fascina ted by the first VAX 
garbage files I saw, and also interested in old programs like Eliza, 
which recycled text, gradually eliminating its meaning. I don't find 
most word jumble interesting anymore. All text is handled as data. 
The limits and problems of human intervention remain interesting to 
me. The programs become another sieve. 
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Alan Gilbert 

Anselm 
Greg 

"How Soon Is Now?": 
Berrigan, Prageeta Sharma, 
Fuchs, Magdalena Zurawski, 

and the New Independents 

More than any other architttturallandmark in the New York Ciry 
area, the World Trade Towers visually dominate the urban u::rrain from 
a variety of locations. Monumentally boxy and tall, built in duplic:ne, 
tht: Towcrs jut alxm: the vwically spectacular New York City skyline. 
Whether one is rumbling along Kent Street on the Brooklyn side of 
the East River, cruising over the George Washington Bridge nonh and 

west of the: city, barreling up the New Jersey turnpike to the south and 
west of Manhattan or the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway to the south 
and cast, riding thC' Staten Island Ferry across New York harbor, or 
walking around the southern half of Manhattan, the Twin Towers arc 
frequently the most conspicuous piecc of real estate. 

This includes the Empire State Building-which despite 
being more famous, appearing on more cheap key chains sold to 
tourists, and on ly one hundred feet shoner-blends more readily into 
the midtown skyline, partly lxcause ofits graduated height and Art 
Deco design. Besides, as midrown Manhattan is taken over by Disney 
products and Nikc:town stores, it becomes less a piau in which to 
orient oneself, and more the kind of dislocating environment upon 
which North American consumer culture heavily relies, with its dock­
less malls and enormous megastore parking lots one drives around and 
around in frust~tion looking for the seemingly nndomly placed exits. 

Because the Twin Towers are figuntivdy and literally all 
about rt~l estate, they historicizc in a way other postmodern architcc­
tu~such as the &mous Philip Johnson AT & T building in mid­
town Manhattan-docs not, or docs not quite as explicitly. What the 
Towers signify is the transformation in the twentieth century of a 
diversified New York City economy with a strong manufacturi ng 
component into an economy increasingly rdiam on the strong perfor­
mance of Wall Street to keep it afloat. In a 1998 report from the 
Office of the State Deputy Comptroller for the City of New York, the 
authors write: QWall Street, which represents only 5 percent of City 
employmem, accounted for 56 percent of the increase in aggregate 
rea.l earnings in New York City between 1992 and 1997. In cont~st, 
between 1983 and 1988 only 23 percent of the real e..rning.s gain was 
derived from the securities industry• (1998: 2). 
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fu the repon points out, the same can be said for New York 
State as a whole: "Wall Street's impact on the State's economy and ta.x 
receipts has been only slightly less concentrated than it is in the City. 
In New York State, nearly half of the real earnings gain between 1992 
and 1997 was attributable direcdy to Wall StreetM {1998: 2). While 
the Twin 10wers were built by the States of New York and New Jersey 
(the Port Authority, to be exact), and thus are not directly connected 
with Wall Street, they represent an effort made by the ruling powers 
in New York City-csp«ially landowners-to shift the economy 
away from manufacturing and toward companies specializing in 
finance, insurance, and real estate {FIRE). This, in turn, led to an 
increased construction of offic~ and residential spaces in high rise 
buildings and skysct2pers which could be leased for significantly more 
money per square foot than the one and two story structures usually 
rented to manufacturers and small busi nesses. 

For instance, the World Tt2dc Center was built on a " 13-
block site" which displaced "1,400 commercial establishments doing 
over $300 million worth of businw and employing about 30,000 
pc:opleM {Douglas 1996: 206). This is paradigmatic of a process which 
had been occurring in New York City throughout the twentieth century, 
and which began to pick up steam amid the fi nancial exubet2ncc of 
the 1920s. In 1929, the Regional Plan Association-a group of powerful 
landowners and financiers-presented a "govern ment-financed• plan to 
"'decenrra.liz.e'" the New York City area (Fitch 1993: 58-59). The idea 
was to de-indumializ.e New York City and extend the commercial 
office space concentrated in the midtown Manhattan Centra.! 
Business District throughout the rest of the island and evenmally into 
Brooklyn and Queens. 

The not wave of this rypc: of urban planning occurred during 
the post-War World II economic boom, specifically in 1%1 when 
pressu~ applied by David Rockefeller's Downtown Lower Manhattan 
Association convinced the City to rezone all of New York City and 
make it less favorable to manufacwring (Fitch 1993: 135). A year 
later the World Trade Center was contracted to be built, and 
Rockefeller initially had hoped it would be ready by the start of the 
1964 World's Fair held in Queens (Douglas 1996: 206). The final 
push to create more office space occurred during the 1980s, when­
flush with cash, optim ism, and greed-enough office space was created 
that even during the more lucrative '90s very few new office buildings 
have: been built. In a textbook case of overproduction, New York City 
has a veritable "glut" of office spau (Fitch 1993: 149), especially in the 
downtown area where the World Trade Center's "largest assemblage of 
commercial office spau in the world" (Douglas 1996: 204) looms 
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right next to luxury residentials, some of which are a bargain (at least 
in comparison to the rest of New York City's ~al est.ate market), if 
the potential resident can bc.ar to live in such a desol.au:: concrete and 
steel non-pl.acc. 

For this reason, it could be argued that lxginning in the 
1920s, New York City willfully m.ade iuelfinto one of the first cx­
.amples of the "post-industri.al" phenomenon which bcg.an to receive 
anemion in the 1970s around the lime of the publication of Daniel 
Bell's Tht Coming of Post-!tJdUJtrial SDcitty ( 1973). Whatever one: m.ay 
think of the political .and economic implic.alions of Bell's theory, 
"post-industrialism~ in New York City has come m mon a precarious 
rdian~ on financial, insurance, and ~al estate companies, and in 
particular on W:~ll Street. Just how unstable this relationship is can be 
seen in the fact that finance, insurance, and real estate jobs declined 
during the 1970s, despite the effort to expand office space dowmown 
(Spitznas 1981: 73-76). Middle class jobs in non-FIRE indumies 
have also declined during the booming '90s because of mergc:rs and 
downsizing (Office of the: State Deputy Comptroller for New York 
Ciry 1997: 18); and even during the precipitous rise of the U.S. stock 
market during the '90s, substantial layoffs have occurred at financi:~l 
corporations during relatively brief dips in the market. 

Ultimately, the financia l, insurance, and real estate economy 
in New York City has created an urban environment which surpasses 
the rest of the U.S. in "job loss, unemployment and 'non-work'" 
(Fitch 1993: 4). A big part of the problem is the result of a ne.ar 
century long decline: in manufacturing in New York City, which has 
accelerated during the past thirty yc:a.rs: "Between 1970 and 1993 in 
the U.S., the tot2l of manufacturing workers fell from 19.4 million to 

18.1 million. In the same period, New York's manufacturing jobs fel l 
from 766,000 to 286,000. It's the difTe~nce between 6.7 percent and 
63 percent" (Fitch 1993: 22). The numbers make one wonder how 
pervasive "post-industrialism" actually is outside of New York City. In 
stock market-speak, 6.7 percent is not even considered a "cor~ction. ~ 

This is why a call is being made from various places fo r 
grc:a.rer diversification of the New York City economy. The current 
State Comptroller writes: wWhile its depcndcn~ on Wall Street leaves 
the City vulnerable to a downturn, diversification of the City's ceo­
nomic base needs to continue .and takes on added urgency~ (1998: 3). 
It should be noted that Brooklyn has lost its manufacturing base at a 
greater rate than the: rest of New York City while also becoming the 
poorest borough in New York. Almost thirry percent of Brooklyn 
residents live in poverty, half of them under eigh teen (Office of the 
State Deputy Comptroller for the City of New York 1999: 9). 
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New York City urban planning as influenced by finance, 
insurance, and real estate has nm only reduced the decently paying 
job opportunities available to semi-skilled and unskilled workers (a 
disproportion of which belong to minority groups in the city), but it 
has actively sought to keep industry out of such notoriously economi­
cally depressed areas as the South Bronx, innead arguing for the need 
"to build low-density, ranch-style homes throughout the South 
Bronx," as opposed to supporting community-oriented business 
initiatives (Fitch 1993: 155). Here Robert Fitch's proposition that 
"Urban planning iJ Uu coordination of land monopoly" is pushed to its 
most cxt~mc: state (1993: 50; emphasis in original). 

The World Trade Towers also haum those characters in Don 
Delillo's Unduworld living in New York City in 1974: "The World 
Trade Umer was under construction, already towering, twin-towering, 
with cranes tilted at the summits and work elevators sliding up the 
nanks. She saw it almost everywhere she went. She ate a meal .and 
drank a glass of wine and walked to the: rail or ledge and the:~ it usually 
was, bulked up at the funneled end of the island ... ~ (1997: 372). I've 
chosen to write on recen t first books by Ansclm Bc:rrigan, Pragc:cta 
Sharma, Greg Fuchs, and Magdalena Zurawski, not because I fed 
they represent a new movement or poetics in contemporary poetry, or 
even that they and their work constitute a uniform social and aesthetic 
entity. Instead, I'd like to propose the intentionally loose metaphor 
that to varying degrees they were raised, and their books were wrinen, 
in the: shadows of the World Trade Towers and the changing social, 
economic, politica.I, and cultural conditions which accompanied the 
final completion of the Twin Towers in post-Vietnam North America. 
These changes include transformations in systems of production and 
consumption, an expansion of the media's role in society, and the 
interaction bclWcc:n global economics and local communities and 
how this relationship influences the: construction of individual and 
group identities. 

Moreover, the four poets I'm focusing on arc around the 
same age:, have all had rirst books published within a year of och 
other, and lived in the same general neighborhood- Brooklyn-and 
were in frequent contact with each other while portions of thei r 
respective books were being written. As such, these affil iations suggest 
an approach to their poetry as a type of social document, wh ich itself 
can be: seen as one of the forms now being ut iliud in response to 
conditions in post-Vietn.am North American society. 
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I. "ideological subjects (a tautological proposition}" 

Technically speaking. /nugrity & Dramatic Lift (1999} isn't 
Anselm Berrigan's first book of poetry, since Edge Books previously 
published a chapbook of his emit!ed Thry &at Me Ovt:r the Htad 
With a Sack (1998). Six of the twelve poems in the chapbook also 
appear in lnugrity & Dramatic Lift, including ~My Poem,n which is 

the laSL poem in the chapbook and the first poem in his full-length 
book. Two of the primary concerns of Integrity & Dramatic Lift arc 
signaled in its tide: the positing of identities as pcrformativc acts and 

a certain dissatisfaction with this particular way of conceiving and 
constructing the self. The poems in the book bounce back and fonh 
between understanding the sdf as provisionally articulated in language 
and ideology and feeling disgrundcd with this awareness. As a result, 
there's an effort tO make meaningful connections among the appar­
ently random stream of signs which form much of the unstable field 
of experience in late twentieth-century North America. 

Ar the same time, a ccnain amount of absurdism is consciously 
embraced in these poems in an attempt ro disrupt the dominant ways in 
which discourse and ideology arc manipulated in a media-saturated 
capitaliu society. Tapping around for anything solid, many of the 
poems in the book foreground emotion and affectivity as momentary 
instances of feeling grounded within an existence that's constantly 
being refitted from both without and within: 

Out of spite 
I sit down calmly in someone dse's recliner 
Wearing someone else's shin, pants, shoes, and socb 
Though I've torn my own holes into all of them (4) 

Here, the "holesH claimed as one's own partially compensate for the 
lack of wholes created or imposed. It's also importan! to point out the 
emotional aspect of th is claiming, that it's done "Out of spite" and 
"calmly." Significantly, the experience is rooted in a reference to basic 
material objects-in this instance, clothing. But instead of function­
ing as a set of substitutions ("holes" for whole, "my" as opposed to 
~someone else's"), what Berrigan's work does-and what he shares in 
different ways with the three other poets under consideration here-is 
make poetry a part of its surrounding social and cultural conditions. 

Of course, this is how all art functions, whether it ac­
knowledges it o r not. Nevenheless, one of the more notable aspects of 
the poetry of the New York School in its various manifestations is 
that it emphasizes this connection so prominently in its references to 
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everyday life, wh ich include the names of friends and the occasions 
and places ar which they hang out, descriptions of work environments, 
as well as a wide range of popular and mass and highbrow culture 
citations. Without being derivative of these earlier models, we find 
some of these examples in integrity & Dramatic Lift, too. But what 
makes Berrigan's work his own is the way he re-thinks the relation 
between art and life-or, more theoretically, between cultural products 
and social formations-with in contemporary historical conditions, 
and not in relation to a particular avant-garde lineage or set of formal 
techniques. 

The middle section of lnugrity & Dramatic Lifo contains a 
marvelous set of semantically and rhythmically dense eighteen line 
poems that scamlcssly blend references to American culture and 
history-and spatial and temporal locations-with autobiographical 
reflections. I'd like to quote the entirety of one of these. The poem is 
cntided "811/97": 

Reagan shot himself said the ex-secret service agent 
who taught Tom Cruise how to surf. This guy was one 
of the many nervous people in America, not a happy happy 
& 1.. .. & !.. .. nope. Speaking of ex-bosses, mine's .scxuaJly 
blotto & likes to ski in New England. No gas to think 
about him but I smile when rhis ghost steps on my heels 
on Broadway to remind me no one's there, gee thanks 
spirit, say something profound why don't ya? Kate 
you know, I'm shocked to be of an age you didn't reach 
tho' you seem permanently older & wiser than I'd ever be. 
You died & I knew instantly I had to be cxacliy where I was: 
public, unconsolable, & totally myself to offer by no choice 
of my own. Your life is completely removed from myth 
so I speak to who isn't there & is, on the most crowded 
streets. These hang-ups don't interfere with my life, I didn't ask 
for that, it seems right. Arc you responsible? It doesn't maner. 
Incantations & voices of the dead arc points of interest 
& nothing else. You have me here & that has to be enough. (30) 

Beginning with the factic ity of the date in the title, the poem moves 
quickly through a series of concerns, many of which arc articulated 
via inversion, displacement, and conflation. The first of these is the 
representation of events in the media, with the poem inverting John 
Hinckley J r.'s shooting of Ronald Reagan by having Reagan shoot 
himself. Next, a conflation of the movies as simulacrum (represented 
by Tom Cruise) and American politics (Reagan the movie actor who 
became a governor, then President) is created via the figure of the dis­
placed secret service agent turned surf instructor. The poem continues 

49 



to disrupt surface appearances by describing as "one I of the many 
nervous people in America" this surf instructor to celebrities who 
represents the manufactured "happy happy I & !.. .. & 1.. .. " status 
unavailable to a large percentage of the American population worried 
about its tenuous economic status. 

The "nope" signals a turn toward a more negative mood in 
the poem, which- as with the "holes" above- will be used to 

momentarily strike through the mask of appearances and imposed 
ideologies (though in this case the gesture is more Bardeby than 
Ahab). As the inversions and displacements continue, one spirit 
brings a "smile," the other a sense of being "shocked." This sense of 
shock is ultimately preferred in these poems to bc=ing fooled, numbed, 
or distracted. Yet despite the dcccascd individual's life being .. completely 
removed from myth" - the naturalized and universalized misrepre­
sentations and ideological distorrions with which Berrigan's poems arc 
constantly struggling- the question of"who isn't there & is, on the 
most crowded /streets" remains unanswered. In other words, there 
arc no perfect moments, aestheticized or not: .. Thc.sc hang-ups don't 
interfere with my life. I didn't ask I for that, it seems right." Thus, it's 
not simply a matter of re-establishing unexamined subject positions 
or bastions of authenticity or aesthetidzcd idyllic arbors (even if in 
contemporary poetry they've come to take an increasingly fragmented 
character on the page). Instead, Berrigan's work is notable precisely 
for its ability to vividly describe, juggle, and smash the dishes while 
still serving up substantial fare. 

The series of inversions, displacements, and conflations 
which occur in "81 1197" arc part of a larger sense of absurd ism 
pervading lnugrity & Dramatic Lift. Along with spodighting the 
performative quality of identity and illuminating the seemingly random 
quality of much of late late [Wcntieth-cemury life in North America, 
an argument can bc made that this absurdism exposes the workings of 
ideology, since one of the goals of dominant ideologies is to appear 
natural and transparent in order that they may be taken for granted: 
"Successful ideologies are often thought to render their beliefs natural 
and self-evident-m identify them with the 'common sense' of a society 
so that nobody could imagine how they might ever be different~ 
(Eagleton 1991: 58). Absurdism seeks to overturn common sense, 
jusr as arrillce calls the natural into question. 

Absurd ism likes to flirt with the potential for failure, because 
if ir were to become too successful it would lose its critical edge and 
function as another kind of nalllrnlized ideology. This is why it's a 
useful tool fo r addressing ideological problems and the problems with 
ideology: 
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Entering a mid-town diner & greeted by a sign: 
Please wait for the waitress t'O be seated. 
Logic dictates a reasonably healthy diet 
but I read that one should undermine authority. {38) 

And if, as Louis Althusser would have it, ideology partially posits and 
"intcrpcllates" subjects-"ideological subjects (a tautological proposi­
tion)" (1971: 171)- then absurdism and affwivity arc employed in 
an effort to give this subject a little breathing room: 

To defy 
being positioned I indulge in irrelevant cosmic lunch 
openings, take a handful at my will & dirty this penny· 
ante heart. (42) 

This absurdist element can be found in the work of Berrigan, 
Sharma, Fuchs, and Zurawski, though it figures most prominently in 
Berrigan's poetry. At times, there's an almost punk-like quality to this 
absurdism, as when Berrigan writes, "The world makes sense I if you 
piss on its I beauty" (5), which is appropriate, since one of the goals 
of the punk phenomenon in Britain and the U.S. in the 1970s was a 
desire ro destroy conventional consumerism as a dominant ideology 
(Hebdige 1979: 102-103)- before, that is, this particular version of 
"alternative" itself became a best-seller. In the work of these four 
writ'ers, absurdism functions as a confrontation with mainstream 
ideologies disguised as a common sense seeking to exclude a range of 
cultures and histories- personal and collective- which would call 
these ideolo~ics inw question and potentially destabilize them. 

II. "Collision or coll usion with history" 

History destroys mythologies in the process of becoming one 
itsel[ This would have to be considered a primary lesson Moderniry 
taught various artists, historians, philosophers, and scientists during 
the latter half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the 
twentieth. Postmodernity seeks to invert this relationship by making 
mythologies destroy histories. However, th is process is more fragile, 
partly because of irs exposure to critical evaluations (Roland Barthes 
was on to this fairly early when he published his prescient text 
Mythologi~s in 1957 [1972]), and partly bccause of the tenacity with 
which histories attempt to maintain the communities they represent. 
This isn't to say that hiswry contains an essential quality lacking in 
mythology, but that the productive forces underlying the creation of 
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mythologies des~rv~ constant attention. To be specific, I would point 
to th~ rtt~nt m~rg~r of Time Warner and AOL and the enormous 
pow~r this corporate behemoth will now wield in generating and 
distributing mo:lia content. In comparison, Microsoft's monopoly is 
more narrowly focused on amassing profit, and in chis sense is more 
old school, howev~r cutting rog~ th~ product. 

In th~ midst of this, common sense seeks political quicsccnc~. 
But mat~rial and social forces won't allow this to occur, as Pragttu 
Sharma writes in 8/i.JJ to FiU (2000): "An awkward silenc~ plumes 
thee, so generators, cameras, and kin~tics I flurry or garb!~ with 
industrial strength tO break this dreadful qui~r· (3). Silenc~ in lyric 
poetry t~nds to be «tUatcd with a plac~ beyond languag~ (henc~, the 
temporal hiccup of"th«n, or an inability of language to convey th~ 
profundity of a personal exp~rience, but the densely textured quality 
to Sharma's poetry points toward th~ idea that there can never b~ 
~nough language and enough communication. Her po~ms arc filled 
with imagined conversations accompanied by questions, responses, 
and retorts addressed to both self and oth~rs. For example, the tide of 
the first poem of the book, as well as for the first .scccion of the book, 
is the Michael Palmer-c.sque "Dear _ _ . • The section ends with 
another letter, this one amusingly assuring the reader of the author's 
commitment to "h~rsclf as a product" (25). B~hind this commitment 
lies the promise of further dialogue. 

Of course, all products have an economics behind them. 
"Girl v~ndor" begins: 

Suggestively :md geographically, 
!landed on your trimmed lawn. 

I want~d more economics - a lawn, 
a panial history- a political life, (33) 

This question of wanting som~thing as opposcd to presupposing it 
establishes th~ relationship between desire and abscnce at the heart of 
many of these poems. It's an abscnce described by Emily Dickinson 
in one of the epigraphs to th~ book as "Our blank in bliss to fill." 
This clement of lack provides not so much a provisional and paradox­
ical solidity as a turning toward "the oth~r possibility," a phrase used 
as the title for the second section of th~ book as well as th~ final 
p~m. It's a notion of possibility as distinct from conclusion, which is 
why the book is fill~d with various proposals-poetry, rock stardom, 
love, anger, localism-non~ of which provid~ d~finitive solutions, 
though they're presented as bits with which to fill bliss. Nevertheless, 
"bliss• remains haunted by its "blank," just as th~ speaking subjttt 

~ncount~rs sil~nces, or politics should lx responsible to actual human 
lives. 

Similarly, cultural homogenization is disrupt~d by the "parti;~l 
history" it can never fully appropriate and subsume. Hegemony, as 
Antonio Gramsci defines it, depends on winning consent to dominant 
ideologies (1971: 181-182). All four ~ts I'm discussing work in varying 
degrees to reveal this process, which is related t·o what Susan Howe 
describes in h~r long poem "Articulation of Sound Forms in Time" as 
"Collision or collusion with history" (1990: 33). This tension can be 
found throughout Bliss to FiU, as in th~ poem "Transit": 

!left untilled by the force of gravity and passing especially quickly into, 
and now to only a brief stay or sojourn- dropping 
usually searching for work and descending freely 
- and out of existence - a f.tll then. 
Hanging freely - occurring in a circuit, 
lambs fall to birth 
because of a sudden passage. 
To enter if unawares - of a ctlcstial body over the meridian, 
losing office, change of voltage or load, 
to come, to chance -
it fell in my mind to write you. 
Passing through or by a place and affecting someone or something. 
my social class falls into words. 
With collision, I drank to avoid the backslide. 
And now an act- or process- or instanc~ 
of passing through or over 
or producing results beyond itself; a traruicnt guest to a person traveling. 
A t~mporary oscillation - a transient current or courage or voltage 
to cause light to pass through, 
after a false thr.Uidom - I fall 
home, asleep, in love with th~ book, the book fell apan. 
Taking one's plac~ a fall~r fells trees, a declarative being. 
I must- a drawer held all his clothes! 
He is suitabl~ for ink drawings or rugged activity, 
a sk~tch for modernism and artistic afters 
or roll onward, to deviate, to leeward- I did have thrills, 
or happily ate, or vigor caught me. (44) 

The po~m begins with a loss of firm foundations, an experi~nce which is 
r~pres~nted by the lack of grammatical tracdon cr~ated by th~ short phras­
es separated by dashes, th~ half doun r~f~r~nces to falling, as well as the 
displac~ment and def~rment of the subjttt after the inilially positro "I." 
The shift in the poem occurs when the subject dttides "to write you.~ At 
this point, the subject becomes oriented in material conditions via an 
explicit reference to class position, though it's a non-esscntializcd approach 
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to class that's d~p~nd~m upon difT~ring contexts: "Passing through or 
by a plac~ and afT~cting someon~ or som~thing." This bri~f orientation 
is followed by a "collision, " which in turn leads to another series of 
variables. The change initiat~d by an address to a "you" means these 
variables arc no longer framed solely as a kind of fa ll, but as an 
"oscillation" between collision and collusion which cominues 
throughout the rest of the poem. 

This wouldn't have occurred in as interesting a mann~r had 
this back and forth been conceived of solely on a textual level. This is 
why "the book fell apart," ev~n though il's initially associat~d with the 
illusory comforts of"homc." The r~f~rcnce to "social class" concretely 
orients the more metaphysical language of the fall, and makes the 
brief escape from a "false thralldom" more than a liberation of or 
from language and form. Similarly, Sharma writes in the excellent 
poem "Poor Vehicles:" "My advanced studies in nothing I suggest 
implicit domesticity for the orphan" (II). I think it's helpful to read 
these absences, blanks, and occasions of emptiness less as metaphysical 
quandaries, and more as cuhural circumstances. The reference to 
"orphan" here and elsewhere in the book would s«m to support this. 
So, too, do the clothes and food mentioned at the end of"Transit."' 
They point to a material satisfaction briefly attained, even if the lack 
of a firm footing is again introduced at the very end of the poem with 
a return to the passive voice. 

Questions of difference and identification arc among the 
central concerns of Bliss to Fill, whether articulated on a personal 
level-"My will is to create a history /llx:rwcen us" (22) and "I will 
not be like you" (11)---or in terms of the larger social and political 
configurations found in the poem "Serious Confusion" (19). But 
difference is not an excuse to establish rigid boundaries, either; in 
making this point, Sharma references an ~xamplc from history; "I 
never usc the word partition to separate them I for it is too historical" 
(45), i.e., because of its historical implications. "Partition" is the word 
used to designate the division of formerly British controlled India 
into India and Pakiuan after World War II. In 1947, a combination 
of nearly ten million Muslims in India and Hindus and Sikhs in soon 
tO be created Pakistan crossed the proposed new border in an effort to 
relocate to a country they felt would be less antagonistic to their 
religious beliefs. In the midst of these massive migrations, ethnic and 
religious violence broke out, kill ing nearly a million Muslims, 
Hindus, and Sikhs in one of the horrific slaughters for which the 
twentieth century will always be remembered {Wolpert 1997: 347-9). 
Sharma's subtle reference to these events resonates throughout BliJJ to 
Fill, thereby complicating and opanding the range of personal and 
historiC'.!.! meanings. 

III. " ... mah tongue is in mah friend's mouf." 

Another striking aspect of these four books of poetry is their 
general lack of irony. The relative absence of that most signature 
gesture of '90s post modernism is one sign that these poets arc doing 
something new. Irony can't function without leaving unchanged that 
toward which it's ironic, which makes it particularly appropriate for 
the '90s, since on the surface it's the most static decade in recent 
history- partially made so, in fact, by the expanding stock market 
bubble. Of course, irony still has its uses, but in Greg Fuchs's cam~ 
lik~ it wmt (1999) it's been replaced by a more interactive and dialogic 
form of critique. This dialogue, inflected with everyday speech, puts 
all kinds of signs into con rest and play; but it docs so within an 
approach that's less interested in a de-historiciu:d formalism, and more 
immcr~d in the vernaculars of various locales: urban and rural, North 
(mostly, New York Ciry and Philadelphia) and South (New Orleans). 

In this sense, there's an eth nographic quality to Fuchs's work 
that's augmented by an accompanying journalistic clemenr: 

The psychological width of the Hudson River 
stretches the tunnel from the city of cosmopolitan assurance 
all the way to the virtual backwaters of man 
kicking ofT his millenial [sic] fins for flip flops. 
Of course the G train is the train to nowhere 
it never crosses the shore of the only somewhere that spends 

all of your money convincing you that you arc there. So there. (39) 

fu the only train in the New York City subway system that doesn't 
travel into Manhattan, the "G"' is deemed the train ~to nowhere" 
(Queens and Brooklyn, to be exact); but Fuchs describes it as such in 
order to submerge irony within a larger depiction of New York City 
economics, where it's only the concentration of wealth in Manhattan 
that makes it a "somewhere." The commonsensical wisdom invoked 
by the opening "Of course" is overturned by the specificity of the "So 
there" in an effort to push the discussion away from the fictions of 
ideologies and toward the sciences of economics. 

Brooklyn's poverty marks many of the poems in came like it 
wt:nt, just as North American consumerism forms the broader ba~;k­
drop against which questions of location and identity arc addressed. 
Unwilling to accept the imposition of identity within an ideological 
framework that appears natural from afar but looks just plain nuts 
from close up, Fuchs's poetry endeavors to build identity, community, 
and circumstance at ground level. Some of the unconventional quality 
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to Fuchs's work is, in fact, an idiosyncratic dialect-a kind of poetic 
slang looking to create meaningful relations between unique individuals 
instead of encounters between purchased or enforced identities. For 
this reason, it's a poetry that's always in dialogue with either real or 
imagined interlocutors, and finds its voices in these conversations. 

This dialogic aspect of self and other is referenced by Zora 
Neale Hurston when she has a character in Their Eyts Wt'Tt' Watching 
God say: " ... mah tongue is in mah friend's mouf" (1990: 6). This 
personal interaction is threatened by a culture which prioritizes self­
perpetuating mechanisms of profit over a betterment of the lives of 
individuals and social groups. In a poem which borrows its title from 
William Greider's Secnt.s of the Ttmple (1987), a history of the veiled 
power of the U.S. Federal Reserve Bank, Fuchs writes: ~Mini-malls 
assist I the gradually deliberate cult of ugly homesteading I designed 
to break our backbone" (17). Creative self-formation within the 
determining confines of society and culture would appear to be one 
of the proposals came like it went makes in response to this disfiguring 
of both the landscape and the human beings within it. 

So, too, is a greater sensitivity to what exists-willingly or 
unwillingly-on the margins of an inexorable march toward mollifica­
tion. In "The Sky Is Falling," rhese margins cause hierarchies trouble: 

[ ... [ 
Speaking of paimers there is Duchamp. 
Cities are made for walking talking 
so much so even J.P. Morgan left his home in Murray Hill 
when the neighborhood was rewned for shopping. 
It's vulgar. Born into the vulgar class, 

I don't mind sleeping in the kitchen 
with spatulas or the cook occasionally. 
"lbere we arc-students 
of radical expression building blocks of brillo 
a Ia Andy W:t.rhol on the chchshopping block. 

Clock me, we don't know no better. Suddenly, 
the button holding my hair 
to my head lights like a Vegas marquee 
carrying the words-pop assemblage line. 
Get in line, buy retook-d. revolting slog:t.ns, 
e.g., everyday people drive to their everyday job 
in an everyday sedan. 

By now, 
a cartoon of myself 
wearing wigs of steel wool. 
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Keep the hud hat on in the danger zone, watch for falling roOO. 
On Madison Avenue the skyscrapers unglue, 
a sign the guys who rule our skies 
are unhappy with things down here, so beware. 
Last month a giant neon parking sign fell 
on the head of a Philadelphia Judge. 

Speaking of Duchamp 
the ad men know the ship named Desire 
still docks and docks the dough. (50-5 I) 

The phrase "the sky is falling" is an01her metaphor for the idea of the 
world turned upside down-that topsy-turvy moment when high and 
low get all shook up: high an and Brillo pads, upper class and "vulgar 
class," powdered wigs and ~wigs of steel wool." This can result from 
progressive social politics or from the quasi-democratization of the 
market where consumers have access to products designating class 
mobility, even if their actual place in sociery mostly belies this 
possibility: ~Such an understanding of class has moved away from the 
conception romed in the social relations of power, and toward a 
notion based, for the most part, on income and credit. ... While this 
modern idea of class invested more and more people with the icono­
graphy of status, it also tended to mask the relations of power that 
prevailed within society" (Ewen 1988: 68). This collapse of identity 
into consumerism is the falling piano Fuchs as "cartoon of myself" 
seeks to dude, even if the shadow he's standing under is rapidly 
o:panding. 

The economic inflection to much of the language in Fuchs's 
book roots it in material conditions specific to late twentieth-century 
North American society, especially to a financial and service economy 
such as the one that predominates in New York City. This employ­
ment of economic jargon is also part of a larger attempt ro contest 
from bclow-"down herc"- the values and meanings given tO 

important signs in the culture: the myth of the political innocence of 
'\he cherry tree" (11-12), the concept of"love" (11), "gold" (26), 
"work" (32), "money" (36), "Desire" (S 1), etc.; even the advertising 
slogan "got milk?" is made to reveal a cold inhumanity (52). These 

signs are all set up in Fuchs's poetry in order to be challenged and 
inflected with a struggle over their significance, i.e., is desire seen as a 
libcratory force or a crude tool "the ad men" use to sell products? 
This struggle over the meaning of signs is fundamental to the work­
ings of language and ideology, though this doesn't mean the struggle 
is inherent to language, but that ir's waged by different social groups 
within particular historical situations. 
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Simibrly, the utopian moments that briefly surface in came 
like it wmt (the first of these appears right away in the opening poem 
when Fuchs writes: .. Nothing matters I except being a champ for your 
loves~ [II J) arc site-specific, stuck ro locale in all its positive and 
negative aspects. As the book unfolds, the reader comes to le.arn wh.at 
these loves arc::. But even these alternatives to .an economic mind-set 
constan tly reference it. The danger resides in the speed in which 
capital is able to aestheticiu the discontents it creates, thereby turning 
them into signs and images which must then be contested all over 
again: "Get in line, buy retooled revolting slogans" (50). This is the 
major battle Pop Art waged, and which has been waged by its 
supporters and critics, with some saying Pop Art perpetuated this 
commodification of the image, while others argue that it interrog.atcs 
it. Thus, the reference to Warhol and his Brillo pads in Fuchs's "The 
Sky Is Falling." This contesting of signs has remained of primary 
concern to different versions of the twentieth-century avant·garde, 
even as consumer capital perfects its skills in using the illusion of 
rebellion (and the actual formal techniques of avant-garde an) to sdl 
products, which is one of the factors that has led to the avant-garde's 
wider absorption by mainstream institutional cultures. 

rY. "Hey! Do you believe there's anything I beyond troU-guy reality?" 

Of the four books of poetry I'm discussing, Magdalena 
Zurawski's chapbook Bruised Nickelodeon (2000) most consciously 
utilizes the stylistic fragmentation and formalist self-reflexivity that 
have become standard modes in experimental poetry over the past few 
decades, and more recently in mainstream verse as well (see, for 
instance, Jorie Graham's most recent book Swarm [2000]). Yet Bruised 
Nickelodeon ends with a sparkling poem wriuen out of the ballad 
tradition, which, of course, is one of the oldest and most conventional 
poetic forms in the English language. At the same time, il's a form 
that has long harbored some of the most subversive conrent in English 
and Amt:rican culturt:, from an t:mbracement of miscegenation and 
cultural hybridity in surviving examples dating back to the early 
modern period, tO its usc-beginning in the nineteenth century- by a 
radicalized working class, to its expression of alternative politics 
during the American folk revival of the latter half of the twemieth 
century. By the end of her chapbook, Zurawski has modified an earlier 
avant-gardc aesthetics to reflect contemporary concerns. She docs this 
by replacing an emphasis on textual-based relations with a focus on 
social relations. As in the poetry of Berrigan, Sharma, and Fuchs, this 
opens up new ways of addressing questions of identity, representation, 
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community, politics, and culture. 
Bruised Nick~lod~on contains two extended serial poems 

entitled "Ten Imaginary Love Poems for Joan of Arc" and "A Book of 
Felled Musing: The serial poem form is one aspect of an approach to 
gender and sexuality that's careful not to rigidly circumscribe them: 
"[G]ender never exhibits itself in pure form but in the context of lives 
that arc shaped by a multiplicity of influences, which cannot be neatly 
sorted out~ (Bordo 1990: 150). Played out against the forces of history, 
identities are shifting amalgams of class positions, ethnicities, genders, 
sexual orientations, geographical locations, and various other elements. 
As a resul t, notions of self become artificial constructions, and, as 
Zurawski writes in "A Book of Felled Musing, 6 "only dogs do what is 
narural" ((29]). Similarly, the confusion surrounding Joan of Arc's 
gender and sexuality is a crucial aspect of her historical representations. 
This is evoked a number of times in "Ten Imaginary Love Poems for 
Joan of Arc, 6 as when "The little french girl becomes a deer I in boy's 
dothingn ([9]). It was partly because of her refusal to conform to 
traditional gender roles that Joan of Arc had to answer to the French 
authorities. 

This confrontation with power is rendered obliquely 
throughout the pages of Bruised Nickelodeon. It tends to get played 
out in a series of slippery dualisms between, for instance, the libcratory 
articulations of poetry and the constraints the everyday world puts on 
this expression, between the creative structuring mind and the in­
scriptions powt:r leaves on the body, and between subjectivity as self­
fashioned and the interpellated subject. Yet the different terms 
contained in these dualisms arc never kept completely separate from 
each other. In fact, they aren't even made to function dialectically. 
Instead, this dualistic logic is undermined at the end of the first poem: 

Umil the mad farmer 
Falls from his perch and possesses 
The sweet thick pitch from which he has 
Been hiding. ({51) 

This break with vt:rticality and its accompanying hierarchies is followed 
by a more associational mode in the second poem, complt:te with the 
rhetoric of tgalitl: "We rhyme with the comrades of our dreams" 
([6]). The creation of alternative communities and social formations 
is clearly central to Bruistd Nickelbdeon, as is the difficulty in establish­
ing these communities. After all, they can't simply be written, read, or 
dreamt into existence. 

This concern with social formations makes it important to 
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resist hc=aring the= voice= in thoe poe=ms-as with all of the= poc=ts undc=r 
consideration here-as an umcthc=red lyrical"!." Zurawski's ~Ballad 
of the Concrete Tree" is an excellent example of the subject's rootc=d­
ncss in material conditions, dC!!pitc the ostensibly lyrical trappings: 

What is time when I am not with my head? 
I asked a bird in a concrete tree and it told me. 
Time is what my head is not. 
My h~ad is only th~ wind that imagina mt. 

A banker in any time can catch a bird and choke a tree. 
But a banker willnm imagine a bird in a concrete ucc 
Or other things too small to cu. 
My hrad is only th~ wind that imagina mr. 

I ate my heart when I put my head in a concrete tree. 
It grew back like a starfish. 
A starfish has five knees. 
My luad is only thr wind that imaginrs m~. 

A bird is too small to cat 
So it makC!l the sound of poetry. 
On the first hard day I 
Fed it my first broken knee. 
I get scared when my heart sounds 
Like a banker choking a concrete tree. 
My htad iJ only thr wind that imaginrs m~. 

In the battle against the banker 
A starfish can lo~ a knee. 
As revenge it made the rhyme 
That hung my body from a concrete !ree. 
My heanlaughcd when it fed the bird its last poetry. 
My hrad is only thr wind that imagin~s mr. (!35]) 

Modifying Bikini Kill's anri-frat boy-grunge band boy-misogynist­
patriarch lyrics, "Hey! Do you believe there's anything I beyond troll­
guy reality?" (1998), the "Ballad of the Concrete Tree" partakes in a 
struggle to create a place which may not be completely separate from 
that of rhe banker, but can't be entirely dC!!itroyed by himlher either. 
NeverrheiC!!is, "In the battle against the banker I A starfish can lose a 
knee. H What is striking about this poem is that despite ilS longings 
for a more perfect world it doesn't erect an impermeable wall between 
the realm of poe=try and the domain of the banker. The "concrete 
n ee" shielding poetry turns out to be fairly porous. Similarly, the 
banker's identity is dependent upon the world of poetry, if only 
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negatively: "Time is what my head is not.~ 
Poetry's difference here cxis[S in a critical imagination seek­

ing to express a set of material conditions distinct from those repre­
sented by the banker: "A banker in any time can catch a bird and 
choke a tree. I But a banker will not imagine a bird in a concrete 
tree." The inability ro turn a profit on poetry is partly what makes it , 
along with "other things too small to cat," unappealing. Or, a.s 
Zurawski writes in the poem "What Skyscraper?": "What skyscraper 
could have satisfied?" ([20]) the speculative voracity of financial 
greed? Nevertheless, poetry has its own relations of production which 
like the banker's world arc dependent upon access to capital, 
resourcC!l, and recognition. This is why the poet is "scared when my 
heart sounds I Like a banker choking a concrete tree." Poetry's 
utopias can jwr as quickly turn into dystopia.s, which is an awareness 
found in the work of all four poets. This- along with the continuing 
appropriation of alternative fo rm and content by consumer capiralism, 
specifically advertising- threatens to make poetry complicit with 
reigning status quos and their ruling institutions. 

At the same time, there are cracks in the edifices of power 
through which people slip all the time, though in everyday life this 
doesn't always occur consciously: "My h~ad iJ only zhr wind that 

inu1gina mr. "One of the goals of the "Ballad of the Concrete Tree" is 
to facilitate an understanding of this process. This is why the poem 
commences with a question which the rest of the ballad addresses 
without arriving at a final concrete answer. However, this is dearly 
not yet another example of the overly celebrated trope concern ing the 
end of closure. As Classical or High Postmodernism becomes an 
increasingly ossified style, textual indeterminacy for its own sake 
sometimes becomes formula ic, and its results can fec::l, paradoxically 
or not, predictable. Addressing these s:~.me issues less in terms of form 
and style, Jeffrey Kastner writes: "Asking questions about real issues 
and real people without worrying if they're ever answered may allow 
for a comfortable sense of conceptual freedom, but it also suggests a 
puzzl ing kind of disregard, not only for the act of question ing, but 
also for those on whose behalf the questions arc asked" (1999: 85). 

The question and answer quality to "Ballad of the Concrete 
Tree" makC!!i dialogue, as distinguished from indeterminacy, the basis 
for its approach to society and culture. In doing so, the poem displays 
a sophisticated usc of formal tcchniquC!l placed in the service of larger 
social issues. We don't need to think of this in terms of some kind of 
art vanguard initiated world historical revolutionary moment; instead, 
it might be more useful to conceive of this relationship a.s a dialogue 
between poetry and the particular communities and institutions 
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which help to g~n~rat~ it. In th~ ~nd, this Sttming modesty about 
poetry may be what finally makes it once again politically and cultural· 
ly rcl~vant tO pwp\~'s lives. 

"W~ will rcm~mber th~ art of th~ '90s for, among oth~r things, iu 
myriad acu of staged disappearance: into th~ l.arg~r cuhur~ \andsca~,­
writcs Jan Avgikos in Artj'orumi lkst ofth~ '901: A Sp«ial lsnu (120). I 
hesitate to gen~raliu: about poetry in th~ '90s, but I think a similar 
movem~nt-though to a lesser o:t~nt-can be seen in poetry as well. 
Th~ four writers whose work I've o:amined can all be und~rs10od as 
part of a shift away from a more strictly formalist approach to poetry 
and toward a writing that partially ~ra.sc.s the boundaries bctw~en an 
and culture. In their work, cultural policies begins to supc=rscd~ textual 
policies, becaus~ if we're going to try to talk seriously about the rda· 
donships between cultural products and social formations, then we 
can't reduce eith~r of these to a set of formal devices or reading 
practices. At this point in tim~, th~s~ latter approaches ar~ affiliat~d 
with acad~mic discourses surrounding th~ avant·gard~. which I'd lik~ 
to distinguish to a certain degree from the difficult work that goes 
into creating communities on the: margins of institutional power. 

Another way of thinking about this is to say that "fonn follows 
cuhureM (Ypma 1994: 207). This is not simply a question of realism, 
because th~ real is exactly what 's being contested. Th~ bcuer known 
idea that form follows cont~nt or function isolates particular d~mc:nu 
within th~ larger cultures shaping a work of art. It doesn't, however, 
negate them , but instead focuses on the ideological issues that prcoc· 
cupy different communities. It also means our knowledge: of a cultur:.tl 
product mwt take into account th~ contexts in which it is created 
and the people creating it. This is not simply a question of biography, 
but of more comprchc:nsivc:ly und~rstanding the: determining and 
framing cultural contexts and socio-economic conditions that prob­
lc:matiz.c traditional approaches to the subject-whether classically 
humanist, radically anti·humanist, or somewhere in bcrwc:c:n. At th~ 
sam~ tim~, it can now be sc:c:n that an emphasis on human agency 
was on~ of th~ more important d~vdopments in art and criticism 
during th~ 1990s. 

This is related to, but not synonymous with, an int~rest in 
transgrcssiv~ subjectivity, which foregrounds both the ways in which 
individuals express th~mselves and th~ powers that seck to shap~ and 
control this expression. Appropriately ~nough, much of this type= of 
work is conc~rned with the body and iu c:xpc=rienccs of gend~r and 
sexuality. What Maria Damon calls "the subversive: r:.tdicalsubjectivity 
of poetry• is one of th~ conc~rns found in the work of the four 
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writers l 'v~ b«:n discussing (8). I would also include an emphasis on 
contc:xt and material conditions; an int~rcst in subcultures and 
marginalization; a collapsing distinction bctwc:c:n art and culture; an 
und~rstanding of form less as 2 set of inherited av:ant·gard~ techniques 
:and more as :an ~xpression of soci:al history; a dialogic approach to 
creating meaning; a slackening of inhibitions regarding affectivity in 
poetry; an interest in social and p~rsonal docum~ntation ; a contesting 
of the linguistic sign that does more than deconstruct it; a thinking 
through of identity and difference:; a sit~·spccific and loca.list 
approach to r~prc:sentation; ~tc. 

Ultimately, one gets the: sense from reading these writers that 
poetry is in service to its surrounding communities. Thus, poc=try 
becomes a civic act, whether real or imagined, just as poetry is always in 
dialogue: with the communities and institutions supporting it. The: key 
for artisu, critics, and audiences is to link up poetry and its communi· 
tics, because: poc=try's social and political ~ffecrs an:: not located in its 
formal devices, but in relation to both its production and rc:ctption in 
the: world. Moreover, if poetry contains the possibility of articulating 
alternative sets of values, then this allows for a definition of subcultures 
which has the potential to go beyond (or beneath) the level of style:, a 
problem Dick Hc:bdige never quite ~lves in Sulx:ulturr:: TIN M~aning 
of Style (c:xc~pt, perhaps, in his discussion of reggae music and Rasta· 
farianism [c(, 40]). This dil~mma of alt~rnative and/or style: is an 
important one in t.hc: work of Berrigan, Sharma, Fuchs, and Zurawski 
How could it not be for a group of writ~rs for whom Nirvana's c:xplo· 
sion into Am~rican youth culture in th~ early '90s was, for better or 
worse, a landmark c:v~nt? 

The: fact that we can dc:lin~a t~ a positiv~ set of criteria for 
this work mOns it's not "post·· anything- neither "post·postmodern· 
nor "post·languag~ [Poetry],· which arc two rec~nt descriptions 
bandied about in an attempt to get a grasp on th~ h~t~rogeneous and 
h~terodox aspects of contemporary poetry. To usc th~ phrase "post· 
postmod~rnft or "post·languag~" reduces th~ plurality of poc:tries 
practic~ by an entire generation of writ~rs to a prc·est.ablished s~r of 
formal t~chniques, something we: shouldn't wish on anybody. More· 
over, as Stuart Hall writes, ~choing Gramsci's d~finition of hegemony: 
"H~g~mony can only bc: maintained so long as the dominant classes 
'succc:c:d in framing all com~ting definitions within thdr range'" 
(H~bdig~ 1979: 16). These panicular "post·" descriptions also cauS(: 
us to lose our historical bearings, which is not so great in th~ wake of 
th~ '90s, a historically rudd~rl~ss decade during which all styles and 
periods became so easily appropriabl~ (ev~n parachute pants had a 
brief revival near the ~nd of th~ decadd) that "rctro" has bc~n 
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rendered an almost meaningless concept. 
Of course, parachute pants were all the rage in the mid.'SOs, 

right around the time Ronald Reagan was elected to a second term as 
President of the U.S., Margaret Thatcher was ruthlessly extending her 
power in Britain, and The Smiths were singing: wWhen you say it's 
gonna happen 'now' I Well, when exactly do you mean?" in "How 
Soon Is Now?" (1985). It's a good question, given the obsession wirh 
the latest m:nd, product, or fashion in North American culture and 
the way Ezra Pound's dictum "Day by day make it new" has become 
one of Madison Avenue's chief axioms (1972: 265). But there's a 
sense of both deferment and loss in the song that's resistant to a con· 
sumcr capitalism in which the newest product promises immediate 
gratification, and identity and self-worth are items to be purchased, 
after first bdng selected from the pages of a glossy lifestyle magazine. 
Unfortunately, it didn't take long for The Smiths to ~come a part of 
so-called Qalternative" consumer culture. And just this past year, 
Johnny Marr's unmistakable and haunting guitar riff on "How Soon 
Is Now?" could be heard in the background of a television commercial 
hawking mid-siu: sedans. 

The tension between artistic innovation and its absorption 
by capitalist consumerism has spanned much of the twentieth centu· 
ry. In his own reflections on emerging poets (including Anselm 
Berrigan), 10m Devaney describes it as: "!-low do we deal with the 
revolution against the given when the revolution against the given is 
the reigning given?" (1999: 57). Inverting this formulation, it's possible 
to see that as the twentieth century progressed status quos of all kinds 
became more flexible while at the same time endeavoring to limit 
serious opposition to them. Similarly, the underground shopping con· 
course beneath the World Trade Towers cruelly mimics the thousands 
of small businesses that the whole massive complex destroyed or dis­
placed when it was being built. Poetry and cultural products of all 
sorts help communities survive and flourish. Berrigan's Integrity r!r 
Dramatic Lift, Sharma's BliJJ to FiU, Fuchs's camt li!te it wmt, and 
Zurawski's Bruiud Nic!ttlotkon are books produced by small presses 
with very little money and almost no institutional supporr. But the 
options these books present for thinking about the relation between 
poetry and its accompanying social and cultural conditions are an 
invaluable and timc:ly resource. 
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Pye Banbou 

Paba-m manjc 
si m' grangou: 
m'pa bczwcn bczwcn--ou. 
Sc travay m'mandc. 

Ou di jodi! 
Sa ou ft den men~ 

Tout bouch ap bat 
tout bra kwatt 
barik mayi-a rete Ia. 

Ntf mwa nan vant 
dcmwalavi 
youn jou lan m6g 
tout tan anba tt. 

Palcmctla ... palcmctla .. 
pale met Ia jouk ou pa Ia. 

Nan peyi Dayiti 
ou bczwcn rich 
louvri youn komts m6g. 

Belti w6b, ti ba plcn tou 
Gogo bay .. 
gaga pa pran. 

WONGOL 
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(translaud from tht Haitia11 Crrolt by &adiba & Jack llirrchman) 

Don't give me food 
if I'm hungry: 
I don't need your need. 
It's work I'm asking for. 

You say today! 
What did you do to tomorrow? 

All the tongues arc wagging 
all thf!' arms arc crossed 
the barrel of corn hasn't b«n touched 

9 months in the bdly 
2 months in life 
one day in the morgue 
the whole time underground. 

Tell the mastcr ... tcll the masu~r.. 
tdl the master till you're gone. 

In the land of Haiti 
if you want to be rich 
open a mortuary. 

Prcny miniskirt, fishnet stockings full of holes 
Gogo gives 
but Gaga ain't taking .. 

transLnton' nott: WongOl· a short potm, invtnttd in tht 19601, of anywhtrt 
from 2-6 lints, containing a suuinrt mmagt, ofttn politically dissidtnt. 
71u 11bow WongOI au stkrttd from a doun writttn by &nbou, 
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Bibiana Padilla Maltos 



Rodrigo Toscano 

FRAGMENT 2000 

machine: switched oiT 

scissors i11 hand 
siZCllblc: linen sack norby 

incontinent SHE 
just 4 limes ~r shift allowed 
to go dc:hydr:ues herself 

the su~r's neck 
gleaming-

to the bathroom runs 
kneeling begs God to stop 19 yrs. 

at it 

... una vi/ carr:~l.jown, mtimr.kun~.lo que k digo ... 

drops the scissors 
out the: back gate goes for weeks roams 

South of Market's alleys 

5 yrs. Dcpakotc: Thorazine Haldol 

sort:-riddc:n mouth PULSES plus THIRST 
not disallowed to pc:c (now home) but 

CANT GET 
OUT OF 
HER I-lEAD 
TO GET 

UP 

TO GO 
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I 0 collars pc:r hour 
60¢ a piece 

toWard7B 
taken 

sets pee-soaked mattress on FIRE 
S-R-0 hou:l 
BURNS 

up 

in to coun 
collapsed umo her god only 

remorseful 

to 2 yrs. sentenced can «:habil itate 

may piece collars together at one-fifth of what 

she EARNED 
before 

Another significant RATE here is 

EACH DAY 
WORKED IS 
ONE DAY 
OFF 

THE SENTENCE 
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And yet another incipient form or 
face, venal "left" CQ-optative ruJ'!1P 

of the WTO, NGO-~te o~rative's 
proclamation - baldly - put 

(quoting) 

" In Brazil, WE 
have 

in showing 

a movement, that is 
panicularly 

tloqumt 

potentialitin 
r., 
Cultural 

Change 
forged 
by 
CIVIC SOCIETY 

around the ISSUE of 
itself 

social exclusion 
-ism 

despite 
its 

After all 

a UN IVERSAL 
dimension 

unique Brazilian 

[afieral/ 
-after all] 

CITIZEN'S 

IT 
appeals 

consciousness 

features 
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i• 

LEARNING 

citizenry 

bmd 

ethical 
INDIGNATION 

directs 

to those 

integrattd 

!he current 
development 

model 

OTHER'S 

citizens 

thnn 

r., 
thtir 

ITSELF 

to ENABLE 

rcsponsibilicy 

FATE" 
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The Dane 
with disdain 
for the peasant's recalcitrance 

oho 
"movement" 

for their org;anization's 
dissolving 
into 

who 

headquartered 
in Brussels 

headed by the 
Schrocderesque ·~third way"·ist 

anchluss 

has discovered 
homo pluralisticus 

for democratic 
vistas ... 

is offended 
(the Dane) 

[by them se:lf.-organiu:d trade unions too] 

Ill as to how come 
you 

and you 
and you 

have not LEARNED thee 

. RRR ... radical 
break 
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from t.he"bi-
polar 

political" 

into that 

.ludic 
pro j c c t 

"mastcrnarrativists" 

"economists" 

"workcrists" 

ortho· gap·t~thcd 
jiJOJ 

75 



Notes on two pieces for Tripwire 

"FRAGMENT 2000" 

liM in Spanish trtuuliztts liS 

'"4 writAbk prison, young mltn-lisun to what I 11m uUing you • 

TIN fial"'~nl, lifwl (1md comprmcd) ftom actual ·cast progrNS'" nota; my 
having bun MG's cauworlur through tht San Franrisco Csunty Merua/ 
lhalth Dcpamntrlt I SE/U 535. Problcm<~tk wa1 how to rtntkr tiN 
intcrpmctratiw ~c of capitalist accumulation--Nptcially at tiN kvtl o[iiS 
foikd (~r imubquatt) institutions. /low aport it I to tramform it; 111 malrc 
conncmom lntwun politiclll-«<nomic stnmurts and individual dmmutanus, 
iiS ~11 as btttuttn tiJt varitgaud sysumic crisa (which arc rcaUJ byproducu 
of tiN aigcncitt of aaumulntion) mort palpabk to activist audicnt:n whost 
inurms lit in intcrocning at roncrru juncturcs of said logic. Onc important 
omission in tiN Jragmtnt, howcvtr, is how, or rathu, what g/qba/ forttt 
brought MG to tiN U.S. in tht Jim piau {somtthing not in htr story as it 
wasrtlaudtomt}. 

Frafl'Jtnl 2000 was composrd Biforr Stattk--or •ss" -in rr{tunuto t!Jt 
stiU too ali maud Avtnutt of politicAl pArticipation, or conl4inmmt (i.r., tht 
DtmotTatic Pa11]) alont with thrir culturai-Attthaic spin-offi, i.r., p/MIOlTtltica/Jy 
supporud "idrmity" politia. 

Tht CC1, or Ctmmiom Corporation of Amtrica, is tht largtst privatiud 
prison rompltx and prison-labor protium of goods in tht U.S, having contrtuts 
with Starbuclu, Microsoft, somr of thr larxttt airlinr corporatiom, as wtll as 
many tnttik rompanin. Tht Wall Strut journal has rt[trTtd to it as "onr of 
tht most promisint tlwmt stoclu for tiN nrw milknnium." 

"AND YET ANOTHER INCIPIENT FORM OR FACE, VENAL 
'LEFT CO-OI'TATIVE RUMP OF THE WfO, NGO-ITE 
OPERATIVE'S PROCU\MATION- BALDLY-PUT" 

Onr cmtral tllJit of Transnational Capital is how to transform worlttr-bastd 
orxaniuuiom (ttptciaUy thou which art ptruivtd by thtir comtitutniJ to bt 
ltgitimatt' rtprtstnllltivtt, and which tiNrt[ort ham tht potential to mut thr 
Transnational Corporatiom' (TNCtj Nation..Stau rtttructurint ntcmitirs) 
mto tht wry rtlaysofthat mtructurins. In othtr words, thtmd-samristo 

76 

socialiu thtir invtstmtnt rislu. Right from the horse's hoof! A drltgtUt to 
tht Third Minisurial Mming ofthr WTO dribbks through somt of this 
ntw doctrinr in ptrftct form. So in tiN fiNt part of tiN pitct, aU I had to do 
was givt tiN tioqumt momitur a hand-that is, amplifj tht luy (and rathtr 
absurdly transparmt) words. What is calkd for in all such homilia is somr 
form of"socia/ solidArity" at "roundtabk talks:" and it is tiNrr that tht 
mytttrious (and tvtr Jlexibk-and sharp--as-a tacit!} "ritiun" is murrtcttd 
as tiN ctntral agtnt of HUtory. Tht Globa/.onialistic "md of tht rffictivtnm 
ofstruggln at tlx national Inti" adds tiN nudul bAckdrop to such "dtbaus." 

Tht rompontnts of a ntw conrrru rross-bordtr lnttrnationalism au just now 
bting asmnbkd-11n lnttrnationalism orxaniud solidly around nationAUJ­
basrd labor movmunss agaimt common tntmin. Tht prouts ilslow and 
painualting, involving many twists and turns,· buttht important thing iJ 
that itS btingassrmbltd at points along lints of production {along with tht 
complrx rtlmions that thry rngmdtr) that is to say, by producers {not 
"consumtrs~ or "dtiz.tm"). 

At tht samt timr, thtrt art attempts at positing "inttrnationa/Ums" tbat 
drfint thrmulvts sokly in rtlntion to (albtit as "opporitional ") Tramnational 
Corporation i movtmtnts and culturt, and thatsurrttd 011/y in courting 
alongsidt it (or brhind--or wont! ~in front oj ... somtbody onu said to mt 
"doni you somttimn fttl liltr you ran ltrrp Ahtad of Capital-and catch 
it~") rtprating its jolta and spinning thtm in tvtr-mort> ckvtr ways. Such 
~inurmuionalisms" dt(lartti. orifinatingfrom the laboratorits of critical and 
cultural throry, spralt (mainly) ftom and to thtir own ranlu, and art mort 
rasi/y ro-opttd by Capital than thost which arisr from a mobiliud soda/ bast 
i11 its own narM and inttrtlts; such as is the Labor Movtmtnt of tvtry country. 

"on s'cngagc ct puis--on voit!" 

onr msagts /it} and struggks-thcn ont uts! 

-V. I. Ltnin, quoting Danton 
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France T heoret 

translated by Gail Scon 

Toronto: Mercury Prc:ss, 1998 

from Laurence 

translator's note: Stt in Quibrc in thr firrt ha/foftlu 20th nntury, l...:l.urcncc 
is a now/ about a J6Ung woman ftom an impofm'ishtd rural Quiblcoil fomily 
who rtruggks agaimt povn-ty and class prtjwlius to b«<mt a nuru. Sht jktJ 
tlu fomily form, /qcaud in a rtgion whm many ptop!t Jti/1 livt: ar in tht 19th 
untury, UMaving thtir own cloth and making thtir own shots, and dots 
mtnia/ work in Catholic hotpitals, in pursuit ofhrr goal fftr first atttmpt to 
btcomt a nurrt foils when Laurtnct is apt/ltd ftom training for atttnding a 
carnival forbidtkn by tht Mothtr Suptrior. In tht following txctrpt, Laurmct 
kaw:s a job as a homt-rau worltrr and btgins training aJ a mm!. 

Even bourgeois people from Outremont were losing their homes, she 

heard. She found the misfortunes of rhc rich scandalous, incomprc:.hcn­
sible. The newspapers said that landlords were throwing large families 
into the streets. Unemployment was increasing. Charitable groups 

opened soup kitchens. September afternoons, with nothing to do 
before the children were brought to her, she went for a walk and 
ruminated on her future. The idea of living in residence again awoke 
such rage in her that she had to choke it back. Her recent hospital 
experience had opened old wounds. People, if indoctrinated to behave 
like machines, could not establish reasonable relations among them­
selves. 

Francoise got up and dressed herself one morning, sat in the 
armchair, and called 4urence to take her w the garden. The nurse 
spread mohair blankets on the double swing, wrapped her convalescent 
paLient in them and covered her legs. The warm September wind 
ruffied their hai r. You could hear leaves rusding. Muffied city sounds 

noatcd up from somewhere below. Without warning Francoise asked 
her: have you ever been truly in love? She was trembling. Her eyes 
looked enormous. Words were not adequate to explai n a th ing as vast, 
as strong, as love. Love couldn't be talked about like any other event. 
Laurence lapsed into a way of speaking Francoise had never heard to 
sum up, in three sentences, their meeting. their falling in love, and 
their separation. Francoise was shocked by the vocabulary and a 
country lih that Laurence never used on duty, where neutral medical 
terms were de rigueur. She was persuaded, bel ieved her, especially 
since the man had a name, Gaston Ramsay. A name, in itself. demand­

ed respect. It was impossible to invent a name instantaneously. Gaston 
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Ramsay existed as surely as the passion that had devastated Francoise 
herself. 

In the boudoir, the doctor read the medical reports filled out 
daily. The man, whose allusion to psychiatric care had not impressed 

the nurse, turned out to be approachable and she took him aside. The 
fact that he was a doctor for rich people didn't prevent her from telling 
him that she was looking for work in a hospital where she could finish 
her training. The doctor spoke of the continuing crisis. He had 
contacts at Misericorde Hospital and promised to recommend her. 

Laurence believed that to get a job, you had to have a contact. 
She thought that everybody knew somebody, that family relations or 
neighbours or professional connections were links of a chain connect­
ing workers to society. It was fate that brought her the: doctor to help 
out of her impasse. She had tempted fate and it had been good to her. 
She acted without knowing the rules, took initiatives in the good 
faith that society was an extended family that responded when you 

needed something. Consequently, she saw the economic crisis as 
being manoc:uvered by high international finance, causing various 
degrees of helplessness, and destroying solidarity among people; 
When she heard talk of high finance, she imagined a secret govern· 
ment that lorded it over politicians. 

In November, she was dismissed. The colour was returning 

to Francoise's cheeks, and the mother was already organiz.ing balls and 

receptions for the winter season. 

On rue Dorchester, Laurence found a large square room, with shared 
bathroom. The single bed had a metal head and foot, the dresser was 

bulbous, and the thick flowered cotton hanging in the widows all 

gave it a familiar ring. The homemade rug reminded her of the long 

evenings with Aline, their whispered conversations as they wove. It 
was a room for rc:miniscing. 

Thc: nun at Misericorde Hospital questioned her about her 
training. Laurence described the courses she had completed. It was an 

interrogation for which she was not prepared, and she replied carefUlly. 
Fear of making an error caused a lump in her throat that choked the 
possibility of inspired replies. An inner voice whispered that she 
should elaborate on her replies, but she didn't hear it. The interview 
lasted two hours. In the evening she couldn't remember a thing about 
it. The next day she remembered the things she should have said. She 
mixed up what she had said and what she should have said. 

The nun accepted her into the training school, but declared, 
sitting on hc:r high horse, that it would take a year and a half fo r her 
to get her diploma. The reason for the extra half-year was that her 
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dossier lacked ccnain theory courses. Laurence didn't protest. She 
would be admitted in January. The dircc10r made no reference to her 
lack of schooling. the five years of clcmcmary school. It is possible 
that the small number of second-year studenu was the reason for 
making her do the extra half-dash year. She said nothing and thanked 
her. 

In the meantime, she was given various duties. Laurence 
expected to kecp her job on thc evening of night shift during her 
studies. The school was against this practice::, for there was no lack of 
nurses' aides. The school and hospital had different administrations, 
formed two differ-em entities. 

The hospital, known for its obstetrics department, took in 
single mothers from Montreal and around the province. The religious 
community reserved a floor for married women, who got entirely 
different treatment. The segregation bothered Laurence, all the more 
so since single mothers were admitted under false names to preserve 
family reputaLions. The staff looked after anonymow faces and bodies. 
They were clothed identically, in uniforms. Hospital managemem did 
not allow them visitors. For the most part, families acted as if they 
had forgotten them, and many experienced the long months bracket­
ed by conception and birth as an interminable period of atonement. 
The nuns refused to administer anaesthesia and sedatives during 
labour because they must feel, and nevcr forgct, their pain. The 
women were expccting children begotten in sin and it was only right 
that they should suffer the consequences of illicit pleasure. Their 
hypocritical language sanctioned the moralizing posture of the 
institution. Furious, some women called the practices abusive. 

The women gave up their children, signing adoplion papers 
prior tO giving birth. They were not spared the belt-tightening caused 

by the Depression. Their delivery and their stay in the hospital had to 
be paid for. They paid the same as married womcn, more if they had 
taken refuge in the hospital some months before giving binh. And if 
they couldn't pay, they worked in the kitchen, in the laundry, as 
chamber maids, until the debt was settled. Thcy were not allowed 
into the nursery. This was stipulated in a legal contract. Laurcncc saw 
these women, for the most part young, scouring the big iron polS, 
removing bedpans from damp beds. They didn't treat their situation 
melodramatically or tragically. 

It took concentration and cffon t'O imagine the broader reality of 
their existence. Her gift of observation was helped along by her critical 
spirit. The nuns, backed by the clergy, behaved in ways behind the 
hospital walls that the public knew nothing of. 
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She kept ripping up her letter to her father. Trying to write it gave 
her a headache. She wrote the raw truth. The director wouldn 't allow 
hcr evening or night duty, and she would be earning seven dollars a 
month. Laurence's determination to pursue her studies did not 
prevent her from dreading his reply. h was ambiguous. He was 
pleased she was living in residence, though he disapproved of her 
choice of Montreal. The father seemed to believe she was paid to 
study. He wrote the oft-repeated phrase: no child of his had ever lied 
to him. Leon Naud didn·t beat around the bush; he ex]Xcted them to 
be straightforward. His daughter disconcerted him. Laurence had no 
religious calling and he presumed she would onc day marry. The 
bachelor existence, if not directly if not directly helping out the family, 
was more suitable for a man. The moral discomfiture she caused him 
was irksome. 

In February, the roads were impassable. The accumulated 
snow formed banks that reached the second floor of the hospital. You 
only went out if you had to. Laurence grew restless, her books op<=n 
on her desk. Doing noth ing made her nervous. The director's refusal 
to let her work weighed heavily, and she invoked her isolation, her 
distance from hcr family. Her loneliness was recogniz.cd as a valid 
reason and they let her work Saturday and Sunday. The thought of 
having got around the regulations excited her as much as the favour 
granted. 

She had not entered the programme at the same time as the 
others. It was an already-established group who noticed that the new 
older student wore heavy cotton stockings under her shapeless skirt. 
They noticed her frank gaz.c, which they interpreted as a sign of in­
solence. They were twenty-year-aids from bourgeois families, conscious 
of their status, forbidden to socialize with people from inferior situa­
tions. Laurence's appearance did not gibe with their notion of the 
nursing profession. She was aware of their coolness, and attributed it 
to her clothing. 

The young woman memorized the lessons in nursing theory 
by rotc, repeated the lists of scicnrific tcrms out loud to herself. She 
pushed her notebook away, lost patience, hated writing because the 
pencil refused to go fast enough. She feared for her spelling, her 
handwriting, on the simplest medical reports. Laurence:: hadn't got 
over the wound inflicted on the gift"ed child who had been taken out 
of school. Her letters home remained matter-of-fact, the words 
coming easily. She knew what to say. Faced with words in any other 
context, she was gripped with terror. Ourside the family circle, language 
sent back a mocking reflection. 
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Despite what the di~ctor said, the training focused on learn­
ing through doing. Her skill and sdf-po.ssc:ssion came in handy. They 
saw that she paid dose attention from the very first exen:isc:. h was 

good to learn the terms by rotc, for she could come up with the: 
appropriate technical term for the appropriate gesture. The students 
appreciated her. Their uniforms put them on an even foor ing. Ir was 
she who kept her distance, for reasons not dear to her. The Montreal 

bourgeois girls seemed more out for themselves rhan those of Quebec. 
Here, each led, alongside her training, rhe life of a young girl of a 
privileged family. The~, the group spirit had helped her ro get to 
know Estelle Haley. Their unabashed individualism dampened her 
desi~ fo r a class companion. She kept to herself. 

In March, she mailed the money earned on weekends, happy 
to be able to add to the small amount earned as a student. She got an 
unpleasant lener in ~turn. The father believed she was hiding money 
from him. In the name of respect and honesty, he ordered her to say 
what she earned, complained of their lack of money, said another son 
had gone away. Lau rence was disconcerted. Her benevolence was mis­
understood, earning her ~preaches. He demanded and she gave. 
Caring as she did about their well-being, she didn't bother to explain. 
She felt she had shown good faith and that was proof enough. She 
remembered Dr. Fournier's words, didn't know yet how to strike a 
reasonable balance bcrween heartfelt giving and looking after herself. 
Her generosity was not appreciated. The grim call to duty p~vailed, 
when what she craved was a sign of appreciation. 
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Camille Roy 

excerpts f rom Craquer 1 : 

An essay on class struggle 

(2) lll.l.lR 

Remember the class struggle? I do. The adults in my household were 
commies. When I was a kid, class struggle was a thing bigger, and 
more vivid. Bigger than what? Lilu Iron Mile~. lik~ Tyson. It's what this 
essay is supposed to be about. In truth I am slouching. ever so slowly, 
into that conversation. We'~ in the post-communist era now. All that 
was reddish has fallen into a pit of silence-which is not particularly 
new or differell\. Pretty much everything falls in there. 

But back to the story of my mother, Pearl. How do we get a poor 
(but plucky) girl from Nevada m anywhere ciS(:, ideologically speak­
ing? It must come down to character. Pictu~ this: Pearl, radiant & 
shin ing (but in a dumb way), as she stumbles down the center of a 
deserted road. Pale cracks at the horizon light the scene for sacrifice. 
Each pair of oncoming headlights flauens and drains a liule more 
from her rosy charms. She's fifry miles out in the desert with only a 
thermos of bloody marys. It doesn't look good. But Pearl is too subtle 
for this particular disaster. I can guess from an assortment of possible 
scenarios: She'll hitch a ride with a local spanish speaking priest or, 
alternatively, with a chival rous dyke mechanic who goes by the name 
Eddie, or perhaps the mild-mannered man pulling over in the 
burgundy Buick wHi t urn out to be a Nobel pritt winning physicist 
driving to a conference in Taos. Whoever her companion happens to 
be, Pearl will persuade him to stop at a vista point m watch the sun 
rise over the desert and talk politics (Pearl wi ll do most of the talk­
ing), while they slurp what's left from the thermos. And Pearl will 
arrive home spouti ng a joyfUl music about decency, reliability, solidar­
ity, community, c:t cetera. 

Pearl is the most elusive person I have ever known. A genius of charm. 

Pearl was raised on a faith-healing ~ligion, not the gloriously dramatic 
Temple of Aimee Semple McPherson, but the stubborn doctrines of 
Mary Baker Eddy. Christian Science. After her father lOok off, leaving 
his liule family to starve, her mother Amanda found respite in a read-

I. to tdl dubious stories. 
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ing room. Evemually she founded her own, in her living room, for 
herself, her rwo daughters Pearl and Lydia, and an elderly bachelor 
named Ronald. This little group of four were the only Christian 
Sciendsu in town. During their evening studies, they mumbled and 
moaned and passed the book from lap to lap. Then on weekends 
Pearl and Lydia wem door m door with pamphlets, two lovely girls 
with soft checks and shining hair. Never in need of medical care, the 
girls were implicit testimonies to the power of faith and prayer. But 
no one converted. 

Faith, as a form of insistence, is an oddly stable construct, given that 
it brings in ~lation two contrary mental formations- pouring emotion 
(some form of religious exaltation) and an intellecwal framework 
designed to provide stasis, as a necessary stabilizer. ils clecnifying co~ 
can transition from religion to politics with little more than a change 
in vocabulary. 

In a hypothetical marriage between a faith-healer and a hard core leftie, 
the latter would sec:m a linle like: a dumb lug out of the movies. Parr 
thug, but also oddly innocent, in the way that stupidity can seem 
comically blundering. You know how straight men can be innocent of 
themselves, their fantastical drives cloaked by pseudo-technical termi­
nology~ It's so boring. The imellcctualleft has that problem. Anyway. 
In my scenario, Blanche DuBois rules simply because her drive 
towards emotional extremes wounds and confuses everything around 
her. Poor Stanley. l-Ie's paralyl.Cd by her spectacle, as well as his own 
befuddled desire to do right. 

The covert fantasies which motivate the need to bclic:ve- thesc arc: 
the: muscular terms in a language of transformation. That's the burn. 
It's the first spot in this essay where class explicitly slips in {look 
quickly or you'll miss it). Fuck everything else:. My mother's side: of 
the family, the working class side, teeters right on the edge: of self­
dramatization and self-destruction, and since everybody winds up 
dead, you know how the story ends. 

Still, I have to insist on my argument with them. Can we slOp piling 
blur on top of blur? As a goal, people. Of course I've never told a 
story straight in my life (and in this essay, I haven't tried). This is not 
hypocrisy, because consistency is not my point. I'm a seamstress or 
blur, performing nips and tucks on the empty center. But I need to 
know where it is. Is that just personal raste, like dean underwear? 
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(3) Ejrst Comes l.oye 

Pearl met my father at a communist party meeting in the early fifties. 
I like to imagine the ardor of their first glance across a smoky room, 
crowded with people: engaged in passionate: political conversation. 
Youth being a plush velvet suit, deep and soft, yet lacerated with the 
rigorousness of all those sexual impulses. But this wasn't Paris, with its 
aesthedcizcd frenzies. h was the south side of Chicago, a place that 
hangs you upside down and whacks the sentimentality right out. 
They moved in a community whose (exhausting) urgency came from 
the sm:etS, the factories, the union halls. 

My parents met at a C.P. meeting. That's all I know. I never heard 
what they said to or thought of each orhc:r. No personal touches. 
Somehow that didn't qualifY as 'material. ' (Is this a marxist definition 
of maurial!) But I heard another story, over and over. h was a late 
night story, when the: household temperament went from coaly intel· 
lectual to soft and sudsy. This one was a little drama with Pearl's 
shrink. Before Pearl met my father, she: had been sticking her toe into 
the murky waters of psychoanalysis. Introspection was not her style, 
bur her boho intellectual friends were doing it, and since it was the 
fifties, the shrink was freudian, and since: she was broke, Pearl had an 
analyst-in-training who charged twenty five cents an hour. This man 
was fond of telling Pearl that her life was a fantasy. This was his 
response to everything she told him about her childhood, her first 
failed marriage:, her political beliefs, her friends. When she came in 
with tales of my father (talldarkandhandsomc:, smart, communist 
AND social register), he calmly told her this was also a hallucination. 

It was to be Dr. Kornfeld's last such pronouncement. With sweeping 
gestures Pearl described the wedding announcement that ran in the 
Chicago dailies. It took up a whole page:. Why her wedding 
announcement took up ten times more space than anyone else's was 
never specified, but the implications were clear enough- it had to do 
with the shock communism or a son or the ruling classes and his 
inappropriate divorcee wife-to-be, Pearl. In any case, Pearl didn't go 
to her last session with her shrink. She: snuck imo his office and left 
the clipping on his desk. 

Perfect moment of revenge, possibly invented. Any invention being 
possible:, especially when we arc: sexually soiled, wild, fruitful, & poor. 
Being the: wrong favor, yet being chosen, Pearl went adventuring. It 
poured out easily, warm companions found in the doorways of the 
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ciry. I can picture my f2ther's mother, Ethel, watching my parents 
through the window of her elegant Gold Coast apartment, her green 
eyes half-dosed as she lifts an ebony and ivory cigarette holder to her 
lips. A barely audible sigh as she releases a thin snake of smoke. 

This 1 know is true: having chosen one another they believed they 
were free. 

With a fee ling like yearning but more vague, I used to check the wed­
ding announcements in the Chicago papers. Everyday I'd sneak a 
glance at that page, looking for any announcement, just one, that was 
over-size. Not that I was fact-chct:king my mother- ! only wann:d 
contor:r. I wanted to be located in relation to some other ovc=r-size 
wedding announcement. But they invariably looked t.he same: a small 
paragraph of copy under a mugshot of a bride. 

[[Once a mugshot of Pearl did appear in the paper. It was because she 
was a pipesmoker. We all gathered round as she pointed to the excited 
caption: "No more Lucky Strikes: Pearl is a woman who swears by 
her small yet sturdy Norwegian pipe.~IJ 

Thomas married Pearl at Ciry Hall. They exchanged gold bands in 
front of a judge named Bogan. It was early on a Friday, in order to 
avoid the worst of the Chicago's July heat. Sti ll, the breeze off the lake 
was like a warm scarf. Pearl wore a blue suit of light crepe wool, but 
no hat or gloves. 

There arc no photos of this event. Due to my ignor.mcc, I've made 
up every dctail- uont'WaO being a shimmer that repulses. This was 
more my father's response to questions than my mother's. It sounds 
rather stiff, but it's really a form of motion, like a fine breez.c in the sails 
of a liule boat. You don't queslion the brttU:, you just keep moving. 

It 's nor what is told, but what is withheld, thu creates suspense, so 
storytelling is partly the art of not telling. My household was greasy 
with that kind of suspense--or is that something all children or:pcri­
ence? h may account for the flatness of childish or:pressions, their dif­
fidence, a wariness around adults. I, at least, remember that c:motion 
parsing everything I said. It took effort to detach facial expression 
from the: act of speaking, but as much as possible I blanked my own 
face. With that kind of carefully contrived innocence (which I felt 
guilty about, but which was, in fact, ignorance), I remember remark­
ing to Pearl that I didn't know anything about my father's father, since 
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he: had died before I was born. I was perhaps eleven, and we were hav­
ing dinner. The adults were a little sloshy. Pearl seized my idea, ex­
claiming to Thomas that he must must must instantly entertain us with 
tales of Thomas, Senior. Thomas replied, "There is nothing to say." 

Pearl tried beguiling it out of him but Thomas was stubborn. After 
awhile Pearl's voice quivered, bluster melting into hysteria- "How 
can there be nothing to say about your own fathe r?" Over and over 
again, Thomas would only respond, "There is nothing to say. " 

No way inw that matrix. The argument dwindled off. In fact, noth­
ing was ever said about Thomas, Senior- his name never crossed my 
father's lips. 

Thomas told me only one family story that I can rc:membcr, and I go 
fuzzy when I think of it, so I'm not sure how much of my memory is 
correct. He lifted his head up from the newspaper one night and told 
me how, when he was fifteen, he'd gotten a call from his aunt. As it 
happened, before she made the call she had drowned her son in the 
bathtub. Michael was a little boy with red hair and tender skin. A 
baby, perhaps? Was it rwo children that she murdc:red? I vaguc:ly 
think that it was, but I'm not sure. In my memory the murders just 
bc:gin with Michael and thc:n rake in, like a cloud of pestilence, what­
ever other children there were and the husband Jack, and then the 
murderess herself. I don't know her name. What went through my 

father's head when he hung up the phone? What was said in that con­
versation and what was implied? At the time I was so shocked I 
couldn't think of any questions. Much later I went to one: of his sis­
ters, and she: told me her version of what had happened, which was 
distinctly different, but which had the feeling of truth. Like a god­

mother in a fairytaJe, this aunt is gentle and wholesome. Refreshing. 
Nonetheless, I've forgotten what she said. 

This is a story I could get to the bottom of by going to the Chicago 
Public library and researching through the archives of the Tribun~. 
Murderesses, especially double or triple with a possible suicide thrown 
in, tend to make the news. But would you want to play Clu~ with 
your own fam ily history? Perhaps you would. For me, the prospect is 
inexplicably irritating. 

[[A friend questioned me on this- what is at stake, he wanted to 
know. Would the truth undermine the sense of myself I've construct­
ed from these family histories? I'd be: violating my own cloud of 
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uncenainry, that's for sur~. My stlf of no stnse. P~rhaps I lik~ the 
cloud, and ~ven believe in it. h's a habit- / have always liwd in rhe 
castle. It's expansiv~. oddly permissive, as a form of identity. The 
irritating part is the work ta~uircd to manage it.)] 

Families t~il off like the ghosu to whom we arc all connected. They 
don't hav~ a bottom. And it's not only anccs10rs, but oth~r ungraspable 
relations which shadow m~from my fath~r's sil~nc~ w mother's 
dreamy milk. That's a sweet one. 

It's not that Thomas never talk~. What he said and didn't say never 
fail~d to surprise me. What he uuercd came from a territory of 
silence. h entered with complete confidence but felt alien. 

Once, eavesdropping. I heard Thomas and Pearl talking about a 
recent neighborhood rape, of a new girl in our neighborhood. Age· 
wise, I was somewhere in my slow descent through high school, and 
th is girl was not much older. A stranger had broken into her room, 
raped her, then he let her leave to do something oddly ch ildish, I 
thi nk she ne~ed to feed her guinea pig. He let her out on the 
promise that she would come back and she did, and h~ raped her 
again. After a few weeks of mulling this over, she pressed charges. In 
my n~ighborhood that kind of idiocy was more than a little suicidal 
(although all the actually dead kids I knew had di~ of overdoses). 
Pearl respond~ to the story with compl~te imparienc~perhaps she 
found the girl's inability to handle her circumstances threat~ning. 
Thomas' opinion was th~ surprise:. He was sympathetic to this mys­
teriously stupid girl. l-Ie thought that perhaps sh~ had come from tlu 
country. Sccually innocent, as wdl as innocent of our local racial politics, 
of th~ lacerating hostility that was pan of our daily life, she suddenly 
found herself duclcssly adrift inside that (inside us), and was lost. 

Thomas had more than a few such moments of sympathy, but they 
were as unpredictable as his little: fits of irritability. I grew up in his 
city, in the city his parents had been born in, but there was little con· 
text. It was missing. and that was the loaded mc:.ssage. In our deep 
and disorderly photograph draw~r, we had one picture of my father 
before he became my fathe r. It shows a boy of about nine, wearing 
shorts and holding a pail. He is standing against a wall and grimacing 
awkwardly for the camera, as he squi nts inm the sun. No one else is 
in the photo. It 's just Thomas, but his fix~d frightened eyes arc on 
someone standing behind the camera, so that I feel that person- her 
hysteria. I think I know who it is. 
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(4) Tht 1/oust of Ethel 

Ethtl. For me the word conveys a fine-tuned state of paranoia and 
high dudgeon. She was unbeautiful, despite her elcg-am figure. Her 
nose was a litt.le beak, and her chin was awkwardly ree~ed. But she 
had style. Obscrving Ethel ordering a cab over the phone was an elec­
trifying o::pericnce. "I am ... "She spit and hissed every syllable of 
her long married name into the phone as if ... as if- what? Vengeance, 
pow~r, money, style were all at stake. And yet th~re was an impossible 
sheen to her spccc.h, a melody. It was brutal, really, just the way she 
said her name. Had there been a time when random cab company 
dispatchers knew Ethel by name? Who am I to say, but probably. In 
any case, Joan Crawford's accent and style, in fact the vocal style of 
that generation of acucsses, was a whole-doth imitation of women 
like Ethel, for whom it was bred in the bon~. 

Ethel was always ready to meet the cruelty of the contest. I'm glad I 
didn't know her better. What I did know came from afternoons, maybe 
once: a year, when Thomas and Pearl would load me into the car and 
d riw: with mysterious urgency to her northside apartment on Astor 
Street. The prosp«:t of being five minutes late to Ethel's made T homas 
tight and crabby. We had to arriv~ on the dot. I felt breathless. 

Her building had a doorman. Her apartment was like it.s own cli­
mate-tones of soft, saturated beige, imported from the fifties like 
that was a foreign country. Snowy white wall-to-wall. Stacks of 
Vogues, in Italian, French, and German. The afternoons always fol­
lowed the same pattern. Our coats were disparched to an enormous 
closet. Then· we were led to the living room, wh~rc we sat around an 
inlaid mahogany table on round upholstered chairs with no arms but 
odd little skirts, while Ethel rcclin~ upon her divan, tiny feet 
crossed. She was inordinately proud of her small feet- siz.e 4 1/2 
before marriage, and five afterwards. From a mirrored cabinet, drinks 
for everyone (m ine with the maraschino, gingeralc, and grenadine) 
and then, a round of cheddar cheese puffs, served on a silver tray by a 
maid who endured. Delores. Ethel took a martini, and smoked one 
Kent after another, in a long ebony and ivory cigarwe holder. 

These afternoons were conducted like interviews, in which each per­
son sitting on an armless chair would have to describe, in a manner 
amusing to Ethel, what they were up to. The goal was to ra.ise a d ry, 
appreciative laugh from Ethel; at st.ake was social humi liation of a 
degree so peculiar and yet severe, it was utterly mysterious. Each 
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~roding se1:ond, ev~ry winy remark was part of th~ burnished display 
ofh~r wtal control of social int~rcoursc. Y~t h~r eyes sparkl~d with 
pur~ f~r. Ethd was a br~th of t~rror inside the artifact of p~rsonaliry. 
On~ aft~rnoon sh~ ask~d m~ about my t~nnis, and I told h~r that I 
didn't know how to play t~nnis, th~n sh~ said, but t~nnis is th~ best 
way to get bows, and by the way did I hav~ any bows, and in distress 
I murmured WHAT? and she said BOWS and I cried out HUH and 
she said BOWS again, and this went on, with increasing agitation, 
until finally Thomas broke in and said MOLher, that is not a word 
people usc: anymore, and Camille, it m~ans tulmirt:rs. 

I didn't get it. I never did. Around Ethel! turn~d into a sloppy version 
of nice, which was obviously fake, and in any case:, Ethel didn't appre· 
ciate sloppy. I assumed the guise: of stupidity, which was protective:, 
even if inaccurate. Dumbness can be sweeter. Stumbling down her 
halls, lined with photographs of grandchildren in tennis whites posing 
on their private: courts or in country dubs, I never noticed there was 
no photo of me, or Pearl, or even Thomas. 

The slUpidiry was feigned, but my cluclessness was deep and pure. I 
sailed through childhood sustained, on the one hand, by a combina~ 
tion of maternal fable: and paternal missing links, and on the other by 
a strange belief that everything told to me: by an adult was an un­
truth. I believed in a sort of principle of opposites. The statements of 
adults were a kind of signpost, indicating that the reality I should act 
on was the opposite of whatever it was I had just been told. This 
boiled down to 111 do whatwtr the fock I want. It took six years for 
the public school system to beat this out of my behavior (using the 
usual tools of suspension, flunking. etcetera), although of course it 
lingers in my beliefs today. 

Let's get to the basics. When we speak of rules we arc referencing 
contested territory. That includes not only injunctions on student 
behavior enforced by obscenely poor public school systems, but all 
the: unwriuen codes, the ones relating tO unspeakable: divisions and 
unbridgeable gaps. When they're violated, it's like invisible writing 
that appears when you hold the: paper over a flame:. There they arc, 
the codes which describe intelligible: ocperic:nce. Since no one: ev~r 
talked about them, I thought maybe they didn't exist. Hah. Break them 
and an a transformation happens. As the rules become intelligible:, 
finally spe1:ified and visible, the person who violated them becomes 
unintelligible, slides off the: map towards llii.D.gk. 
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One ocamplc: is the rule about what happens when the: asphalt playlet 
of your elementary school erupts inm a gang melee, ten y~r old girls 
imagining themsc:lvcs to be representatives of Chicago's illegitimate 
armies, swinging at one another in a seething mass. The rule was that 
all the: girls fighting were black, and all the girls watching were white. 
But it looked like fun, so Camille broke: that rule, jumping into the: 
pool of flailing arms & fists. Then everyone acted embarrassed, so she 
got out. There was another the rule about doublc~dutch, a great 
jumpropc: game: that came up from the: south with the: black migra­
tion to Chicago. The rule was that only black girls played this game, 
but Camille discovered that if she slunk around in the background 
long enough, h~r participation became tolerable. It was as easy as 
two·four, six-eight, ten-twelve, fourtc:en-sixtc:cn, rwentytwo-thirry­
two ... Once Camille was established, the other white girls wanted to 
play too, but (being pussies every single one:) they on ly wanted w 
play with Camille. 

We were different. The family, I mean. Being of the left, we: were 
somehow outside: the: necessity of following all these stupid rules. We 
were made out of broken ones. Yet breaking rules brought a kind of 
shame, because in truth there was no outside. I, at least, never got 
there. What I found was a kind of defeat in my own sadness, when 
the first girl I loved moved away from me, deeper into the ghetto, 
unavailable:. 

Getting a due meant bdng indoC[rinated into social pain. What I 
learned was how to walk down a south side street. The task of pleas­
ing my grandmother, or even the basic chore of washing regularly, 
remained inscrutable-in fact invisible:. I was a dirty, scraggly, skinny 
child, which I now recall with a dash of regret, because it leads 
inevitably to the reflection- that perhaps, if only- 1 had been differ· 
C:nt, there would have been a place for me [[in Ethel's will ]J. 
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Karen Brodine 

from Woman Sitting at the 
Machine, Thinking 

she thinks about everything at once without making a mistake. 
no one has figured out how tO keep her from doing rhis thinking 
while her hands and nerves also perform every delicau: complex 
funclion of the work. this is nor automatic or deadening. 
try it sometime. make your hands move quickly on the keys 
fast as you can, while you are thinking about: 

the layers, fossils. the idea that this machine she conuols 
is simply layers of human workhours frozen in steel, tangled 
in tiny circuits, blinking out through lights like hot, red eyes. 
the noise of the machine they all sometimes wig out tO, giddy, 
z.inging through the shut-in space, blithering atoms; 
everyone's hands paused mid-air above the keys 
while Neil or Barbara solo, wrists telling every little thing, 
feet blipping along, shoulders raggly. 

she had always thought of money as solid, stopped. 
but seeing it as moving labor, human hours, why that means 
it comes back down to her hands on the keys, shoulder aching, 
brain pushing words through fingers through keys, trooping 
out crisp black ants on the galleys. work compressed into 
instruments, slim computers, thin as mirrors, how could 
numbers multiply or disappear, squeezed in sideways like that 
but they could, they did, obedient and elegant, how amazing. 
the woman whips out a compact, computes the cost, 
her face shining back from the silver case 
her fingers, sharp tacks, calling up the d igits. 

when she siiS at the machine, rays from the cathode stream 
directly into her ch(St. when she worked. as a clerk, the rays 
from lhe xerox angled. upward, striking her under the chin. 

when she waited tab\(5 the micro oven sat at stomach level. 
when she typeset for Safcway, dipping her hands in processor 
chemicals, her hands burned and peeled and her ch(St ached 
from thcfum(S. 
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while we know who makes everything we usc or can't usc. 
as the world piles itself up on the bones of the years, 
so our labor gathers. 

while we sell ourselves in fractions. they don't want us all 
at once, but hour by hour, piece by piece. our hands mainly 
and our backs. and chunks of our brains. and veiled expressions 
on our faces, they buy. though they can't know what actual 
thoughts stand behind our eyes. 

then they toss the body out on the sidewalk at noon and at five. 
then they spit the body out the door at sixty-five. 
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knowledge this power owned, not shared 
owned and hoarded 
to white men, lock stock dollar 
skill passc:d down from manager 
to steal, wrench it back 
knowledge is something we have 
this is the bitters column 
around the chair, toe stubbing the floor 
and I am here, legs twisted 
on our own time the words clarify 
with all we are not taught 
I will know it and use it burning 
I sneak it home and copy it 
the Puerto Rican janiwr, the older 
woman, the Black women, our heads 
held over stolen not granted 
in my s10mach for aU the access 
I have to sneak 

language is something 
get my hands on the machine 
he takes it all as his right 
eating lunch for granted his whole life 
get my hands on the book 
he's being taught what I am not 
angry words swallowing my throat 

to take to take it back 

and open and ribbon out and share 

The Bitters Column. 
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Line corrections 
Interview with Leola S. 
Typesener: Karen B. 

Born in Shreveport, Leola 
independence is import2nt, she 
one of fourteen children, her 
housecleaning in San Mateo 
divorced now, she lives alone in 
scvingdinncr fiom 4-Spm every 
starting pay 1.53 per 
h o u r 

she and some co-workers 
today more than ever in U.S. 
h i s t o r y 

posrd tO discrimination by sex, 
race, color, religious or national 
or i g i n 

more women go to work in 

enter the labor 
70 percent of the average wage 
Black women lowest paid of 
to~ theroncinuing light 
determined to be heard 
plaints against unfair policies 
something wonh fighting for 
sector of the working class 
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some buildings never sleep 
round the clock 
three eight hour shifts 
seven days a week 
centrifugal force irons us flat 
to the blank walls, speeding, 
whirling. imem as astronauts, 
eyes toward the dock, 
hands on the keys, 
shoulders pressed against the chai r. 

some buildings never sleep 
never shut down 
roaring and roaring and we shout, 
W HAT DID YOU SAY? HUH? WHAT? 
WHERE IS THE? WHAT DID YOU SAY? 

continuous paper streams form the room 
words ratatat through our brains 
trains and earthquakes shutter the walts 
the long whistle of wind under the door 
all we know of outside 

remember that fish 
that lives so deep 
it has grown it.s own ligh t 
energy glaring out the bulbs 
of its eyes 
remember that fish formed flat 
under fathoms of water 
bones streamlined as ribs of sta:l 
precise and efficient, fo rmed in duress, 
reaching. spinning the tough wire 
of its own life, and long before Edison 
vaulting out through its own demands. 
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(1981) 

Editors' notes: 

Raised in a socialist home in rural Woodinville, Washington, Karen 
Brodinc (1947-1987) moved to the San Francisco Bay Area in the 
mid 1960s. She graduated from the University of California-Berkeley 
in 1972 with a degree in dance, and went on to receive an MFA in 
creative writing from San Francisco State University in 1974, where she 
t.aughr pan-time for six years. 

During the early 1970s, Brodine co-founded the Women Writers 
Union in San Francisco, was a founding co-editor of Kelsey Street Press 
in Berkeley, and an editor at the Berkeley Poets Co-op. From 1975 to 

1986 she supported herself as a rypcscmr while continuing her active 
involvement as a member of the National Women Studies Association 
and 1he National Writers Union. 

Throughout the 1980s, Brodine worked as a national leader and San 
Francisco's organi:r.er for both Radical Women and the Freedom 
Socialist Party, serving on the FSP's National Committee from 1982 
on. From 1982 to 1984 Brodine coordinated the successful defense of 
Merle Woo's landmark suit against the University of California­
Berkeley for discrimination on the basis of race, sex, sexual orienta­
tion and polilical ideology. Karen Brodine died of cancer on October 
18, 1987 at the age of forty. 

Her books include WOman Sitting at tk Machin~. Thinking: !Wm.J 
1978-1987 (Red l...e:tter Press, Seattle, 1990), Slow juggling (Berkeley 
Poets Cooperative, 1975), WorkWl'ek, (Kelsey Street Press, Berkeley, 
1977), and llkgal Assembly (Hanging Loose Press, Brooklyn, 1980). 
She also edited, designed and published Gloria Martin's Socialist 
Fnninism: Th~ First Dtcatk, 1.966-1974 (1984). Her critical essays in­
clude "Politics of Women Writing" (The S«ond Wttw, V.S, #3, 1979), 
"Ancient Matriarchy and Modern Feminism" (&dical \.t/Omm lntnnal 
DiJCUJJion Bulktin, V. 1 \, #2, 1981), and "Giving Criticism Arms" (FSP 
Pre-Convention Bulktin, 113, April, 1982). 
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Zapatista Army of National Liberation 

Zedillo' s Last Mcments 1 The Political Class 

Zapatist:a Army of National Libc:r.uion Mexico. 
Novc:mbc:r of2000. 

To the: National and International Prc:ss: 
Ladic:s and Gc:ntlc:mc:n: 

Here: once: again. The: lc:nc:rs arc: off, for the: one: who is now leaving 
(fortunatdy), and an invitation fo r you to a prc:ss confc:rc:ncc:. We: will 
do everything we: can tO not gc:t hung up on thc: timc:. 

Vtzk. Salud, and, no, you don't havc: to worry, Martha Sahagu'n is not 

going to bt: hc:rc:. 

From the: Mountains of the: Moican Southeast. 
Subcomandante lnsurgt:ntt: Marcos 
Mexico, Novc:mbc:r of2000. 

(Zccfillo's last momc:nu!) 

Yc:pa! Yc:pa! Yepa! Andalc:! Andale! Andale:! 

Arriba! Arriba! Arriba! 

PLAYWRIGHT'S (ja!) PS WHICH SAYS WHAT IT SAYS. • 

First Act-
Characters: the: political class, announcer, the: headlines, the: public. 
Place: Mexico. 
Date:: Prior to the elections of July 2, 2000. 

(The: curtain goes up. There: is a television and a radio on the stage:, 
turned up at full volume. In the: background, the: headlines of a 
national newspaper. The: audio on the: TV and the: radio is the same: 
commercial jinglCJ. The newspaper headlines arc: changing as they arc: 
signalled.) 

The political class: "We: arc: in the: media, therc:forc: we: exist. We: 
should now confront our greatness with the: most difficult test in the 
supreme: art of governing: the: ratings. Call for the: image consultants! 
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(clapping of hands)." 

The headlines: "TI-lE !FE IS CREATED, TilE FEDERAL INSTI­
TlJfE OF POLLS. The bother of going to the: vodng booths will be: 
eliminated, .says ils boss." 

The: consultant {entering from the: right): "1-ic:rc: I am (turning to the: 
public). Modern political science: consists not just of discovering 
which product will have: the: bes'l acceptance: in the: marketplace:, 
but- and herc: I have the science--in convening anything into some­
thing which resembles that product a.s far as possible: (he: takes a 
complete: makeup kit out of his bric:fca.sc:}. (He painstakingly applies 
cosmetics ro the: face of the political dass.r 

Th< hcodHn'" "CYBERNETIC CHALLENGE A DEMOCRATIC 
ADVANCE, EZPL" 

The: political class (sneezing): "Achoo! I th ink I'm allergic to this dust. 
Whati.sitf' 

Consultant (offering a handkerchief): ~B less you! It is the latest word 

in fashion, it is democratizing dust: 

The: pol ideal class (.sighing in resignation): ~Okay, anything to survive•. 

The: headlines: "CANDIDATES' PRICES WILL BE GOING DOWN: 
SECOFI." 

Announcer (entering hurriedly from the: left): "Quickly! Hurry up! 
The sponsors arc: getting anxious! We: have: to tape: the program." 

Consultant: "The sponsors? I thought the membc:rs of the audience 
would be: the: ones who wc:rc: anxious ... " 

Announcc:r: "No, no, no. The rhythm of politics is not set by clocks 
or calendars, but by program times. Hurry up! We don't have: much 
time: bctwttn the: commercial breaks." 

The political class (fucing itself up in front of a mirror bc:ing held by 
the consultant}: ~Good, how do I look?" 

Consultant (smiling in satisfaction): "Magnificent! You arc: unrecog­
nizable: .. : 
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The political class (to itself): "Commercial breaks! In the good old 
days there: were: no breaks other those: produced by the happy sound 
of the rattles and slogans of"You can see it, you can feel it, the PRI is 
omnipotent.'" 

(The consultant moves to one side). 

Announcer: "Lights! Camera! Action!" 

Announcer (turning to the public): "Welcome to our program: 'The 
Modest Truth!' Today, as a special guest, we have ... the political class! 
(loud applause is heard, the public is still, but an audio tape is keep­
ing them from the grueling task of having to applaud).'" 

The political class (turning w the announcer): "Is my tie okay?" 

Announcer: "Tell us, political class, excuse me, can I call you 'tu'?• 

The political class (fixing a decal which looks like a smile on its 
mouth): "Of course." 

Announcer: "Good. Tell w, what can the audientt apect from the 
upcoming election?" 

(The political class moves its lips, but no sounds at all come out). 

Announcer: "Very interesting! Almost as interesting as these commer­
cial messages from our sponsors!" 

The political class (to the announcer): "Are we srill taping?" 

Announcer: "No. h went perfectly. Now we're: waiting for the consul­
tant tO send us the audio of your response after he's done his market­
ing studies." 

The political class: "Then can ! leave nowt 

Announcer: "Yes." 

(The political class leaves. Someone comes and turns off the radio 
and television. The headlines disappear. The curtain falls. The audi­
ence yawns. An audio breaks into enthwiastic applause.) 
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Second Act-
Characters: The political class, Seliora X, a young man Y, Sefior Z. 
Platt: Mexico. 

Date: July 2, 2000. 

(The curtain rises. There: is only an empty street on the stage). 

The political class (to itself): "We see faces, we do not know votes: 

The young man, Y: "No." 

Sefior Z: "No. n 

The political class (to the public): "We sec faces, we do not know vmes." 

The public (breaking into the script, to everyone's shock): "No!" 

This play is a problem. Those directing it are making a huge effort to 
convintt the audience that it's already over. Not only is the public not 
leaving the premises, they're also insisting on getting up on the stage. 
The director and the actors arc tearing their hair out. h is no longer 
possible to know where the stage is and where the seats are. Suddenly, 
apparendy without an agreement having been reached, and with stern 
expressions on their faces, all the members of the public ydl: "Third 
act! Third a~l! Third! Let's begin." 

Does the curta.in fall? 

What? You didn't like it? Well, La Mar did. Okay, at least she smiled. 
What? Oari'o Fo, Carballido, Gurrola, Savariego and Lcnero arc 
going to reprove me? Let them do so. They reproved Einstein for his 
hygiene (or was it for his mathematics?). 

- Tht Sup in tht box o.!Jiu 

Originally published in Spanish by the EZLN 

tranJkzud by irlantkJa 
from lAo Basta! (www.rdn.org), rourttsy juJtin Paulson 
for morr EZLN writil'lgJ J« Our Word is Our Weapon (Sn,.m Stori~ 2001) 
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I 
Heriberto Yepez 

Modern poetry is poetry of the city. What can postmodern poetry bd 
Certainly pocuy not of the city but on the city; not poetry about the 
city but owr the city. The city not as poetic topic bm poetry on top of it. 

What I call Context Poetry (or Contextual Poetics) is writing ocplicidy 
done for its placement on a specific point of the concrete/material 
world. Visual poems conceived to be read in a public space. The 
Street as Page. 

The meaning of a Comext Poem depends as much on its words as on 
irs surroundings. To create and insta!l a Visual Public Poem on the 
street is a way to keep and underline the dose relationship be£Wecn 
language and realiry. 

The meaning of a Public Visual Poem is given both by its Text and 
Context. But more imporuntly: I hope not only that the physical 
context gives meaning to th~ text, but also that th~ text gives som~ 
new m~aning to its surrounding physical cont~xt. 

I bdi~v~ Context Po~try was on~ of th~ first forms of po~try and is 
directly rdatcd to cav~ paintings, for exam pi~. When cities appeared, 
poetry on th~ stre~ts also appeared. Som~ of th~ anci~nt Chinese 
po~ms we admire now in books wer~ in fact originally writt~n on 
crossroads and on all kinds of buildings. A very important part of th~ 
literature of anci~nt civilizations was written on walls and in natur~. 
Today our skyscrap~rs and houses don't oonsid~r poetic writing as 
part of th~ir structure. This fact says everything about the nature of 
oursiknce. 

Th~ alienation of po~try began wh~n intellectuals starred to read in 
sil~nc~ and to writ~ in privat~. 

Th~ first anthology of Context Poetry is The Grult Anthology, which 
compiles inscription-po~try mad~ for statues, monum~nts and grav~­
stones. lkal ~pigrnms are th~ first West~rn ~xpression of oonr~xtual 
po~tics. 

Greek poets wrote Com~xtual Poems on public obj~cts and sites in 

103 



order to construct 2 discourse about people (especially lovers and 
enemies), territory, journeys, to give hum:a.n mc:aning to a natural 
landscape or to tell the hismry of a place-which demonstrates that 
Context Poetry can be about practically everything. 

The only form of contextual poetry that slill survives and is in common 
usc is epitaphs: little poems about the dead in the precise place where 
they arc. But Context Poetry also needs to be a common form of 
writing about the alive in the precise places where they live. 

When every ready-made becomes an already-made, when the word 
Avant-Gardc becomes a must in every ad to sell new cars, when artists 
change their strategy from "Make it New• to ~Make it News," and 
when the idea of the New becomes old, as art-makers we become 
aware not that Art is Dod, but that there is something after it. And 
we also understand that what is after Art is what Art has always been 
after. I really believe that placing poetry outside of books and in the 
streets is one way to escape the death of language. 

My experience and background tdl me Popular Culture, not Literature, 
is the root of riskier experimental poetics. Looking critically (creatively) 
at what is happening on the streets, deriving the New from the 
Popular is one of the keys to experimental art right now in Latin 
America. This is the point from which I write. 

The mixture of Popular Culture and High Culture is what Wcstcrn 
sociologists call .. Post modernism. • But I cannot remember a time in 
Latin Amcrica (from thc Baroquc to our Mass Media) when this mix­
ture has not becn going on. Latin America's litcraturc and mind has 
always mixcd Popular and High Culture ... which means wc have becn 
postmodern all along. 

I don't derivc my visual poems main ly from literary authort but from 
the streeu. Thc word-play, slang and jokes madc by people who don't 
conccivc of themselves as "pocu• arc the ancestors of cvcry kind of 
poetry we can think of. That's why oncc I write my poems I do every­
thing I can tO return thcm to the placc whcre they arc not going to be 
considered litcraturc but simply onc more damn sign on the street. 

My first writing was in the form of obscene poems and bad graffiti on 
thc back of bus seau or on walls in my neighborhood. My firtt pub­
lications (and I'm very proud of this) were not in books or cven in 
fanz.ines (which were the main media of my generation in Tijuana) 
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but were published as signs hung on stopsigns and traffic lights. 

During the 1998 Fntiva/ dL Ia Fronura (Border Arts Festival) I made 
and in nailed a series of 24 signs whose tot and toture were supposed 
to resemble other kinds of Tijuana signs. Some of them were wriuen 
in English. The signs were made of transparent red acrylic and hung 
on posts, poles, strtttlights and below traffic signs. They were 
inm.llcd in Downtown 1ijua.na and close to the lnternuiona.l Border. 
The poems were short metaphysica.l sentences, sometimes ironic puns 
about the border, the streets and urban life. 

Each one of my sign-poems is a little chronicle about what happens 
to people on the strttu. 

When poetry assumes the form of another discourse (publicity or 
streets signs) it mocks it. Visual poetry for me is a comic resource. 

During the installation process (which took two days) I interacted 
with inspectors, SLreet vendors, business ownen and passersby who 
didn't understand what I was doing and what the texts meant. Those 
two days of reactions, questions, comments and disapproval have 
been my best experience as a writer. Making Public Poetry is a way 
for me to get away from the safe and boring atmosphere of the !iter.uy 
scene in order to interact dirccdy with the ordinary world. 

Days after I installed the sign poems when I asked people on the 
street (not revaling I was the author) what those red signs were and 
what they meant, I never got a response that said: it is a poem. No. 
People always oplained 10 me it was a new ordinance by the city 
government, a strange sort of political propaganda from the opposi­
tion parties, maybe a new strategy to attract tourism, some kind of 
announcement or traffic sign. At first I became frustrated by these: 
responses because I felt I had failed to produce moK'tiztlbk poetry. I 
then, trying to protect my ego, thought that the problem was not my 
style but the public's lack of knowledge of how poetry looks or is. But 
then, after hearing a lot of people, one after the other with the same 
reactions, I figured out what the real cause: of this "confusion• was. 
Publicity and propaganda also use word play, the power of sound, 
humor, soc, ideology, minimalism, typography, multi-leveled meanings, 
so how could ordinary people, often non-literate, distinguish one of 
my signs from the other forms of texts which usc: the same language 
techniques? For them those red signs were simply another sign on the 
street (and certainly not the fanciest nor the funniest) using the same 
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language resources the others usc. And after all, I had written some of 
them explicidy as parodies of traffic signs. So I became aware that 
there was no significant difTerena between my sign-poems and other 
verbal signs on the street. And I now believe thar a poem is not differ­
em from a commercial ad or a campaign slogan, as it is not different 
from a primitive chant or myth , a modern essay or novel. Poetry has 
no privileged nature or definition. 

[If somebody here has a Buddhist mind inside her or his material 
skull, she or he can understand that it makes perfect sense to say 
poetry has no essence.] 

For the Frontera Sign Poetry project I chose a transparent surfaa be­
cause I wanted to make a poem in which the to:t could be read along 
with other urban texts (such as all kinds of advertising and political 
propaganda); I wanted a text written not over a neutral space but a 
text that had w be read with the city and other texts as its (literal) 
background. A text on a surface that lets the context be part of the 
poetic spaa. A page that is also a window. In our electronic era poetry 
is made in response not only to lil'erature and tradition but also in 
response to the language of mass media and urban texts. I wanted to 
make that cultural fact visible in a poem, physically evident. There is 
no poetical text which is not thick. For me that's the meaning of 
texture: the appearance of a muhiplicity of text interwoven. Every 
text is built of other texts, every text has texture. 

Another interesting thing that happened thanks ro their sce-through­
surface was that the sign poems were used as an urban toy through 
which one could s~ the other side in an unusual way. Many of the 
passersby, for instance, saw the signs as an opportunity to see the 
urban landscape in red. I count these simple aesthetic experiences as 
an essential part of my installation poetry art project. 

A very strong and interesting tendency of visual or concrete poetry is 
to remove the semantic aspect of poetry. My visual poems don't 
pursue that, but the opposite. A public sign poem wants to compete 
with, mock or change the semantic element of other highly visible 
signs and texts on the streets. 

As a writer I have a rule concerning the use of space: I should write 
everywhere graffiti is written. 

I love the Internet, I love poeuy, I love Visual poetry on the Internet, 
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but I am almost sure that the sort of fancy visual poetry that now is 
being made is going to end up somewhere in a museum or a website, 
which means that there's a risk involved in conc:cntr.Hing on electron· 
ic visual poetry. This risk consim of letting electronic visual poetry 
become another fantastic way to forget the strttts as primordial page, 
another wonderful way to keep poetry away from the outside world. 

A visual poem mwt be done primarily for commuters, not for com· 
puters. 

Every thought that arises in the mind must eventually appear in the 
mouth, every word created by the voice must even1ually appear on a 
page, and every poem must exist simultaneously on the internet and 
on the street. 

Visual poetry exclusively done for a museum, a book or the net is like 
a rainbow in black and white. 

Visual poetry means to make poetry visib!L for others. So, visualily is 
a technique tO expand the audience and viewers of poetry in general­
not a way to do a special kind of poetry confined to small circles of 
readers. 

The visual aspect of a normal poetry book page is totally alien to 
common people {currently educated to sec fancy newspaper, magazine 
and internet pages, and complex 1V and billboards' verbal spaces). 
So, the role of design is m help J>O(UY look familiar to people who 
almost never open a book. 

No poem is made only of words. Every poem makes sense only in the 
comext of sightings, events, exterior reality, people, otherness, which 
means that every poem is a context·poem. 

If I wish to be coherent in my personal poetics I cannot say I make 
Visual Poetry ... I make Visible Poetry. 

I consider my sign poems and other urban context poetry as an 
experimental writing whose purpose is to help make poetry available 
to everybody again. 

The best part of making a sign·poem is that once I write it and put it 
somewhere on the street it no longer belongs to me. My poems 
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suddenly become other people's problem. That's why I don't include 
my name on them. Once I have insta11ed a poem in Downtown 
Tijuana I can forget about it and leave to others its rewriting and 
final destruction. That's wonderful. 

I am proud to say that all my sign·pocms have found rapid death at 
the hands of graffiti artists, the police, the telephone company, a girl 
who thinks it might look good in her room or a ta.xi driver who wants 
to re·USC the material somehow. I don't bdicve art must survive indef· 
initcly. Art must be destroyed in order to not become merchandist" or 
an instimtional icon. 

One of my main objectives in doing Context Poetry is to produce art 
that cannot enter the Market, because a context poem cannot be rc· 
pea ted and made into a saleable object ... in fact, it will be destroyed 
by the natural elements and people on the street. 

Making sign poems is a good way to get rid of your own poems and 
all the anguish that usually affects poeu. I encourage everybody to 

write poems that arc going to wind up somewhere on the street, 
because this is the best way to get rid of all the bad poetry we have in 
our drawers, computer files and hidden chapbooks. 

Ill 



Olga Cabral 

I am a prisoner of bones 

ofkcyrings habits teeth and hair 

I am a tenant of torn skies 
I am a runner in the air 
of escalators that ascend 

a hundred storeys to a chair 
high 

where Old Fireye 

Empire State 

punches the astral timeclock. 

And from this mountain of aluminum 

l loose strange birds upon 

the city, p~ms in guise 
of pigeons, doves by teletype­

creatures of bolt and cam 

spun by my typewriter 
keys, 

mechanical mysrcries 
flying over the watertowers: 

Toggle Switch 
Kiclrer Ba.flk 

Drive Shaft 
Discloclwut 

Alemitt Filli'lg 
Cire-uit Brralr" 

Bolts cal 
w/2 CP licmu/.I. 

Raintauerstrail 
the skymast of my mountain: she 
a ship asail through time and tearful thunders 
and seismographic tremors 
of shifts and faults in global marketplace, 
is no less beaU!ifu[ to me 
than Fuji or far 
Kilimanjaro---
especially seen as shadow in the rain 
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like those veiled mountains deep within 
the mind's geography. 
How many times of storm I've seen 

her crown of crags hidden in clouds, 
how many sea-mist mornings felt 
old Rip Van Winkle's 
rainb~rd 

blown from her summit over the shrouded city. 
But dawns become her best: the traffic jam 
of stars in a hurry to get gone 
from night's graveyard shift, the subway express 
dawns that come roaring to city skies: 
below in the early chill Streets a stir 
of something about to begin, the stone 
lions at Fifth and Forty-Second Strcc:t 

shaking night's pigeons from their manes, 
flophouses on the Bowery 

shaking the night's fleas, as heaven 
shakes the last pale stars: 

And again it is 
jobday another 

morning in rhc gray 
beginning when five million 

alarm docks saluu~: the sun 
in unison and the 
Flow Indicator Top Connector 

throws the Master Switch wherefore 

on the RemOte Control Panel 
of the Photoelectric Scanner I'm 

spotted 
seized 
swept sorted scanned 

pinched punched processed pressed 
dissolved digested 
soulmashed 
to join the oozing gray indifferent 

lifesludge 
of primal protozoan human logjam 
that feeds 
the great soul factory and 
greases the great big wheels. 

113 



And deep down dark under 
bedrock riverbed and mngsten 
bones in subcdlars 
in the very solar-plexus of it all 
I'm chewed spat cannonaded through lightyears 
and awful vaults of voids 
where all the money of the world is kept 
past timedocks punching in and out like mad, 
till suddenly I'm there-
sole occupant and heir, 

the slave 
of the chair 

in the air. 

0 Radiant Element, 0 mystery 
ofTerminal Lug, Feed Nut 
De-Ion Circuit Brcaker 
Safety Valvc Cap Rcleasc Nut Cotter Pin- you 
on the great master plan 
must sharc the universe with me 
and other oddments: 
someonc must make the world's boilers, 
but by what depression of what star-crossed key 
has the Grcat Univac selected me? 
I'd bctter stop thinking. 
Poems press at my skull. 
My eyes arc bursting horse-chcstnuts. 
Slivers of light, chameleons 
wriggle bctween the keys 
of an insane rypewrircr that has forgotten its name 
and can spit only hexnucs 
lockwashers eyebolts screws cams bushings. 
It is the era ofkeypunch man. 
0 powerful totems 
Colossi whose shadows 
straddle the world-
what do you wam of me? 

I leaned from the tower of my skull 
over the city and saw 
the great skyscrapers of gold and porphyry 
bend to the little golden god 
in Rockefeller Plaza-but he 
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was busy trampling his words and he 
godlike could only make the blunt reply: 
"You can kiss my golden ass!" and thercfore I 

lone wanderer over flalt'op wilderness 
make this my outcry to the god 

ofciries: 

Therc is a country deep within 
Spacer Collar I Fixturc Cap 
a sdfscape I alone may claim 
Main Pole I Com mutating Pole 
of mountains vast and mountains veiled 
Drive Shaft I Bushing I Governor Valve 
and no flag /lies therc but my own 
4 1/8 >4 7/8 

and none may buy 
Oval Handhole Plates 
its real estate 
wl Bolts and Nuts. 

from Cities and Dnerts, Roving Eye Press, New York, 1959. 

Olga Cabral (1909-1997) was born in the Wm lndinofPortugut'Stpamlts, 
spmding most of htr lifo in Ntw York City. SIN first publishtd ht'r pot try in 
tht ltfiist and modtrnist magazinn of tht 1 930s; fur books inclutk: 
Cities and Deserts (1 959), The Evaporated Man (/968), The Darkness 
in My Pockets (1976), Occupied Country (1976}, In the Empire of lee 
(1980), The Green Dream (1990), as wtll as stvtral childrtn's books. 
Voice/Over (1993}, a IJOiumt ofstkcttd potms, is availablt from Wt:rt End 
Prtss (PO Box 27334, Albuqut'rqut, NM 871 25). Cabral worktd variously 
as an offiu worlur, art galltri.st, and dirtctor of a childrrn i art workshop. 
Having ntvtr accumulaud any savings, sht "worktd right up to htr dtath, • 
according to pub/ishtr john Crawford. In Cabral/ own words: ~/ havt livtd 
through all tht wars of this cmtury, togtthtr with tht rist of fascism, tht 
Grtat Dtpression, tht cynical witch hunts ofMcCarthyism, tht atom bomb, 
tht Cold War- I'vt sun it all Tht twtntitth century. My century." - Eds. 
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Rosmarie Waldrop 

Conversation on Elmgrove Ave. 
with Carole Maso & C.D . Wright 

Rosmari~ Waldrop has publishc:d numerous hooks of poetry, pro~ 
and works in translation including tats by Jacques Roubaud, Paul 
Cclan, and of course:, many volumes by Edmond Jabes, the latest of 
which is tided Th~ Liuk Boolt ofUn-susfJ«ktl Subwnion (Stanford 
University Pras, 1996). Her own books include TIN R~productiom of 
Profiln (ND 1987), Lawn oJExclutkd Middk (Tender Buuons 1993), 
A Kry imo th~ Languag~ of Amn-ica (NO 1994), Anoth" Languagt: 
s~l«ud Potms {Talisman HouS(:, 1997), Split lnfinitn (Singing Horse: 
Press, 1998), and Rtlucttmt Gmvities (NO 1999). With Keith Waldrop 
she c:diu the long-running independent book press, Burning Deck. 

CM: What are you working on now? 

RW: I've been asked to write a "notebook" for a curious project called 
"Connect the Dots." A Danish publisher, Brondum, has asked poets 
in d ifferent countri~ for notebooks, or "dots: which will be published 
bilingually, all at the same Lime, and then it is up to the readers to 
connect the dots into a picture. My dot is turning into a meditation 
on space in relation tO writing. Edmond Jabes called his first book 
I Build My D~Uing. In A.r.lbic, which he had in his cars, the word 
for "house," bayr, also means "verse: And in Italian, slilnu is the 
word for both "5lanza" and "room." This idea that our writing builds 
hoUSC$ or at least rooms got me I"O think about space. With some 
immediate opposition in my mind because the room and the house 
arc so much like a box, an enclosure, which is not a notion of form 
that interests me much. I want my forms more open. Pound talks 
about a form that is not so much "a box within which" as "a center 
around which." This is also how Merlcau-Ponty thinks about both 
space and form: not Aristotle's container in which things arc placed, 
but the means that mak~ th is placing possible. Or in some scientific 
writings, space bccom~ a "man i f~tation upon occasion." These seem 
more fruitful analogi~ fo r poetic form, I think. 

CD: I have a very elementary qu~tion. How did this busines5 nan, 
poetry this and poetry that. What made you choose poetry or why 
did poetry choose you? 

RW: You call that a simple qu~tion? It's hard to say. If I try to think 
back to my earliest scratching.s, I don't think I ever tried to write sto­
ri~, it was always poems, small groups of words ... Maybe I have shon 
breath ... 
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CD: Arc you short-winded? 

RW: I am now, but I wasn't then. (laughs) 

CM: But it was always language for you. 

RW: And music. But mostly words. I had a friend in grade school, in 
Germany, with whom I played word &'lmes. We alternated colorful 
insults, or chains of genitives (like: the policeman's widow's fJ(:nsion 
fund's director's ... ) and such. We also acted out stori~. I must admit 
I lived, as I imagine many teenagers do, in a make-believe world, day­
dreaming alternate lives, different worlds. But what I put on paper 
rarely went in the direction of fabulation. Not that I put very much 
on paper anyway! 

CD: Do you find gen re distinction very important to you? 

RW: I feel in between genres. After all, I wrile mostly prose poems. 
Then again, my novel, A Form/ of Taking/It All, works largely like a 
poem. But to go back once more to the question, why poetry?: Laura 

~~t~·s:~:;e~h~efe~~f~:r~i:;~:::~hneg~mw~~~~;~·idd~f;her a 
behind." This might have been a factor when I started writing in 
English. Poetry being itself a "foreign language"- at least this is what 
Proust said-it can be a home for interlopers like me ... I cou ldn't 
possibly write a realistic novel in English, for instance. I don't have 
that good an car for speech patterns. 

CD: In other words poetry would be suitable to a kind of formal 
tongue that you would learn as a second language. 

RW: Yes, in your second language you have a more analytical attitude, 
you arc more aware of the mechanisms than you arc in your native 
language. This is maybe more suitable for poetry, poetry being more 
of an exploration of language itself. Though, on the other hand, the~ 
arc more prose writers writing in a second language: Nabokov, 
Conrad, etc ... 

C M: That's very interesting. You talk somewhere about trying to 
forge an American past for yourself, I think when you were working 
on A Key (inUJ 1h~ Languag~ of Am~rica), and it sounds like it's the 
same son of thing in poetry maki ng, and I wonder how successful 
that was, or how important it is to you to make a home of sorts, both 
in your poems and in you r translations? 

RW; Yes, this is again the idea that in writing ~ I Build My Dwelling." 
In one of my early poems, "Between," I call myself an amphibian, 
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"a Cr(:atur(: with gills and lungs'" that never got out of the Atlantic, got 
stuck halfway. I'm not quite at home on either side of the Atlantic. In 
"Between,~ I acknowledge this as a condition of shallowness, without 
the "deep'" dimension of roots, but also as a possibility of horizomal 
scope, vastness: "I live in shallow water/ but! when it rains/ I inherit 
the land." I've always liked the idc2 of Edmond J;~bes' th21 the 
writer's home is the work, th21 this is the only re2l pku~ we have. So, 
in working with Amcrian history, as I've done in A Kry .. 2nd in 
Shonv Amuican M~mory. I rather feel ! h2vc come closer to ";~ppro­
priating" this coumry than by simply living here-though it's always 
with a lot of irony, in quoution m2rks as it were. 

CM: I love tOO, that you say that you speak no langua.gc without an 
accent which is so fascinating! 

RW: And disturbing! 

CM: Yes, and disturbing, I was going to say! 

RW: When I first realized it, I was really upset. 

CD: !like that. I'm an advocate of accents. 

RW: When I go back to Germany, my little nieces say, you talk 
funny! I was upset enough to do some research and found that in 
bilingual people it is common for their phonemes to settle somcwhcr(: 
in between the two languages. In mid·Atlantic, as I had .s2id! 

CD: In your recent works, beginning with, A Form! ofTa!tingllt A!J, 
I've been interested in how it is less and less ccrt:tin, the gcnr(: in 
which you an= working. and maybe av.in in terms of constructing a 
home for yourself, a hybrid society, thinking of Benjamin's dcclara· 
tion that all great works arc special cases-they either create a genre 
or destroy one. I think a l01 of poets working wday an: creating not 
ne<:essarily great works, bur necessarily special cases. None of the 
terms fit the shoe, a term such as creative prose for instance is very 
unsatisfying ... 

CM: As opposed tO that non·crcativc prose .... 

CD: It sounds like art prose, static and sclf·conscious and dull. 

CM: Amphibious is best, amphibious prose. 

RW: That's not a b;~.d term for your prose, Carole. It's definitely prose, 
but with the rhythm of poetry. The French poets started wing "text." 
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This wouldn't be bad if it wcrc:n't so overlo;~.ded with politial!theoret· 
ical associations! But it's not a bad solution in that it cuts across. 

CM: I'm very interested in Th~ R~production of Profi/n and also in 
Lawn ofExdud~d Middk ... there seems to be a r(:a.l narrative clement, 
there: docs seem to be a story in motion and yet it's utterly lyric, 
simultaneously, it seems like you'r(: right at the center of that back 
and forth ... Do you sec it that W2y? 

RW: Mmmhm. I think of it as a lt"as~ of narrative rather than rol 
narrative. The narr.aivc dements that arc: there: come partly out of the 
sources I was using. In R'}Jroduction I used Kafka's "Description of a 
Struggle" wher(: two men take a walk, and one tells the other about 
his woman. I modified it to the man telling a woman about another 
woman. So there is a situation of jealousy. But I couldn't imagine 
writing an actual ~narrative poem." I didn't dn1~/op the narrative. I 
played with the situation, veered off into statements about language, 
logic, the female body, more abstract concerns if you will. But I like a 
narrative matrix, especially for a sequence of poems. It helps to make 
it dynamic, helps turn the page. 

CM: Right. It's interesting that you sec it as the Kafka. Of course it 
is, but I think that ar some point it takes an independem narrative 
line as well. All very mysterious, and very, very Ouid. I get the sense 
of your work, but for me, each time I read it is a different book and a 
different experience. I think all books arc: 10 one degree or another, 
but very much so in your books. And !love that, I love that they're: 
nor stable on the page. 

CD: I think that's true. Your work doesn't stand srill. 

CM: Can you ralk about that? 

RW: I think it must come from the fact that I cultivate ambiguity, 
multiva.lcnt pl;~.y. From puns like "you took my temperature which I 
had meant to save for a more difficult d.y~ to ambiguous syntax, even 
just incomplete sentences that leave things unresolved. It is me;~.nt to 
keep the fo rm .. open," to allow the r(:ader in. Even the vccrings, from 
one scm;~.ntic area to another would contribute to this effect. As with 
~aesthetic distance," the problem is where: to draw the line, how much 
you can leave open, how much play of possibilities you can leave in 
balance and still have ~form." 

CM: Do you have a similar process for each hook? 

RW: No, it varies, especially what I start out with. Often it is a text I 

119 



S[ea.l from, or a procc"dure. The only constant is it's slow. I have to 
dredge up words from the "word~hoard," I don't get "the swarming of 
bees" easily. If I don't start with collage I often arrive first at a kind of 
bone structure that is too skeletal. Then comes a long process of 
~urting meat on the bone, not in a linear way, but layers of accre-

CD: I've been interested in your formal adventure, developmentally, 
and I remember from previous interviews that you talked about 
Tristan Tzara's comment that the poem will ~mble you, that this 
was a very succinctly articulated moment when you understood that 
you didn't have to worry about your obsessions, they would dog you 
anyway, so that you didn't have ro pursue them in terms of expres-
5ion, and I wondered if there were any other moments when you saw 
the way out of an old order into a new order of writing, or if it was 
ever that epiphanal in any other way. 

RW: This was a major one. After all, it is pretty startling to think 
that you can pull words "out of a hat, .. and still, once you write them 
down, the poem will resemble you. And it's true. No matter how 
"objective" my procedures, the poems at that time were always about 
my mother! But there was another big epiphany, when I realized that 
any !rind ofconstraifll is actually liberating and generative. When I 
expect a free Oow of words, a "swarming of the bees," I tend 10 get 
stuck. If I set formallimiu things happen. That was an epiphany. It 
made me realize why rhyme and meter have hung on so long. lr 
couldn't just be for the euphony (though that is a powerful factor), it 
had w be the generative power. But any kind of restraint makes you 
think harder, stretches your ideas. It does not have to be rhyme and 

CD: So now when you work with a nonce form do you work with a 
form that you create fo r discrete poems or fo r an entire project. 

RW: It depends. I don't always know if a poem will grow into an 
entire project. I often start out with some idea, like making a collage 
from a particular work. Halfway through, other things start happen­
ing. Then I'm happy because if I go beyond the initial stimulus, if I 
can work it out of the text, then something is on the move, then I am 
really working. 

CD: Right, it's not enough just find the terms and abide by them, you 
have to transgress the terms once you understand you can meet them. 

RW: That's how I fed about it. I once talked about this with Jackson 
MacLow. l-Ie was appalled. He said, "Once I set the rule, I follow it 
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to the lener." And then added, "I am a pc:danl1 6 Which of course 
made us all laugh. Not even the OULIPO poets are that systematic. 
They use an image from Oemocrirus' atomistic theory. In the begin­
ning all the atoms fall in the same direction, and there is nothing. 
When they begin to swerve and collide, the world comes about. The 
clinamen, the ~rve makes things happen. And in any case, I feel if I 
make the rules I can also break them. 

CD: You're obliged to. In that same spirit I've wondered about the 
fact that your work is so various, I don't identify you as being a sort 
of signature writer, even in the sense that some of the writers with 
whom I could thi nk you share parallel concerns- Berssenbrugge or 
Scalapino or Susan Howe, I think of your work as still being more 
deliberately and willfully various. I wonder what you think of that. 

RW: Actually, this sometimes worries me. In my weak moments. In 
my lucid momenu, I'm not at all concerned with the idea of the 
voice, the 1, the signature. Espc:cia.lly not the signature. There are 
enough poets who write the same poem over and over, like a hen 
laying her daily egg. Always beautiful, always the same. (I'm not 
thinking about the poets you just mentioned. But this is my theory of 
the secret connection between poetry and poultry!) But seriously, I 
cuhivate the variecy. When one vein of work runs dry I try to find a 
project that is very different, to rev up my energy. Using collage is a 
help in this because different sources lead to very different things. 

CM: It's wonderfully inclusive and generous. You say somewhere that 
you have a problem with the authority of voice in the work of Paul 
Cclan. That to me was a revelation about where my problems are 
with that work as well. Whereas Jabes is inclusive. I am more at 
home, I'm much more at home in your work than in a more defini­
tive Poet or Novelist ... 

RW: Yes, but Jabes' multiplicity is always there simultaneously, in a 
"mix~ that is recognizable. As in your novels, I think. The different 
voices you bring in arc always contained within a tone. Whereas I 
string the variety out between works. As you do, C. D. }u1t WhUtk is 
very different from String Light, for example. 

CM: I bet it takes you a long time to work out one project, one set of 
ideas so that at the end of it you must be exhausted for the moment. 

RW: Yes, the post~partum blues. Or "The Book ofTorment," as 
Edmond Jabes called the period in between projects. They can be 
rather long in my case. However, after The Reproduction of Profiles, 
this didn't happen. It was the first time that I wanted tO continue 
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almost immediately, and in the same vein. h was a thematic pull. I 
realized that the theme of the "empty cemer" could be developed fur­
ther. h became the center of LAwn of Excluded Middle. 

CD: I wonder if you could totlk about this empty space: at the center 
of the poem, it's a strong motif in LAwn o[Exclutkd MidJk, I find it 
both unnerving and exciting. I have this quote from the poem which 
poinlS tO that idea of emptiness in the middle: "Why do we fear the 
dark as unavoidable defeat when it alone is consrant, and we'd starve 
if it stoppc:d w:llering the lawn of drums. " Would you elaborate: on 
that. 

RW: We: te:nd m forget how imporu.nt e:mptiness is, and the: ne:gative: 
in general. We're so trained to look at the "positive:" only. But even on 
the simple:st, physial le:ve:l, it is the e:mpty ce:nter, the resonance body 
of a violin, say, that make:s music possible:. The womb has to be an 
"empty" organ to allow the: embryo to grow. In a conversation, we: 
nc:cd empty spaces, sile:ncc, space: to liSlm--or we'll gc:t two mono· 
logucs instead. So emptiness immediately goes beyond the sense: of 
"nothing~ into response:, resonance, fe:rtiliry. The sentence you quote 
re:fcrs to a very crucial"e:mptiness," the: hole: in consciousness that 
allows for dreams- without which we'd go crazy. And this is of 
course also the exclude:d middle bc:twe:en true and false, which, if the 
law prevaile:d in general, would make our lives very poor indee:d. In 
the poems, I think of an empty space: at the ce:nte:r to allow the rcade:r 
in- this would, I think, be all that is unn:solved or at least not totally 
fu:ed-what we: talked about a moment ago. But the:rc arc also "bigge:r" 
ramifiations, e.g. the emptiness at the center of the definition oflight, 
which allows it to be some:times waves and sometimes corpuscles. Then 
notions of identity and self come up, and here it gets disturbing. We: 
arc so used to thinking of having a center, a soul ... 

CD: A core:. 

RW: A core, yes. Musil, in The Man without Qualitin, has this nicely 
paradoxical formuladon that our character is the most impersonal 
th in g we h:.tve. Because our character naits arc those qualities that 
have: gotten most reinforcement from others, from the outside. Part 
of this notion is that we arc diiTcre:nt with different people, that we 
have many l's. An I that is a bit like the notion of space I mentioned 
at the beginning, a "manifestation upon occasion." I always picture an 
arr:~.y of pou:mial selves clustered around a core, a hub, which in itself 
is nothing, is empty, is pure relation, simply holding all the po55ibili· 
tics together ... Gottfried Bc:nn, the German poet, called his prose style 
Orangenstil, ~or:~.nge style," because it did not procc:cd in a straight 
line, but clustered around an unstated center like the segments of the 
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orange. Again the center not as something sol id, but empty. This 
strikes me as a similar image. 

CM: Poetry gets nearer to what I think of as the: oddness of that. I 
think of fiction as not being entirely capable of those things. But for 
the most part pottry and music can because of a central strangeness 
and I think it's true that at the cc:mcr there is :.t .... 

RW: Maybe because poetry is more a!mract, like music, as you said. 

CD: Do you associate: writing or poetry with ~ny particular r~ponsi­
bility/ie:s? Do you worry about a central funcuon of poetry or Its lack 
thereof? 

RW: I do worry about it. I assume you don't just mean the responsi­
bility of cr:~.ft, of being precise, etc. Picasso said, I didn't paint the war 
but I am sure the war is in all my pictures. (This must have: been 
before "Guernica.") I think our sense of responsibility is one of the 
things which is in the work even if we don't address it e~~licidy. Even 
just in the: kind of counter-stance that we assume by wrtttng poems ... 

CD: I didn't e:specially mean mor:~.l obligation. I wondered if you 
thought the practice had become isolated from other aspects of con­
te:mporary life and even from contemporary thought. 

RW: No. The individual poet may feel isolated, but working on poet­
ry means working on the language, on the very basis of our culture. I 
think of poets as the maintenance department of the language, and 
keeping the language alive does something toward kttping society 
alive. After all, it is through language that we define ourselves as 
human. So I would like ro believe that changing the language, work­
ing on the language, has a social function. Confucius certainly 
thought so. lfhe were the ruler, he said, he would first ~fall try to 
improve: the usc of language. Because, but let me quote It: 

If the words arc not right, what is said is not what is meant. If 
what is said is not mc:.tnt, work cannot flourish. If work docs 
not flourish, then customs and arts degenerate. If customs and 
arts dc:gcnc:ratc, then justice is not just. If justice: is not just, the 
people do not know what m do. Hence the importance that 
words be: right. 

I want to believe this, but I also have doubts :.tbout it. The effects are 
not very traceable, certainly. As for me personally, it is when I'm. 
working on poems that I feel most "con~c:cte~." It's bc:_aus~ wriu~g 
always involve:s reading for me, so I am m a d1aloguc snuauon. It IS 
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one of the beauties of the collage method that it acknowl«lges and 
foregrounds the fact that we never write on a blank page, that no 
work has one single author. 

CD: Do you believe a radiance is still possible~ 

RW: Radiance. The numinous~ What strikes me about your question 
is the "still. • You seem to imply that it is a thing of the past? This 
sounds to me like the Romantics'-at least the German Romantics'­
scnsc that there had been a time when the gods walked among 
humans, namely in classical Greece, but that in modern times the 
gods have withdrawn-out of compassion for the weaker kind of 
human we arc: we might n01 be able to bear the "fullness of the 
divine." This is Holdcrlin, and it leads him to ask his famow ques­
tion, "why then poets in destitute times?"- \%rum Dichur in 
JUrfiip ZLi1? lie answers that poets arc "like the priests of the wine­
god, who wandered from country to country in a sacred nigh1.• 
Hcidegger paraphr.ued this as meaning that the poets "aucnd, 
singing. to the trace of the fugitive gods: BUL I have a hard time with 
this nostalgic stance. Arc the gods fugitive? For me it is the human 
imagination that created God(s)-and the wonderful paradox is that 
the invention is larger than the inventor-so why should Hcllhey be 
gone, why should r.adiancc, the numinow no longer be possible? 
There is still imagination! But, on the other hand, I am pc=rhaps an 
example of what you arc talking about: I tend to bracket the whole 
metaphysical realm. So maybe it's rather us, the humans who arc the 
fugitives, who arc in night from the gods, from a side of our own 
imaginalion that we've grown uneasy with. 

CM: Language still docs tr.ansform, makes all kind of lives possible 
even if they arc only imaginary. It seems to me a source of great hope= 
and inspiration, not only to a small group of people but tO anyone 
who imagines or dreams. 

CO: I liked what you said about the maintenance department. 

CM: Yes we keep things going. 

CD: Roto rooters. 

RW: If you want any direct kind of action, though, I think you have 
to usc other means than poetry. Rhetoric is more effective for thai. 
Write letters to the editor, demonstr.ne, like any citizen. There: is 
Oppcn's example of not writing poetry for- how long? Thirty years? 
In order to work as a labor organizer. 

CO: So, you think there arc things poetry can't comain or abide ... 
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Do you think poetry can contend with evil? 

RW: Oh, you put it in really big terms. I just meant it 's not very 
effective in l'erms of action. MEvil" is not a category that I connect 
with poetry. I suppose you could write a poem denouncing some 
particular instance of evil, but what would that do? Ethics and aes· 
thetics don't have much to do with each other, tO my mind. But more 
generally, if you say poetry can't contain such and such, somebody is 
sure I'O come along and do it. I love the story how the French, after 
the Rcvo!Uiion, wanted a monument on the Place de Ia Bastille tO 
commemorate the r.az.ing of that notorious prison. The contest win­
ncr was a statue of an elephant. A wooden model was put up on the 
site. It's mentioned in Ln Mismzbks: Jean Val jean hides in it. But a 
little later, the French Academy decided that the elephant was "not a 
suitable subject for an!" Instead, they put up a column with a little 
Greek "gen ius," which is still there .... It's a wonderfully mad state­
ment that an elephant is not a suitable subject for art! Anything is. 

CD: So in that case, have you any tenets? Three bags full... 

RW: A credo about poetry? ... I no doubt have, subliminally, but I get 
disturbed by "musts" for pocuy or any other art. And I don't buy the 
poets as the "unacknowledged l~islators of the world. • Not even with 
Oppcn's twist: "Poets arc the legislators of the unacknowledged 
world." 

CD: The newspapers all want to know. 

RW: What did Stevens say: It mwt change. It must give pleasure. It 
must. .. I know there were: three things. Yes: it must be abstract. I 
might say it-must have both order and disorder, form and energy. 
And if you want a "larger" tenet I might say poetry, like any art, can 
help us to live by helping us to bring form into the disorder we live in 
and yet kcc:p us aware that order is always in danger of ossifying and 
needs injections of disorder I'O stay alive. 

CM: How important were the German Romantics to your education 
as a poet? 

RW: Enormously. Even to my formal education. Going through a 
German high school, you don't get away from them ... 

CM: What would that mean in terms of the great German writers? 

RW: Mostly G(l('thc and Schiller, who are considered Romantics (or 
Pre-Romantics) here, but arc: called Classics in Germany. Of the 
Romantics "proper," Navalis, Schlegel, Brcntano, Arnim, EichendorrT, 
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E. T A. Hoffmann, Heine. Romantic prose was often whimsical and 
very innovative both in form and content. Just think of the fragment, 
which both Navalis and Schlegel cultivated as a form- in protest 
against all the system-building that was going on in German philoso­
phy. But poetry also came through song. You know, Schubert, 
Schumann, Mendelssohn, Wolff all set reams of Romantic poems, 
not just by the big names I mentioned, but even more by the minor 
poets. So there are many lines I know more or less by heart because I 
have heard them sung so often. 

CM: You've had a deep influence on me in certain ways. You were a 
role model, a woman doing work that wasn't sentimental, wasn't con­
fessional; a woman in the midst of a great experiment. 

RW: Good heavens. But there are lots of us. 

CM: Not lou, a few. But I was very aware of Burning Deck as well, 
and that being a real place, an alternative to the mainstream. So when 
I began writing, publishing, it became possible in my mind to think 
of doing it in alternative ways. So I wonder how you got this way, 
unconventional, audacious. 

RW: Thanks. But you know, I started out like everybody, by imitating. 
First R.ilke, then, when I sruted writing in English, the confessional 
poets. Very slowly 1 got more adventurous. Keith played a role in 
that, .also meeting Anne-Marie Albiach, Cl.aude Royet-Journoud, 
Edmond Jabes. And reading Creeley, Olson, the ObjectiviSIS, 
Gertrude Stein, Mina Loy ... 

CM: Were you a rebellious child? 

RW: The priests thought so, .and my mother. But in school! wasn't. 
School was always a haven for me. I loved school. I was sorry when it 
was interrupted. As it was from about February 1945 till January 
1946. There was no school at all in my town, probably not in most 
of Germany. I had .almost a whole year of running wild, playing in 
the woods or ruined houses. 

CM: How old were you? 

RW: Nine/ten. It was pretty chaotic. Actually, in the summer and fall 
of 1945, I was part of a theatre group that went around the liule 
towns and villages in an American army truck. In the afternoons we 
played Snow White and th~ Sewn Dwarves, and in the evenings, Frank 
Wedekind's Low Potion. I was a dwarf in the .afternoon and, in the 
evening, the son of a Russian nobleman. 
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CM: How long did you do this? 

RW: About six months. In some ways it was great, but it got boring. I 
was relieved when school started again, something different every 
d.ay ... 

CD: Did your parents accompany you? 

RW: No. But there were d.ays without engagement, when we would 
come home. 

CD: Were: you afraid? 

RW: I don't think so. h wasn't like air raids! 

CM: And that you remember vividly. 

RW:Yes. 

CM: But when you were out of school and running around in the 
woods ... 

RW: No that was great. 

CD: I remember Carole saying th.at the d.ay Kennedy was shot, all she 
felt was relief because she didn't have to go to her piano lesson. It's so 
different for the children. 

RW: Yes, we loved pl.aying in the ruined houses. Though there was an 
edge of terror that we might find a real body in our imagined dungeons. 

CM: How did you experience the presence of the war, for instance 
during the air raids. 

RW: I have some lines: "war was a surface: tO live on" and "war as suf­
ficienl explanation." Life went on. But the raids were frightening. At 
the sound of the siren we would run down into the cellar. I remember 
trying to burrow into a heap of potatoes as the ground shook. 

CD: To make yourself as little as possible. 

CM: How long would you be down there at a stretch. 

RM: If there was only one wave of bombers flying over it would be 
over in half an hour or so. If they didn't sound the off signal soon, 
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you knew there were more on the way ... In 1943, my town was 
bombed. When we climbed out of the cellar there were no streets, no 
rows of houses. It was a desert of craters, heaps of rubble, mortar, 
stones, walls broken ofT, the air thick with dust. A few houses were 
left standing. They seemed out of place, incongruous. Many people 
had gonen buried in the cellars. So afterwards we jumped on bicycles 
at the first warning and tried to get to the woods or, if the planes 
came too quickly, threw ourselves into ditches beside the road. 

CM: Did you write as a kid~ 

RW: Yes. I think I was copying one of my sisters, who was always 
writing. 

CM: An older sister~ 

RW:Yes. 

CD: Did she continue to write? 

RW: Yes she did. She never got much published, but she has written 
several novels. One very good one. 

CM: Did your parents love language? 

RW: My f.nher did. He was a com~ndium of quotes, Goethe and 
Schiller mostly, Heine poems, EichmJorff. With my mother it was 
rather mwic. She was a frustr.m:d singer. But I remember that 1 
would come tO her when she was at her sewing machine, my nose 
jwt about rc.~ching the level of the machine, and ask, What shall! 
do: Was soli ich m11chen~ She would say: Tanun unJ "'chen, ·dance 
and laugh. " Which annoyed me. I wanted some more concrete sug­
gestion. It sank in on ly many yean later that she had given me a sug­
gestion, namely a perfect rhymed couplet! And that I had taken it up! 

CD: Something I have been curious about is that while you have 
translated such a prodigiow body of work, especially by Jabes, you 
have avoided artistic assimilation. So that while it's obvious what you 
have done for translation I wondered what it had done for you. What 
has it taught you. 

RW: Lots. For one thing, Ja!Xs' work is so rich that engaging with his 
thought and language as intensely as you do in translating is extreme­
ly rewarding. I know it has changed my thinking considerably. Also, 
it allowed me to •write• something I could never have written. For 
instance, he talks about God, which is something I could never do. 
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It's true his god is metaphorical, shorthand for the void, the infinite, 
silence, death, all that calls us in10 question. But it addresses a meta­
physical dimension that is normally dosed to me. It has allowed me 
to enter into a radial otherness and transcendence I wouldn't have 
known. 

CM: God is such a spaciowncss in that work, having a place in it ... 

RW: Plus, there has been the reward of friendship with a wonderful 
person. But in my writing I have had to defend myself against Jabb. 
Because his writing is so powerful. 

CD: I see: another book of his on the shelf there that just came in, 
Tlu Linle Boolt of UnswpuuJ Subvmion. 

RW: That's right. 

CD: I wanted to ask you about experimentation both from the per­
spective of a reader and a writer. How do you distinguish between 
experimentation, mannered writing, something innovative and some­
thing that simply stinks. 

RW: I know what you are asking. but it's not just a matter of experi­
mental work. How do you know of any work if it is good? I guess we 
all have that little bell in our head. I love that phrase of yours, C. D., 
"Poetry is like food. You don't want to put just anything in your 
mouth : 

CD: I always know whether I like or don't like. But it can be hard to 

nail the why. 

RW: The great objective criterion doesn't exist, I'm afr2id. I kept 
looking for it throughout my undergraduate yeat~, may~ even . 
longer. It took me a long time to come to trwt my sensmg a crcauve 
energy, say, even if I could not articulate why. 

CD: I remember a sentence of Ron Silliman's in which he says every 
time I wril'e in lines it just degenerates into aesthetics. I wonder if you 
think there is a unit of poetry- line or phoneme. 

RW: Phoneme! Would you want to go that small? I'd say it depends 
on the poet. The single word. The line. With Olson, ~he field. I start­
ed out with rhe single word, which I treasured as a tahsman. But I 
think Olson is right: what mattetl is not things, or words in this case, 
but what happens bet~m them. So the line is already a better candi­
date. But my own sense of it has kept growing. so that by now my 
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unit is the whole poem. 

CD: So it's the whole surround. 

RW: For me this goes with the fact that I have become more interest· 
ed in syntax, in putting together, in collaging, juxtaposing disparate 
elements, rather than in having the perfect phrase, line-let alone the 
perfect, magic word. 

CD: I used to think it was the line that was the basic unit of the 
poem, and when I felt that I thought I knew what I was doing, and 
once that feeling srarted sliding away, my first reaction was paralysis. 
Then I got energized again even by thC' fear. 

RW: Oppen oncC' said, "when the poet gets afraid of a word, then he 
is really getting started.~ It's a fertile fear, but scary as helL 

CM: The shifts of belief systems, the unpredictability, the tC'rror, the 
devotion to the thing- kneeling as we all are at rhC' ahar of thC' 
unsayable.The joy of writing for me is that it pushes you as a person, 
as a human being to be something different, more ... 

RW: If you're not terrified, then it's too easy. It could become glib. 

CD: I do sometimes feel concerned about the intensity and accelera­
tion of specialization within the gC"nre, the constituencies of one. We 
are so committed tO di!TC"rence, that ir's useless to find any common­
ality, C'verythi ng isolated from everything dse, word from every othC'r 
word. 

RW: BUL this solitude is basically the condition of the artist. h's not a 
new development. 

CM: The conglomerate of poets writing for the so-called people, the 
so·called United States of PoC"try- 1 think i['s fa lse. I don't uusr it. 

CD: I don't bdieve that communication doesn't have a parr to play. 

RW: I think you have to do your work and send it out into the world 
and hope it will speak to somebody. It's futile to try to control it 
beyond that, to write fur a particular audience". Except fo r your 
friends, you don't know who reads you. 

CD: Charles Bernstein says that poetry instructs us to count differemly. 

RW: Yes. C laude" Royct-Journoud was asked by another French poet, 
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Roger Laporte", how many readers he thought he had. Claude said, 
"Maybe ten." Laporte replied, "What, that many? I have only five." 
And after a pause: "But they are really good ones." 

CD: Is there any othC't art or discipline with which you fC"el a great 
kinship. 

RW: Music. In my teens, I survived by playing the piano. 

CM: You should have a piano. 

RW: There's nor enough time. Now ir has to be the music of lan­
guage. Funny, I used to think the music was in the line. And yet I've 
moved more and more toward prose. Where the music is much less 
obvious, though it is of course there. 

CM: VC"ry much thC' re in your prosc ... it's a coherent ... 

CD: What do you think of the role of silence? 

RW: For me it's the matur between words, the ground on which we 
write. It's what allows words to sound, what allows speech to become 
dialogue. You could say, just as thinking is sdmulated into activity by 
t.he dark and hidden rather than by the dear and evidem, so words 
need silence to sound against. This is something I have taken from 
JabC.s. HC" defines writing as a translation from silence ("the silence 
which has shaped the word~) into more silence {"the silence of the 
book: a page being read") though he admits that we can only glimpse 
it if it is surrounded with words. But also, think about the defini­
tion/etymology of w:rse. Verse refuses to fill up all of the available 
space of the page. Each line "turns the plow" before it reaches the 
edge of the page. Each li ne acknowledges silence, and all that is not. 

CM: Sometimes, in work I admire, the silence resonates, because of 
word or syntactic decisions, or larger formal decisions-the silence 
has a different quality. Palpable. in a different way, than a mere void. 

RW: I think the silence. we are talking about is connected with "the 
radianCe"" you brought up, th is ungraspable quality that we're all hop· 
ing for, bUL is so impossible" to talk about. We can talk about tech· 
niques, we can talk about strategies, but how do WC' talk about the 
essC"nce? 

CD: Speaking about the sound value" in a poem, the sentence, the 
prose blocks that makes up the poems in &production of Profiln, 
could you talk about the structure of that particular text? 

131 



RW: Sound values in a prose ~m a~ vt:ry hard to pin down. But 
tht: st ructu~ I can maybt: approach by talking about its gt:nesis. Tht: 
matrix tht:rt: ~ Wingenstdn's Trrtctalul. I had for a long timt: bt:t:n 
writing poems where ont: sentt:ntt mmbles into rht: nt:xt, wht:~ tht: 
prt:dicart: of ont: sentt:nce is also the subject of the next . E.g. 

a cigarette frays 
analogies out of 
too frequent a departu~ 
leaves only an ash 
of memory itches for words ... 

It was going full speed down the highway. But there came a moment 
wht:n I thought it would bt: nict: to mcandcr into subordinate clauses, 
take liule strolls to the side, ofT the main.-clause*highway. Reading 
W ittgenstein, I was attracted by the complex sentences and at the 
same li me repelled by the dosurt: of the logical propositions. This 
proved fruitful for subverting tht:m. So each poem as it we~ pivots 
around poles oflogic and the body. But for the structure of the 
sequence as a whole I used Kafka's story, "Description of a Struggle." 
I let the narradve situation dominate Stttions I , 3, 5. whereas the 
poems in sections 2 and 4 arc mo~ abstract interludes. 

CD: Were you reading Wiugenstein and K21lca in English? 

RW: Not K2fk2. The Tramuus I have in the bilingual edition (transla· 
tion by lb.rs and McGuinness) and I looked at both sides. But I 
looked mo~ at the English because I wanted to trigger English phrases. 

CM: I was just looking at Kallu's Blu~ Noubooh, so interesting. a 
whole other part of his project and yet totally related .... A~ you writ* 
ing poems now? 

RW: I fed interrupted right now by the "ConnecHhe·Dots" ·project. 
Actually I'm trying to write a th ird volume to go with &production of 
Profil~l and LAwn oftht Excludrd Middle. More of a dialogue, though. 
You ~member, the first two books constantly usc rhe pattern "You 
think this, but I know that," whe~ the you is just a kind of rhetorical 
foil. This time the second person is to get equal time. Each poem has 
fou r paragraphs, coded He says/She says. I thought about making 
them characters, giving one all the science refe~nccs, fo r instance, but 
I decided against it, I want the possibility of reading the voices as 
~longing to the same person. 

CM: Is the~ a Kallu or Wittgenstein in this? 
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RW: No, Musil, mostly. 

C D: What do you think is your strongest aesthetic plane? 

RW: Good question. I always fed I am fumbling along, muddling 
through, but in the end it 's maybe structu~. Do you know what 
yours is? 

CD: Probably idiom ... Actually, it would~ a misnomer to call it an 
aesthetic plane, but the~ is some quality I associate. w.ith y.ou r wor~, a 
rhetorical mcasu~. almost a quar~l. a sense that thts IS a ltfelong dts* 
cussion. 

RW: If the~ is an interrogative quality in the work, then I haven't 
shielded myself from Edmond Jabts as much as I thought! That 
would ~a good thing, of course. I will soon have to put together a 
selected poems. That should make St~ngths-and wcaknesscs!­
clearer. 

CM: Do you have any notion of the femi nine in your work. 

RW: I think it's one of the obsessions that come out no matter what I 
write. In LAwn and Reproduction, the ft:male perspective is ~vert, the~ 
is a teasing back and forth. But it means mo~e t~ me when II .comes 
about subliminally. Take the sentence tumblmg 111 The Road u 
Ewrywhvr or Stop thU &dy that I quoted earlier. I rcaliud long a~ter 
that it is a procedure with feminist implications. I eliminat~ the hter* 
archy of main and subordinate clauses plus make the funcuon of sub· 
ject and object ~versible. I fed this also proposes a social pattern 
whe~ gender roles could ~fluid and alternating, whe~ the woman 
would stop ~ing the object p4r txeaknu. 

CM: Tumbling, of course! (big laughs) 

CM: But it is not consciow to you in the writing of it. 

RW: It wasn't. 

CM: I love when form comes out of need or out of the obsessions, 
the predicaments, if you will. 

RW: Yes, Zukofsky: uOut of great need." 
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Axel Lieber 

Sculptures & Installations 

German artist Axel Lie~r splits time between MalmO, Sweden, 
Berlin, and Otisseldorf. producing sculptures and installations that are 
both conceptual and archit~rural. Working wi th everyday materials, 
from clothing to food to furniture, Lieber constructs a rdational syn· 
tax of transformed objects, home-life and memory. His sculptures 
often cmpry out or fill in convcm ional objects to dther reduce them 
to bare st..ructural elements or to transform them into bloated masses. 
The sculptures become semantic units strategically placed to inu~ract 
with each 01hcr and the context of the installation space, provoking 
narratives of both semiotic and architectural imcrplay. 

Lieber's "Private Architectures" arc sculptural narratives made to 

travel; carrying with them domestic sites of origin, m~mory-trac~s of 
psychological and emotional ~rr~cts, and th~ r~tooled functionalism of 
industrial design. His skd~tonizcd and compress~d sculptures (such as 
th~ "shon cuts~ and cut-out wardrobes), whil~ concerned with concrete 
sculptural"problems," also conceptually address labor's relation rouse 
and function. Prefab furniture and clothing become, through physical 
and intdlcctuallabor, dysfunctional manifestations of a former "pro­
ductive" value. Commodities, stripped to the bare skeletons of their 
supposed use-value, reveal the labor-power congealed within. 

In his "Base and Supers1ruc1Urc" installation at the Villa Zanders 
in Bc:rgish-Gladbach (2000), Li~ber counterposes his "At Home: and 
Awal sculptures against the upp~r-class drawing-room s~ning of the 
villa, placing his miniaturized cut-outs (his standardized hom~ furnitur~ 
reduced to only the comers, at one-tenth the original scale) on a large 
platform resembling a game board. On either side of thc: "gameboard" 
arc two oversized "umpire's chairs," putting thc: small-seal~ domestic 
life of the sculptures into play against the backdrop of the ditis t 
setting of the vi lla's drawing room. 

One's relation ro objects, both "~veryday" and transform~d. 
becomes a field for social, psychological, and p~rc~ptual int~rrogation 
when among Lieber's sculptures. Spatial relations- between cut-out 
sculpture and "original," objects and their val u~. commodities and 
their social environment- arc heightened in a manner that evokes 
both child-l ike wonder and a pull towards the base materiality of 
those commodiry objectS that inhabit our own private architectures. 

- Editors 
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Chair and Buuau in Simo11's Room, 2000. 

next pagt: Short Cuu i11 Simo,'s Room, 2000. 



without titU (Brtadshon), 1995. 

next page: privatt function in progrm, 1997. Wheat·filiW dolhing on 
supt:rmarkel can. 



untilled, 1989. Wardrobe cutout. 
Group Dynamic, 2000. Cut-out chair and lahle, belts. 



Robert Fitterman 

Metropolis 27 

to hold his pants up. what arc the uglics 
1 hoods ever worn? what are your organiza 

tion's top prioritic:s? how are these dete 
rmined? when can you be said literally to 

•drink in'" mwic? what are the toughest c 
hallenges you currently face: in your job? 

why arc thc:sc panicularly challenging? w 
hat are you doing to meet them? what kind 

or dress lasts longest? Describe a time w 
hen you werc dealing with a lot or unccrt 

ainty and needed to change dircctions sev 
c:ral times in response to changi ng condit 
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ions. how did you feel and wh:u did you d 
o? why arc so many politicians like Jobst 

ers? describe your managc:ment style: and p 
hilosophy. how do you ensurc dfective ex 

ecution against organizational objectives 
and goals? why can a blind man sec: his fa 

t.hcr? why does a young woman prefer her m 
other's fortune to her father's? what no 

wer is what the landlord docs when he tur 
ns ofT the heat? what arc some of the mos 

t important principles by which you opera 
te? cite some examples of times when thes 



e principles were challenged and what you 
did about them? what is becter than an id 

ea~ what is appropriate material for a fj 
lling-station operamr to wear~ why is th 

e window of a jail like a nutmeg? describ 
e how you ascertain whether or not your c 

lients are fully satisfied with your wor 
k_ because it is the ends of them that pe 

ople enjoy most. first they fell on their 
knees then they fell on the aborigines. t 

ell me about your working relationships w 
ith clients. how would you characterize t 
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hese relationships and why? how do you ke 
ep food on an empty stomach? why am 1\ik 

e a telescope? describe an experience whe 
n you encountered considerable opposition 

to what you felt to be a very good idea a 
t the time. what did you do? what arc exa 

mples of some of the most creative things 
you have done to improve your overall per 

formance and contribution to the business 
? what a great many rogues who deal in th 

em ought to be put into. how do you decid 
e whether a new idea is viable? what guid 
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din~ do you usc? why is a lead pencil I 
ike :a perverse child? in what ways is you 

r function operating difTc~m.ly th:an a y 
c:ar or twO ago? why? spell auburn locks i 

n two letters. why is a door :alw:ays in th 
c subjunct i~ mood? in what ways could yo 

u !K mo~ innovative? tell me about a cur 
rent , ongoing issue that is causing a pro 

blcm within your organization. what are y 
ou doing about it? as mr. sew and sew. wh 

at burns to keep a sa:~t? what was the m 
ost difficult adjuSiment you have ever ha 
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d to make in your catttr? what did you do 
:and what was the resuh? did you ever hea 

r the story about the two holes in the gr 
ound? because you are no sooner on than y 

ou arc better ofr: one who takes life chc 
crfully. bcc:ausc ALAS is an interjection. 
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Bruce Andrews & Robert Fitterman 

Taking Inventory: a conversation 

BA: Why don't we stan. UlTRAS. Here: we arc in Florc:nce, January 
2000. And I wam 10 know aboUI the prospect for poetry, as it affects 
your gener.uion & younger writers, as evidenced by your Obj«t 
201hology. And you're using this Ralph W;aldo Emerson essay in your 
ci2SS th2t seemed like it h;ad some dirc:ct be:lring on the problem2tic 
facing the poets th2t you've assembled. And since: you're: teaching it 
tomorrow, m2ylM: you could give us 2 little primer. So what's up with 
this "American Prospect~" 

RF: A place to stan: "We sought a brother and lo, a governor.n 

BA: Some people talk about inter-generat ional poetics & the prob­
lems therc:of. in Oedipal terms. And that would be: we sought a gov­
ernor, & instead, we found a brother. 

RF: Well, for the young <ftdipal poet, it would be: you wanted the 
person in your lineage to be your brother & you got a governor. 

BA: If it's a lineage, it's not brothers. You don't think of your lineage 
really in terms of brothers; it's more: uncles, fathers, grandfathers. 

RF: lmmedi:ue :authority, in some ways. 

BA: Right. When people are in school contexts, often it m=ms like 
they're: looking for 2 governor. And it seemed like wh:at you're: doing 
with this Obj«1 issue was to rc:nounce th:at. No need for poppa. 
Pappa's got a brand new bag. No, it's more: like Pappa's got the old 
bag; we don't nec:d to play that Oedip:al game any more. We're going 
to be the brothers. Or the sisters. 

RF: I think what Emerson's referring to in this case is the academy, or 
any instiunion of learning. And so you want to be on some kind of 
equal terms with the institution & have an intellectual journey as a 
brother. Not as 2 governor, or tyrant ... "the book becomes noxious,• 
says Emerson. Emerson's emphasis is on America finding its own :art 
and ideas inde~ndent of England. It's written in 1837, so it's spccifi­
cally linked to that post·inde~ndenc:e moment. 

BA: Almost before: there: was much that the Americans had put 

1<8 

together. 

RF: Right. But his propos:al is that :an American revolution in culture: 
comes about from the "whole man" - independent and free think­
ing-and not from the "scholar" or intellectual. 

BA: That's what he wants? 

RF: That it's domesticated, that it comes from the "common, low." 
I'm not especially imerested in Emerson's anti-intellectual, vernacular 
model. What I do find compelling is his insistence on embracing all 
aspccts of the culture, and how th2t generates new ideas for each new 
generation. 

BA: Transposing this into the generational issue: I've just been read· 
ing this book of writings taken off the Poetics List !poetics@, ed. Joel 
Kuszai, Roof 1999), & there's some interchanges between Steve Evans 
& (Ron) Silliman, a couple ye:ars ago, G I & G2, the In the American 
Trte generation & the Oblelt :anthology generation. And so, if you 
transpose it, Europe becomes the old babyboomer Language Poets, or 
people who arc: now in their 50s. And the problemadc for the 
younger writers is how to get out from under that. Or what to do. 
Just like you propose in the introduction to the issue 2nd Jeffrey 
Nealon talks about. So, the equivalent of :anti-intcll«tu:al would be 
work that m:aybe doesn't have such an obvious relationship to theory, 
to high academic discourse, but t.hat brings into the picture a more 
direct engagement with vernacular, just like Emerson is talking about: 
pop culture, everyday life, it's less bookish .. 

RF: That work interests me if it is engaged in the cultural dialogue of 
today. The avant·garde in poetry continues to show considerable 
influence from tendencies in experimental music & in visual art, :and 
is inl'erestcd in that dialogue-which is also defined in high theory, 
for the most part. And is an extension of an experimental brand of 
modernism. I think that almost every author included in this issue is 
heir to that tradition, as is 'language writing'. There's some negative 
capability at work, but ... These arc: not the authors that would say, 
well, Language Writing, that was this thing & I'm not very interested 
in it & I'm doing this ot.her thing. Rather, these are all authors who 
have digested the work, & grappled with it, & to a large part, incor· 
porated it into thei r way of thinking about writing. In other words, 
Language Writing obviously did not just come out of 2 vacuum & 
ca.n now be disc:arded. Other poets of my generation might say, e.g., 
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Language Writing was some weird phenomenon but ic dOt:Sn'c have 
anything to do wich me. That makes me nervous because, in a way, it 
dismisses the 'culture' from which chat work sprang. 

BA: So I can't make the crude analogy of Emerson here: Europe/ 
America, youth, life of the street, everyday life, life of the interior per· 
son versus some kind of classical ... Almost as if: experimental writing 
with the old guys is a classical heritage that we young writers have to 
figure out a way to break away from & do something totally new. No, 
because there's no totally new- like you're saying in the introduction 
[to the Objtct anthology). 

RF: It's interesting to break those shackles of'make it new'. Even 
'make it new' can !x: oppressive. Nealon's "make it fucked up" is pretty 
interesting as a kind of replacement maxim. For the Objtct Anthology, 
each author was invited to send work which uses appropriation, cut­
&-paste, gmpling- which is anti-new or quasi- or faux-new, which is 
really about recycling material & accepting a kind of inundation or 
sensory overload. 

BA: So is that the opposite of Emerson chen? In other words, why 
couldn't Emerson have proposed this? Could Emerson have just said: 
let's get over our hang-up about Europe & let's get over some sense 
that we need to get out from under the European heritage & make 
something new; let's just sample, appropriate, juxtapose, cut-&-paste, 
the European heritage without lending it authority. It docsn'c have 
any authority anymore, but we're still part of it, we come out of it, 
we're going to mess with it. And we don't have to have a generational 
identity. We can just take the available stuff & mess with it. 

RF: And pervert it. That would have been really interesting, but that's 
not what he proposed. Emerson realizes that to usc the forms avail­
able from a previous culture is to buy into a kind of established idea 
of art, a kind of ruling class ... he talks about this in terms of'books'. 
The book class. He talks about how reading and the danger of books' 
authority should be subordinate to one's own "experience· or one's 
own dialogue with nature. 

BA: So he could criticize those writers. 

RF: Absolutely. 

BA: He would say they're just still hung up on this bookish, eli tist & 
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now academically canonized stuff. And they should be out digging 
the vernacular. 

RF: Yes, in order to break away from the established (British) culture. 
h's all very dreamy for Emerson. Another quote: "Our day of depen~ 
dencc, our long apprenticeship to the learning of other lands, draws 
to a close. The millions around us arc rushing into life, cannot always 
l>e fed on the sere remains of foreign harvests. Actions arise that must 
be sung, that will sing themselves. ~ 

BA: Because I hear this among younger writers- a generational anxi­
ety of 'what arc we going to have that's distinctive.' And that's the 
anxiety Emerson's speaking to. 

RF: Yeah, & that's the postwar anxiety of every art movement in 
America. 

BA: And yet this whole sampling idea would be critici7..ablc by an 
Emerson for being totally artificial. It's the opposite of being natural. 
That, in fact, just being derivative in a conservative way of what 
you're given can come across as natural if you don't look into ir too 
deeply. If you just adopt a classical lineage & do the th ing that's 
always been done, & you take it for granted, you could delude your­
self inro thinking that that was natural. Whereas if you're cutting & 
pasting or appropriating & being much more aggressive about choos­
ing different things, dearly that's all artifice then. And if you were 
prone to being anxious about having your own authentic thing­
well, authentic isn't the right word ... having your own distinctive 
thing- then" the level of artifice involved would really heighten that 
anxiety. 

RF: Or, the anxiety of the new doesn't jibe with cut-&~paste. Because 
cut-&-paste invites a democracy of 'not new' plus 'new'. 

BA: So this is an extremely confidenr posture. Or extremely relaxed. 
It 's like 'What Me Worry?' I'm just going to make something up­
whether it's European classical heritage, like Emerson's railing against, 
or not, I'm just digging it. It just seems what fits the era. It's bold. 

RF: Yeah ... bold iris; I don't know if it's relaxed. I think it's 
unformed & unidentified, which I think has been healthy. I don't 
think anyone's going around collect ing examples of this work in any 
cohesive way. And I'm not sure that anyone really thinks I've done 
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that either. 

BA: Well, haven't you? 

RF: Well, I set out to do that. 

BA: In the introduction you talk about whar you proposed for prople 
to submit. This w:u solicited work & you asked them to deal with 
this topic, somehow. Did anybody complain? In other words, did 
anyone get a little antsy about being roped imo some rubric? 

RF: No, I on ly invited people that I thought were already down with 
the tendcncy. What I received, I didn't always sec it that way. 

BA: OK, but nobody expressed any problem with this. 

RF: Nonc. 

BA: Which is interesting- that seems either bold or relaxed, to me. 
Because people do seem to be very nervous about labeling. Or stereo· 
typing. Or else maybe they're a linlc overeager, doing this polemical 
deal of trying to carve out a whole new brandnamc for their team. 

RF: Those are all good reasons to leave things as open as they arc for 
the moment, anyway. The sampling net that one could ca.st is wide. 
Poc=ts from a range of different aesthetic situations could say they're 
doing something sim ilar to this. & a lot of the practitioners arc 
women who arc less prone to make a lot of noise about what they're 

doing different than when young boys arc setting out create some· 
thing 'new'. 

BA: That testosterone rush . 

RF: And I'm not sure what there is to deline here. I'm following an 
obvious lead from contemporary music and an. As an editor, I want· 
ed to group together poets that had similar interests in these tenden­
cies. And these tendencies are an extension of other experiments in 
the avant-gude tradition. It doesn't come out of an MFA aesthetic, 
which often values a wurn to 'established' forms or a justilication for 
combining established forms with new techniques. 

BA: So if these people have a fairly positive or dose relationship to 
experimental poetry heritage-language stuiT, or other forms of what 
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Steve Evans is calling oppositional poc:try- arc there people who arc 
equally coming out of that heritage who anm't doing this? Would it 
be possible for somebody to be a young, maybe even self-conscious 
2nd generational experimental poet, that wouldn~ be doing work of 
this sampling son? 

RF: I think almost all of the poets included in this issue have worked 
inside and outside of appropriated tOllS. Whit few exceptions. I don't 
think Stacey Doris is doing much work outside of this kind of em·&· 
paste model of borrowed structures; I don't think Kim [Roscnlicld} is 
doing work outside of borrowed texts. Just very few others. 

BA: OK, almost everyone else does some of both. 

RF: Dan Farrell's new work seems to usc appropriated texts exdusivc· 
ly. ]ciT Derksen has several lines in his poems that arc sampled, yet 
the poems overall, structurally, secm like his own invention. Whereas 
someone like Miles [Champion] is doing something where all the 
forms or structures arc borrowed in a more macro superstructure. So 
there's a l01 of variation; there's a spectrum. 

BA: Would it be possible for someone to just be a derivative 2nd gen­
eration type [so<a.llcd] language writer, without any interest in this 
appropriation/sampling. Could we even conceive of that? 

RF: A.5 a possibility .. 

BA: Or is it a null set? 

RF: Possible, but wouldn't that position buy into a kind of other 
'establishment'? Because what was happening in 1975 in the culture 
& in the dialogue of art is very different from what's happening in 
1995. I'm intcrcs£cd in poetry that's "lroant, that echoes the culture 
we live in. I would like to sec a poetics that rcflecu this. 

BA: Without mentioning any names that will end up in print .. I'm 
just wondering if anyone comes to mind? 

RF: Of a 2nd gcncration .. 

BA: ... non-sampling type guy or gal who .. 

RF: ... is trying to do a kind of straight-up .. nl.a.nguagc Writingn .. 
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BA: Thinking in Emc:rson's tc:rms, somebody who would just S«:m 
like a derivative Europcanist, without any engagement in this new 
technology ... lkcause, see, if it is a null set, then I would wonder 
whether the sampling technology had actually infused the heritage 
from which they were deriving. 

RF: h seems to me that anyone who's younger & writing today has to 
come tO grips with the inundation of media: junk, tech, sensory over­
load, etc. "Sampling" in music documents this phenomena in inter­
esting ways. Others say, the cuhure sucks-fuck it. And then there's 
that return to "paradise" or to a tradition outsit:k of cuhure ... like a 

BA: That's why I am getting interested. Because this inundation of 
media ... my first thought is that that's outside of the lite~ry heritage. 
These poets, in their regular lives, away from the desk they'd- you're 
saying-have to notice this media inundation. Without the possibili­
ty of filling the null set with someone who's so bookish, who doesn't 
have any relationship to the vernacular, to our nature, our nature is 
media, second nature. What's natural now is what's anificially con­
structed by the media outside the lilerary arena. And yet it docs seem 
possible for somebody to be ... let's say, an experimental venion of a 
(highly 'literary', classica.lly wdl-schooledJ type. Somebody who's also 
unaware of this media inundation, everyday life changes in the social 
world ... sitting at the desk roo much. Not involved with sampling, 
because sampling isn't as much part of the literary heritage as it is of 
the social world we live in now. 

RF: On some level, you know, literary heritage ... shmeritage. I mean 
the point is to be in touch with the intellectual dialogue of your age. 
If that intersecu with interest in subversive literature--which is the 
only interest I've ever had in literature--then that's great. But if you're 
only illleratcd in literature & you're reading Bruce Andrews or Lyn 
Hejinian as a literary scholar and writer, you run the same risk that 
Emerson was suggesting. 

BA: But I'm thinking that if you can't come up with people who are 
coming out of more experimental writing of the 70s & 80s, maybe 
it's be-cause the more experimental writing of the 70s & 80s was 
already imbued with the social world outside. It was already less 
bookish. 

IS4 

RF: In some ways, yes. h already challenged the "literary" tradition 
significantly. 

BA: So that means a null set. In other words, the engagement with 
this phenomenon of the inundation of the media, or with the vernac­
ul:u, or sources from outside a purely bookish heritage, is already pan 
of the project of the generation before. 

RP: Absolutely- an extension. Or it gets absorbed or "covered" and 
then intersects eont"emporary culture. In other words, the shift is 
more a cultural one that aesthetic- the project isn't anymore or less 
~i ntellectual". 

BA: Intersects with the culture, that's like inundated by the media. If 
we flip nature into culture, then we get Emerson. 

RF: But the thing about Emerson is he throws in God. 

BA: Aha. Or even nature, which is fucked enough. 

RF: Yeoth, they're interchangeable in his lecture. 

BA: As soon as he uses the word vernacular, my ears perk up. But the 
idea that he could put vernacular & nature in any proximity makes 
no sense. Nature is more like going out & looking at the trees. That's 
not vernacular. Vernacular is the life of the people, everyday life, 
workers, farmers, struggle of raising ch ildren, the family, all that. 
That's all culturally loaded. But he doesn't cop to it, though~ 

RF: No, he does. For Emerson, wildly simplified, when you study 
nature, you study yourself; the farmer transcends his role (by studying 
nature) and becomes an active participant in defining/expressing the 
culture. 

BA: So if you drop the God part, & we think of nature as culture, 
you'd be 53ying: get away from your desk, plug into the culture, check 
out what 's going on around you ... Get out of the library. And we 
could say the same thing. 

RF: He 5ays that. 

BA: We could say: stop making Literature an unidisciplinary an 
form. Start realiz.ing that literature should be connectable to art, to 
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music, tO theater, 10 dance, to pop life, to TV, to pho10graphy-all 
those things. And the people who would be the losers here, people 
who arc out of it, would be the ones just thinking in pure literary 

RF: Right. That analogy is interesting: a poetry disconnected from 
the culture hangs its hat, instead, on some grand literary tradition 
hook that purporrs to be ~timeless." 

BA: So it's almost as though we could just be liberated from that dan­
ger by ... certain threads in the literary tradition. And also by check­
ing out what else is going on, culturally. And these are the kind of 
people you've been interested in. That's what you put forth. 

RF: Yes, I've been interested in work that wants to be in touch with 
the ideas of the day, as they say. 

BA: But now what if there's somebody who did both kinds of 
things-things that were more explicitly sampling-oriented & other 
things that were maybe more personal expressivism or more nco-clas­
sical... bookishness. Would you have been able to say, "hey, you sent 
me the wrong ones, could you send me some of those other ones that 
I know you've done, because that's really the focus. It's not just good 
work by you that you happen to have unpublished at the moment.. 

RF: No, there weren't any cases of that. 

BA: And nobody surprised you & just gave you stuff that was inap­
propriate, you couldn't use it; it would just stick out. 

RF: No, it didn't really happen.,. I think what all of the contributors 
for Objrct lmnntory understood was that 1 was collecting work influ­
enced by sampli ng or appropriation. T he defi nition of those terms is 
slippery & varied, but I was open to a range of interpretation. Still, 
overall, as a group some definition does take shape. 
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Object 9: Inventory 
special anthology issue 
ed. Robert Fitterman 
archived at www.arras.net 

reviewed by Bruce Andrews 

UlTRAS 

I. 
a. OBJECf. The name ilSCif = great textual expectations: "this 

is the world. I this is the if iC "I am compromised by my object." A 
generation seeks not just "trained tones," "living and working under 
Literature Sorters.~ Neither a nostalgic classicist modernism, nor a 
copycat plunge into high gloss consumerist porno, a sampling aesthet· 
ic revisits the claims for The New, raising ~possible question ... of 
stock provocateur.~ 

b. Amidst cultural inundation, how do we select? What princi­
ples work? How do we get beyond fretting over the "false and manu­
factured" or "t he inauthen ti c~ (notice Jeffrey Nealon's prt::face slapshot 
of"inauthendc repetition of a remaindert::d inventory"). "Invent 
where nothing was yet another I Time." But do we really expect any 
gt::nre lO be permanently inventive or reliably disrupdve~ fu if: "For 
only school is real." "AI; if something ever happened happening I is 
not the same." So "let be be finale of seem" with existence made up of 
moments of production rather than captive to illusion. Sampling­
against any triumphalist transparency like Emerson's "I become a 
transparent eyeball"- "rather than I points where the distraction 
meticulously crafted for contemporary tastes." To get out from under 
the past's tight confi ning straps: "gcezc this triumph of responsibility 
over the orgiastic really sucks." 

c. Instead, "stay distorted," a timelier agenda, a "mental hinge I 
queasy wlanticipation," given "our absolute freedom to amble." 
"Nudging the entropy," within "syndicate quarrels of object~ takes 
flight within "a wholesale dissimulation of form I of writing, of 
mood, of of"-~insatiable paradigms of transcendence relegated to 
the sundry court of a charm beat I white out of I . " 

2. 
a. T he writing still an incitement (&excitement) on the plane 

of the sign, with the basic adventures of signifying. "One th ick 
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word." An experimental heritage taken so far as I'O "alarm every letter 
to random"; "the surfatt is a complex I shatter~, masked I torment 
to carry sound I so far." "Paper cut cut cut" as a way to show up the: 
phoninc:ss of the: organic & the: transcc:ndc:nt; "the: finite rcassc:rrs a 
body." A costum ing of words, a "curio suspension" makes "molc:cular 
loc.atcdnc:ss" possible: "-il it it:" "working the vocabulary into a 
doughy mass." 

b. This proj«:t orTcrs an excellent chana for triumphs of tone 
& anent ion to detail, language nuance, for "choice's dday II nomina­
tive" given the: dusivtnts.s of signs even whc:n "exact and systematic." 
Here, "hingefinity's" "inked is yield" & far from any traditional "pro­
ttdural moping." 

c. "Scribbleishousnc:ss. " "Grammatically moody examples" 
enlacing us in "giant, disoriented I and blackest I data-sensitive tasks." 
An activa!'ed reading as "tone ink" "no less thematically arTc:cted 
heap of it collapsing" "juj ilSu all the: dislocated way home." 

d. Pu~ linguistic atomizing isn't the answer. "Everything that 
could have: been mood-lit, but a pattern I weighs transiently deplor­
ing the divisibility. " "Constdlations ... bump." An informalist mutual 
implicat~ncss of the atoms, "phrases tending mgc:ther" "and words 
going behind tach other instead of after." Relationism: "The systems 
are the seizures." "I'm happy but boy is the~ a lot of commotion." 

3. 
a. But doesn't commotion need a subjc:ct, or nttd us to project 

a subject?: "' Language I doesn't do." "Whc:n very little if any moLiva­
tion seemed to accompany the :.tClS ... I could only suppose the sym­
pathy such :.tcts we~ meant to convey." "!, urn, ah, ah, urn; I, ah, um, 
urn, urn, ah; ah, I, um; :.th." "So-call~ traumas of lapsed sclfbood go 
figu~." Or would that jwt be noSialgia?- proSlhetic, deluded. 

b. Identity as resoluLion. "Say a miserable 'something-to-prove' 
I meeting the description of the subject I in chronic synch." "Authors 
of themselves ... Their pousive aggrcs.siviry." Or therapeutic seizure, 
"temporary ncstings, trust in someone" - in the cross-hairs-where 
"fettered agencies I Resort to 'real-life' rhetorics of wiW as compensa­
tion. "The poim, however, is to change it." 

And to be more open to the social's convertible currencies. 
The possessive gmp, the 'gold standard' of the personalized clenched 
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fist: not porous enough. Too much of a filtering device, "the existen­
tial hum cups the readcrly minutia in its guppylike beginnings. " 
· Minor modes bubble up the surface. Frcez.c into false cadence of 
solitary snowmen." Resolved, complacent, compensatory, complicit. 
"Fc:minish I nomenclature comes into the offish dose to dosu~ I 
contempor.ny p~fab." Or is it: "F~e people, not merely pawns I of 
self-created behavioral .science." "I thought that they I could sec 
inside me II but I had no insidc"-in a contemporary cultu~ of 
"brains pratfalling." 

~. 

a. Sampling. Not even the unique is unique-"not a product 
but a promo." A shadow from the copy uains :.tny origin:.tl, tempers 
its pride; the swarm's shadow darkens any individual mood, or makes 
it less trustworthy-"raw I data, dose to, apprehend I dispel." But 
"these incidentals that I Sl'agger, stagger me I whole in the other"­
"sampling a likely story." And 'likely' whirTs statistical, based on cues, 
collective crTects-not anything that personal expression could vali­
date as singular: "the archives invite: I an awareness principle." "Stains 
versus marks ... "-& so pointillism too individualistic? 

b. Let's start looking for meaning as "the topoplogical," instead 
of"optical delusion I . . the strong weak forces of I this sedimental 
education," as we "REPOSE PARAPHRASE." Meaning as reception, 
messing with the norms. "A writing of listening." Let's array. 

c. The style: modes in which we sto~ the social raw matter do 
not get hamme~d & smashed open like a nutshell to let us pry out 
the meat inside. We eat the shell too. Read me the code: '"meaning 
pudding" so we can ·~cast the mold." With what? "~plicas of 
visions, hopes, mores" "license on the whole timorous innuendo that's 
foraging." 

d. Plunge into "vernacular hell of" "how to work the inventory 
otherwise ... a re-inventorying of the seemingly old." But how? Each 
author's dirTering slant on this ~~inventorying reveals a personal agen~ 
da almost indistinguishable from a selection procedure. Self-control 
becomes the means, almost pu~ly instrumenta l, not an end to cele­
brate but the prerequisite tool. "As the: sensation of secondary roles I 
A!; they say, [akcs on a life of its own." "And if everywhe~ re:.tdy, 
everywhere weak." Or instead, less porous: "as a ream I of sovereign 
subjects I set up their own web sites." 

159 



c. Sampling, in the most engaging work, is not of familiar for· 
mal strategies within Litcratul'(: but of 'rawer' material in the social 
body (or is it the social baby). "Expansion as focus: How extended is 
the scale, the work of implication- is it circumambient enough~ 
Only skindttp~ Shouldn't the intcrtcxt be an all-inclusive discourst:, 
universalized (or a nudge in that direction), mol'(: encyclopedic than 
just 'my Desert Island Shclr. 

Appropriation: a punchcd·up emphasis on part of the her­
itage, the context, the discursive compost heap, syncopates the whok. 
It sets it dancing, in motion, even in 'pedestrian movement'. lf "a 
fragment of the beat disappears and of this disappearance, rhythm is 
born" (Catherine Clement), & what about a soda/ bc:at. Where we 
operate surgically on the pounding, rcpetitive insistence of social 
habit-to give it a buoyancy, an intunal contrast. That'd be: a social 
syncopation. To shake up--or even light the fuse for detonating- the 
social raw marerial. Where we try to help l'(:adcrs Quncarth the 
unblurred I exclusive mach inery"-"thc music is moved to syncopate 
I an all·at-once momentary candor /the provocation of which I 
update the tools, leave the metropolis I unfin ished I the material 
unforgiving. • 

5. 
a. Start with llannah Weiner's quote: "don't over obc:y." To 

stage "a st.akc in spontaneity." To "let be be the dance hall; to risk, 
crazily enough, the monad·likc closures of inwardntsS & srylistic pl'(:­
occupation. Otherwise, we run into the younger writers' "concern 
that we have devolved into a set of social in one·liner writers: How 
dissonant is production~ What's the noise quotient? Whel'(: did the 
quarantine lines get policed? 

b. "Here, the society for non narrative municipal government." 
Set or dress the collective stage, with allegorical energy, "wherc the 
one of a kind stands among its own ilk. • To be "contraric:r" in its 
"pop-up contour." For the stylistic surface: rends to renounce: its neu­
trality. (As if the: thematic depth models presume something more: sta· 
tics: here, instead, a Heisenberg principle kicks in so that we ac· 
knowledge how much our (even) tentative: mapping will rearrange the 
outlying territory. Every tma incognita now subject to redecorating in 
order to make its changeablencs.s known.) 

c. The norms (ouuide) aren't superficial. So, how dttp (inro 
the socially tilted inventory) do we want to go? We amortize our code 
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~i nto the: fiscal mucture I of feeling.~ Unwittingly~ "And so blister 
nation cans smaller portions of pop scrape factotum tO the grand 
theme: of trust." "You want assurances, cholte." 

d. "Self-penetration is dispersive." The social viewfinder takes 
in "a cross-stitched sampler of cries for help," as the "sorrow of num· 
hers hangs transfixed." "Cashspc:~k." "Disposable cuhurc:" -or "un like 
dada" - in a commercialized landscape, always all'(:ady plenry disjunc­
tive enough whel'(: "cuhurc stocks the innocent tourist." So let's 
unbothc:r: " I had had uncharactcristics drilled into me once"-as "the 
disappearanct of an extinguished conditioned response with positive 
l'(:inforccmcnt" -"to hold its shape as a world I and none to bond it 
to." Not just a social but a critical social vision. "Replace the world I 
II want to get onJ" -less complicity-a and send dccnforccmcnts." 

Quot~,authorsfromissuecited: 

]\] Ia. Rod Smith, Dan Furdl. Steven l"umcr, Robert Fiuerman, Eliubeth 
Fodaski. lb. Chet Wiener, Kevin Davies, Wiener, Judith Goldman, Wiener, 
Farmer, Smilh. \c. lim Davis, Jcuica Grim, Andrew Levy, David Buuck, 
Foduki, FCKW.ki, Brian Kim Stcfans. [2] 2:t. Farrell, Siannc Ngai, Farmer, Smith, 
Melanie Neilson, Yedda Morrison, Neilson, L..cvy, Dcidre Kovac, Grim. 2b. 
Miles d!ampion, Goldman, Smith, d!ampion, Grim. 2c. Neilson, Ngai, 
Fiuerman, Sherry Brennan, Ng1.i, Neilson. 2d. Stefani, Stef.ms, Grim, Ngai, 
Buuck, Smith. 131 3a. Grim, Farrell, Furcll, Buuck. 3b. Ngai, l..cvy, Farmer, 
Rodrigo Tosano, Davies. 3c. Smith, Buuck, Ng;ai, Kim Rosenfield, Goldman, 
Ngai.f4J •h. Morrison, Goldman, Goldman, Tim Davis, Foduki, Ngai. 4b. 
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Three Bell Zero 
Miles Champion 
Roof Books, 2000. 

reviewed. by Bruce Andrews 

WE'RE 

•A wildly J little gesturc• to help ~ders switch ofT & on their favorite 
musical scramble. To court the unscule, to put aside most cautionary 
punch-pulling literariness. A textual dial-up with thematic comc·ons 
to abbreviate the bent. Culmral bent. Sudsy elusive-"and 'it' and 
'that' are everything" -language picante. Move text up ... "tried to 
genie perfume back in• semantic glidepath. Eat your technique: 
"brain , discradlcd, infinitc, in love with display• & chamois rigor of 
erasure. ~uce pt. size. Just a single line bretk he~. 

Th~ days we operate, quickcd.·up, wanting to read everyth ing, in a 
surgical amphitheatre of recent poetic tradition. Even with "the inner 
beats, • there is restlessness at the tool level-a hedonism of "debunk· 
ing-libidinal" go-bctwec:ns. "No connectives I or imerval music I 
inside I the wave" -so you be process, I'll be structure; or vice-versa. 
Word does the splits, outside of thc prize compc:tition. Splishsplash 
system. The carefulness gets particularized down to the syllable 
level-since the smallest bits, the neutrinos even, have rights. The 
task: to brink out on itsy turbulence. "Dispersals I and recombinative 
pleasures" will be the currency, not just showy fucking the unbindi ng. 
SMALL CAPS: Consolidation ism. Or "the miniature headset of the 
transitive• to help us cough up some matrix. 

Calling The Dextc:xtive-for clues to the poetic body polit ic, alrody 
a little roughed. up by the vehemence of its 'peer review' & the blind· 
ness enjoined (& the pleasures missed) by its thrust toward the new, 
its push for ever aggressive invention. As an alternative: "less virulence 
I such a pattern." Scoop"' denial. Whereas formal shaping, the 
delight in pauerns of'the alrody' might help tame thc appcalto (& 
of) the heroic {&yet appropriating) 'outsider' st:lnce. This is vibrat­
ing insides-of extended, traipsing, cxcrephysical spaces. And here, 
the outside is inside with us. "A dry I eye, but I coagulate, seW atilt 
within a discursive wonderland of possibili ty. What was so glamorous 
about norms~ Cashiered self doesn't advertise characters-"(scln 
[o.k.] (Alp)." Charm the fastener, disbelief subu-acted, "robot capsh.· 
ing" a wily goofy paranormal contrast. INCREASE I LEFT I MAR· 
G IN I you're a good sting. let me be semi mental-we can eat the 
catalyst, "practices-pract ices," we call it 'abbreviating the wimess'­
"lopsidcd hope." 
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Comp. 
Kevin Davies 
Edge Books, 2000. 
110 pages, $12.95 

reviewed by Mark Wallace 

il was once said ofW.C. Fields that what made him funny 
was that he knew how to hate hilariously. The same might be. said of 
the work of Kevin Davies, Canadian poet who has either fled. to New 
York City or been trapped. there, and whose second book, Comp., 
exposes an even wider range of social neuroses and absurdities than 
did Pauu Buuon, his debut. Although it makes inventive and exact 
usc of the page as field and has a prttise underst<~nding of how to 
deploy inflection, Comp. is not a subtle book in terms of poetics; it 
doesn't have much use fo r indirection and only occasionally bothers 
to fracture its syntax. But Davies knows that poetics per se isn't th e 
issue; he's more concerned with money, government and other insti~ 
tutions, the rhetoric of technology, imperialism, lies and hypocrisy 
and banality and whole buckets full of other crap. Comp. is an 
extended rant against everything that nobody right now is able tO do 
much about. But the book shows that outrage against bloated. social 
abuses will only take readers so far; comic outrage might just bring 
the walls tumbling down. Or not, more likely, which is all the more 
reason to laugh. 

The book is divided into five extended sequences; in the first 
of th~. "Apocryphon, • Davies to some extent is just wanning up. 
"Apocrypho!l" establishes the basic form of the book; discrete chunks 
of language, somc just parts of sentences and some as much as several 
sentences in length, are connected with each other not by narrative or 
extended argument but by associations of annoyance. One thing piss· 
cs Davies off which reminds him of another that pisscs him ofT. and 
so on. Davies uses the field of the page with a precision of timing 
worthy of a great stand-up comedian; white space,li nc breaks, and 
italics draw the most inflection possible out of the words, create just 
the right pause before the kick. Davies understands the use of tension 
and restraint in building his effects; he doesn't fly off the handle 
immediately and in "Apocryphon" he's st ill talking, not shouting, but 
he's beginning to rear back further with every phrase. h 's almost as if 
it takes him a while to remember how angry he is; after all, such fury 
is not something that anybody wants to carry around every minute. 

The next section, five poems generated through one of 
Jackson Madow's methods of repeating lines, heats up to a more 
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tense but still controlled rage. "My bones seek Nixon in the cloak· 
room," Davies writes, and then repeats and varies that line along with 
others, including the insider poetry joke ~Anselm's fisting Chcctos; 
which is funny whether you know who Anselm Berrigan is or not but 
funnier if you know. "Righi no~ before they abolish welfare or some· 
thing" repeats in the last of these five poems, and at last Davies is 
beginning to froth. 

The 52 furious pages of the sequence "Kunal Bunt" are sim­
ply as funny u it 's possible for outrage and despair to be; while read­
ing the sequence I didn't know whether to blow up a bridge or jump 
off one, but I never did either because I wu too busy laughing to put 
the book down. "Karnal Bunt" is a sequence of onc·page sections 
that's littered with unforgettable lines: "Will fuck for books, no 
wcirdoes," "That's why we stand puzzled before elevator! shafts, all 
alone," "Stroke my residency permit," "Two yrars undercover as a 
transvestite hooker given head to mob slabs and bent cops, now 
you're telling me it was all a practical joke?• and many more. 
Although Davies points out in a small note in the book's front matter 
that .. Karnal Bunt is a grain mold at the heart of a recent Canada­
U.S. trade dispute," his frequent references to sports within the sec­
tion make the tide of the sequence also read like one more slam of a 
world given over to money driven games, full of banging and crash· 
ing, in which the poet can do liulc more than advance the runner 
along. Each of the onc·page scctions in "Karnal Bunt" adds a new 
layer of outr.tgc and ridicule about "the psycho-socio tr.tncc" that 
leads people to be "Sexually attracted to the bandaged/Sexually 
attr.tctcd to the head wound type." 

The book's final two sequences, "Untidcd Poem from the 
First Clinton Administr.ttion" and "Overkill/ a protocol; don't quite 
fo01m at the mouth in the same degree as "Karnal Bum; but then 
again , nothing could. Still, "Untitled poem" is a more extended single 
piece than elsewhere in the book, allowing Davies perhaps his fullest 
single elaboration of exactly what's wrong with the U.S. and its relat­
ed spectacles, and in "Overkill" he cases on out with any number of 
"numberless adjectival transformations" as well as perhaps the book's 
most unforgettable image, "cops on ostriches swinging hams." Think 
about that one for awhile and then try to be convinced that you're 
eager to climb the barricades. 

As such a line shows, in Comp. Davies is hardly afraid of 
idiosyncracies in his prCS(:ntation. It 's social criticism, sure, but it's 
weird social criticism. Davies is hardly guilty of standardized leftist 
piety. Any worthwhile review of the book needs, for instance, to men· 
tion his frequent usc of animals, which stand in for humans, or 
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become human, or resist the human or variously don't notice it or arc 
abused by it. This usc and other oddities anchor the book in a signifi. 
cant particularity; Davies is furious about things many of us haven't 
even noticed. The startling juxtapositions of terms throughout the 
tc:xt is in fact the main sourtt of its humor; the joke's in the phrasing, 
in the way he uses words that consistently surprise, or connects and 
disconnects words unexpectedly. 

!-laving linished Comp., I wondered how to sec it within the 
context of comcmpor.try poetry and whether it was necessary to sec it 
in that context at all. It's linguistically dense only at moments it nttds 
to be, but its direct usc of detail and image never seems philosophi­
cally retrograde because the inter.tction between the sections never 
becomes sequential or additive; Davies isn't trying to fit the sections 
to some centralized commentary. Nonetheless the sum of the book's 
various concerns adds up to an amazingly broad critique of contcm· 
porary disciplinary spectacles, while at the same time its specificity 
helps it remain accurately micropolitical; the devil is literally in the 
details. Comp. is not alTering an overarching theory of the contempo­
rary social landscape so much as it sees that even theory is burning on 
the scraphcap. In Comp. Davies ultimately isn't interested in solutions 
that themselves easily become new objects of ridicule. Like all insight· 
ful social comedians, in Comp. Davies doesn't want to pave the way 
for a new set of bureaucrats. Instead, he wants to remind us that 
whatever organized social resistance might or might not be capable of, 
laughter is more valuable than organization could ever be. 
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Verisimilitude 
HungQ. Tu 
Atelos, 2000 

reviewed by Brian Kim Stcfans 

"Like omelets I nations fold" writes Tu ar the opening of the series 
"Short Subject," and in this spare and careful book nor only nations 
but disCourses and idioms of all sorts- the personal, the ideological, 
the lyrical, the global, the funny and the earnest-collapse into them­
selves revealing both their in tercontexruality and competing degrees 
of relevance. The opening sequence, "h's Just Your Basic CYA (The 
Streets of San Francisco)" demonstrates the many virtues ofTu's style: 
his precise readings of public symbols enmeshed in human interactions 
("Mutual Taunt Theater I a squad car rolls by I the ma.ssc:s: "You got 
any donuts" I the cops: "You got any crack" [23]), his assured uses of 
the specifics of place (California) contrasted with global corporatism 
("over the table - mergers I across the mesa - maquilas" [25]), and 
his always poignant, yet ironic, sense of history: "in 1855. Mt. Diablo 
served as the summit I from which northern Californ ia and Nevada I 
were surveyed by army engineers /150 years later, pickets reinforce 
their imagination" (23). Each of the seven medium length sequences 
of this book display different facets ofTu's project. In "Verisimilitude" 
he matches the sprawling public spectacle of capital with the private, 
responsible and somewhat damaged spccudc of a disaffected misf'ir: 
"with the installation of cameras I epistemology is really mom I the 
patron sai nt of I the ill uminated porch I vintage Balzac of nineteen I 
'97 democratic straw men [ ... ]/this push cart you r kingdom /this 
counter your moat I the action-hero genre I and juice bar explosion I 
power is frost and tasty I no one forgot 19 whatever I but everyone 
tried" (41} "Uneven Development, Uneven Poetics (Simon & 
Simon)" takes the local, class based concerns of"lt's Just Your Basic" 
w an internalional scale, wrapping several com plex strands of thought 
in democratic, almost haiku-like simplicilies: "China Embraces 
Liberalism! I consequences live in neighborhoods I but since this is 
literature /I'm interested in the term FOB" (50) "Dated" lin ks several 
smaller fragments together into a stream of subversive aura ("There's a 
little American I imperialist in every I Australian trying to I get out of 
its coral box" [67]), while "Short Subject" and the ~ Birth of Cool 
(Cash)" return to the fragment, and "Market Psychology" straddles 
both modes: "o the rally cap I Noah's Ark school of diversity applied 
to Noah's Bagel/ two women a focal point over coffee and dan ish I 
her decision making process applied to tattoos" (105) Tu seems to 
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have mastered the very short political poem, somewhat following in 
the line of writers like Bruce Andrews and Jeff Derksen who have 
made thei r poems lyrical channels of crushed and compressed social 
codes. But Tu has a facility with the lyric that these writers either lack 
or choose to ignore; as he takes the field of values as his subject over 
ideological manhandling. rhe tone is one of disarTcction and responsi­
bility, and of an imagination that is thoroughly disgusted with it all 
but able, however bitterly, to be amused. Th is is a remarkable book 
coming at a time when many younger wri ters arc retreating to a 
humble, apolitical bohemianism in their effort to be conversational, 
as if social critique couldn't exist in poetry because it doesn't exist in 
"speech." Tu shows that you can have it both ways. 
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Dailies 
Tim Davis 
The Figures 
Ill pp. ISBN, 935724--77--X 

reviewed by Brian Kim Stefans 

Writing of another city poet, Baudelaire, Jean-Paul Sartre describes an 
ethical and aesthetic background {or bauleground) against which a 
description can begin of1im Davis's unique idiom in Dailin: 

In order for liberty to be complete it has to be offered the 
choice ... of being infinitely wrong. It is therefore unique in this 
whole universe commined to Good, but it must adhere totally 
to Good, maim:Un it and strengthen it in order to be able to 
plunge into Evil. And he who damns himself acquires a solitude 
which is a feeble image of the great solitude of the truly free 
man. In a ccnain sense he creates. In a universe where each 
element sacrifices itself in order to converge in the greatness of 
the whole, he brings out the singularity, that is to say the rebel­
liousness of a fragment or a detail. Thus something appears 
which did not exist before, which nothing can efface and which 
was in no way prepared by worldly materialism. { .. . ] The delib­
erate creation of Evil- that is to say, wrong- is acceptance and 
recognition of Good. 

This may sttm an enormously oversized frame in which to place a 
poet who is often noted for his quirky nrologisms, improvisationally 
resonant (very American, part bee-bop pan-Olsonian) rhythms, 
stream-of-consciousness ncar-hysteric joke-making, and desire, it 
appears, to mask a natural sincerity behind a hard-core urban irony, 
but that is because we are not living in a country known for its :men­
tion to a complex (and significantly conlradictory) moral/ethical uni­
verse, or at least one that is not easily thrust into parody by the note 
of a sexual scandal or backdoor money, or subsumed under the blan­
ket term of "pragmatism." Davis, likt: all poets of roughly thirty years 
of age in the Uni ted States, was an adolescent during thC' Reagan 
years, when the Christian right was pulling the marionette strings of 
American politics, and in which the idea of flattened, readily-accessi­
ble "good" was infiltrating public-spcoak in the nefarious forms of 
both "family values" and the "politically correct," a virtual minefield 
against which any significant detail-any divC' beneath the glass floor 
of narrowly ethical expression {or shall we say b~ing?'J-was rendered 
perfectly visible and perfectly condemnable in a single gesture. 
Against such a background, any adolescent wa ry of the terms of 
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socializ.ation-and in some ways any member of the marginal classes 
who happens to be situated in a non-marginalized social sphere (like a 
college)-becomes "somC"thing ... which did not exist before"," that 
which, by not dissolving into thC' background of the social fabric 
bei ng described, endlessly, through channels as diverse as aerobics 
commercials and U2 videos, could only situate" itself on the side" of 
"C'vil." But America also has a rich counter-cultural tradition, one in 
which Davis finds a place. The names of LC'nny Bruce, Ed Sanders, 
and Frank Zappa are often heard of when discussing Davis's work, 
and it is perhaps on this seamy side of comedy, rather than in "evil," 
that one would want to situate his writing (not to mention his author 
photograph, of the author hanging naked from a Joshua Trtt). The 
problem, of course, is that Davis is a poet and not a comic, and he 
uses words, lines, sentences, often in fragmC"ntary forms, the C"ntire 
machinery of which rebel on lht' pagt against this dissolution into the 
fab ric of the whole (there's a bit of Mallarmean melodrama in any 
pOC't who strikes out against the dominating whiteness), and so the 
category "comedy," and even "satire," does not extend wide enough 
through the universe to contain what is happening there. Hence the 
recourse to "evil," at least in thC' Manichean sense- productive evil, 
or the detail that is found in and against the void- which is not a 
native product of the United States. 

So the question, then, is regarding details. The work is called 
"dail ies," the referC"nce being to the uncut film shot during a produc­
tion as it is observed after a day's work on a movie. Oddly, two other 
books of pOC'try were relcasC"d at about the same time with references 
in their titles to the same activity. Perhaps thC"re is something in the 
zeitgeist that is asking, after so many years of "non-referential" writing 
{which is how Language poetry is often, inaccurately, described), there 
is a desire to touch ground with the physical and personal (as if it 
were that easy), and hence a return to the "lunch pOC'm" ethos of 
Frank O'Hara or the heroic "dailiness" of Mayds Midwintt'r Day: 
what I sec m4tlm, this little ephemeral momenl which I will alchem~ 
izc with my training with words can, itself, be a poem. There is a 
need to break past the epistemological wrments and sublimities of the 
"French lyric," or the post-Marxist syntactic social subversion that 
seems difficult to discern while easy, and prestige-enhancing, to 
describe. Hence, I will write one a day; after two years I will have 
730, most of which will be kept in my underwear drawer umil thC'y 
are discovered by loving peers. This sort of bravado-"moral exhibi­
tion ism" in Benjam in's term (describing the surrealists)- becomes the 
sad activity of bankrupt literati when it deddes to stay within the 
frame of O 'Hara (or A.shbery or Koch), not even adopting the full 
range of possibility that thCSC" New York poets pointed toward but 
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adopting their symbolic value. David Lehman's Daily Record, in fact, 
s«:rns to derive entirely from one dement of one single tone of one of 
O'Hara's poems, and never leaves that safe area lest it risk being a 
unique, sovereign poem. Davis, conversely, only touches down with 
O'Hara in an oblique instant, perhaps somewhere from the heart of 
~The Day Lady Died;~ from that point on, he is traipsing ofTimo the 
wilderness, a maximali:r.ing effort outside of(though not above, which 
would be hard to do) O'Hara's urbane and cany scripts. His details, 
then, are not Coca-Colas, the names of his friends and De Koonings 
over the mantles, but the pantheon of poetic techniques and political 
contradictions that have: surfaced since the fifties in a world of increasing 
globalization. The rush of comedy and torquing of reference takes on a 
tone of invective despite itself; it becomes the harsh discord that Adorno 
describes in serial music, that scream that is the: natural speech of the 
post-Romantic crisis of subjectivity. But this is not "darkM work in the 
manner of Baudelaire or a German Expressionist, but because: there is no 
room for it (in the offices of New Directions, where he was working at 
the time and where he wrote the: poems), the: "oppositional" tone of 
invective seems to take over, at times. Here is the: entirety of "Shy Riot": 

history pimps itself it 
depletes itself! say 
history is a sdfmade man - and worships its creator 
history hanged iuclf w avoid the daily task of dressing 
like mackerel by moonlight it 
shines and slinks 

[germany sent seven thousand gasmasks to Israel today] 
history is a despotism tempered by epigrams 
there is no other granola like this 
on the: board of who am I incorporated sits 
lists deposed by history's inquisitors 
times you've yelled you whoreson :.ted 
times it befell the three liulc sows 
tr.~de in houses for hotels and 
heft the rent 

lnyingtigers] 
why should men cat shrimps and avoid cockroaches 
methodology of the fucker [nying 

tigers] 
history is the worship of jackaJs by jackasses 
pickJe-herring in the puppet show of history 
say surring ckar- all arks arc off 
nobody can beam and warble while 
chewing pressed history and diabolical mustard 
fresh baby cranium peclback [context] 
dust on the saga 
basta 
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We a rc nearly entering the rhetorical universe of Pound's "Usura" 
canto, here, but whereas the modernist found a central theme, even 
an area of placidity (in the PlatOnic perfection of fo rms) against 
which to judge the failures of history, Davis is flying into the open: 
"why should men cat shrimp and avoid cockroaches." There is kind 
of an inversion in all of Davis's poetry, each sentence (or line) turni ng 
back in on itself so as to avoid any chance of easy comprehension. 
"Shy Riot• is one of the: easier ones to ~understand,~ it seems to point 
outward to coherent "meanings," but in general Dailin is a drama of 
never quite breaking away from the language and soaring to the: next 
thought, the next ~utop ic" vista, the sat isfaction of the: abstr.~ct 
promise: of... abstraction. Nothing is very abstract, the philosophical 
words take no hold, nor do ideals ever surface beyond the: things 
(from "Smart Poets Society"): 

(rodrigo'd get a village reargaurd hard on) 
1-800-COLLECl"IVISM side of fries 
the body is (quickly, fill in "duck-billed raven") 
a place for forest fires 
if not full on fusion (tear it torrid) 

The complex of Daili~s is that it seems to exist in contradiction to the 
basic tenants of pragmatism and the "good works" of our Puritan 
forefathers; it doesn't want to succeed as product, something that can 
be added to the great heap of American literary achievement (the lit­
erary equivalent of a green lawn), and yet it chooses the daily over the 
ideal, parataxis and improvisation over the: metaphysical ideal of the 
"well-made: poem." There is a New England moral tone resonating 
th rough these poems, and yet this tone can never escape the clanging. 
equally opinionated units of phonemes that suck it back into language. 
Sometimes the book is difficuh to read because of this; one waits for 
Davis to soar- into invective, fict ion, reverie, lyricism- but because 
meani ng is never surrendered, and because the erotic, sophisticated 
and, perhaps, comfortable semantic slippages of dcconstructive poetics 
arc never explored, one feels as trapped in the details of history, culture 
and the ceilings and floors of the ethical sphere as Davis, the "self­
made man who envies its creator.~ Perhaps this is true freedom, or the 
closest one will get to it, not as a solipsism but with a sense of oneself 
as ~de t·ail," that which stands against the: whole and creates but which, 
then, cannot speak but through inverted or negating gestures. 
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Beyond the Saftty of Dream.< 
MikeAmna.san 
Krupskaya Books, 2000. 

reviewed by Kevin Killian 

UNEARTHLY 

I Married an Earthling 
Alvin Orloff 

Manic D Press, 2000. 

No one but Mike Amnasan could have written his new novel, except 
perhaps Robert Walser at his most obsessive. Sometimes I think /'ffl 
feeling dissatisfied, but then I pick up Bryond tluSafoty ofDuams and 
like:: the Drifters climbing right up to the top of the stairs ("Up on the 
Roof"), and all my cares just drift right into space. Amnasan's story­
line must be picked out of a mass of first-person ob~rvation, but 
basically irs protagonist, a construction worker in San Francisco of 

the 1990s, finds himself at a critical point in his life. His girlfriend 
has left him for another man, he gets laid ofT from his job, and he 
comes to rea\iu that his dreams of becoming a world-das.s playwright 
along the lines of Shakespeare and Chekhov, have evaporated in the 
face of a thousand social and economic realities. He me1!tS an interest­
ing woman, a professor at Berkeley, who quickly loses interest in him 
once she susses out that he's "only" a student at San Francisco Stat'e. 
He begins the long, painful process of figuring om why, why, why did 

this happen? 

"I should have a fool's cap and bells for what I've done with my life," 
he jests. In theatricalized monologue, he picks apart his own character 
with a merciless, and at times, excruciating display of self-conscious­
ness that will remind some of the "tormented self-tormented~ of 
Dickens' Lit& Dorrit. That's pretty much the action of the book. 
What makes it so marvelous is the steely, maniacal drive to pick apart 
every scab, to wring the pathos out of every thought, every eradicated 
impulse. As a result of this drive a terrible poetry is born; from out of 
profound d:trkness a light shines from the page's face, almost a 
Buddhist release in surrender to the trials of life. Sex is a great if 
primitive consoladon. "I can sit here naked slowly squec-Ling and 
relaxing my grip on my cock and that's all there is. I'm not a symbol 
for anything. I don't know that anyone has felt like this before." 

I could quote other passages from &yond the Saftty ofDrtamJ to illus­
trate this poeuy, but Amnasan is no longer the quorablc writer of 
fragmented consciousness and political awareness that he once was 
when, under the name "Michael Amnasan," he exploded in the mid-
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1980s with his first works, I Crn't Distinguish Opposites and Five 
Fremont, extraordinary novels which he now seems almost to retract 
as youthful follies of ambition and delusion. The times have changed 
and the writer changes, too. It's a bitter pill of a lesson and the 
knowledge is more painful for that reason. So I won't be able to quote 
from the new book, seeing as all the power is in the extended, tortu­
ous process of soul examination. It 's an unearthly book, with some of 
the vulnerability of Frankenstein's monster catching a glimpse of his 
own reflection in the still waters of Lake Geneva. (Does the tid!!, so 
like the Lovecraft titles of the 1920s, hint at this allegory?) It's a hor­
ror nory about the fatal presumption that writing makes the slightest 
bit of difference. 

Alvin Orloff's 1 Married an Earthling is pretty out of this world, too, 
but from a way di!Terent angle. Indeed these two novels might be 
read as correclives to each other. Orloff uses the structure of 
Faulkner's The Wild Palms to tell two different stories in alternating 
chapters. In one, a gawky, chubby, acn!!-prone gay Goth kid from a 
suburb of Ohio learns to make the best of himself, and others, by 
moving to San Francisco and finding a boyfriend. In the other, 
Norvcx 7, an academic from the planet L:eron, receives funding to 
launch an anthropological mission to Earth to determine the origin of 
a handful of 1960s sitcoms ("Bewitched," "Gilligan's Island," " I 
01'C2m of Jeannie" among them) picked up by Zceronian broadcast­
ing satellites. These sitcoms, Norvcx postulates, arc the first proof that 
Earth is capable of creating art with the zany, surreal, and above all 
glamorous qualities prized by super-advanced Zecron- wherc a good 
hairdresser has thl! same status as a Bill Gates does here on Earth­
and he dubs this brief period of cultural production the "Terran 
Miracle." 

In Orloff's writing. the poetry is in the derails. Not a page goes by 
without some inspi red piece of invention- the two yapping dogs, 
Cosmo and Gimlet, of the fairy hairdresser, Mr. Larry; the superan­
nuated hippie clown, "Sudsy Mudsy," who passes as a celebrity in 
benighted San Francisco; the induction of Andre Courreges into the 
Museum of Glamor History. The forced switching back and forth 
between Zcc:ronian and Terran points of view becomes alternately 
predictable and reassuring- a structural problem even Faulkner never 
managed to lick!- but chapter by chapter I Married an Earthling 
could be a primer for how to write a comic narrative in the post­
Patrick Dennis age, and I give this book high marks for the convinc­
ingness of its satire and the sheer joy of its insight. We learn lots 
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about the misery oflife in an academic department that doesn't really 
believe that "The Beverly Hillbillies" is all that good a show, as well as 
the misery of life in high school where all the jocks want to beat you 
up just because you're a fag wearing Goth makeup to gym class. In 
the end, the two heroes meet up, fall in love, get married and rc:tu"rn 
to Zceron (no spoiler space rc:quired because it's all in the title). I get 
the feeling that Orloff's camp hijinx mask a desperation and loneli~ 
ness at the heart of his novel that matches the more explicitly delin­
eated angst of Amnasan, and bOlh writers come 10 the same basic 
conclusion, there's no place on earth for guys like us- for writers-in 
a world of commodity and money reification, our world. Amnasan's 
narrator feels that he hasn't the right to fed anything, not even his 
own pain. ''I'm left with nothing between me and my impending 
death . We don't think about people like me,~ he writes. Norvex 7 
muses, "Seeing billions of sentient beings wallow in misery and igno­
rance has left me more unsettled than I'd anticipated. It's especially 
hard to think of the more intelligent and sensitive ones ... having ro 
spend the rest of their lives in such a dismal milieu. Furthermore, the 
mystery that propelled me to Earth remains unsolved. How could 
such stupid people transcend rhdr idiotic surroundings and create 
works of such genius? I may never know. n What's interc:sting is that 
these two fellows, Amnasan and Orloff, of equal ability, but from dif­
ferent perspectives on the art and writing world here in San 
Francisco, should come to such a similar take on our city. Once the 
beloved mecca of poets, the "cool gray city of love, 6 it is now a place 
to flee from- Status Babylon the Abhorrent. Btam mt up, Scotty.' 

I 4 

Art Poetic' 
Ohver Cadiot 
IO.nslated by Cole Swenson. 
Creen Integer Press, 1999. 

reviewed by Ramez Qureshi 

.. The exclusive concentration of artistic talent in particular individuals 
;and iu related suppression among the mass of people is a consequence 
of the division of labour," writes Karl Marx in Tht Gt rman ldtology; 
he conti nues, ~ In a communist society there are no painters, but :u 

most people who among OLher things also paint." Following this is his 
f.l lllOUS quip: 

In communist socie[y, where nobody has one eKdusive sphere 
of ~ctivity but each can become accomplished in any branch he 
wishrs, production as a whole is regulated by society, thus malcing 
it possible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, 
to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the 
evening, criticize after dinner, without ever becoming hunter, 
fisherman, herdsman, or critic. 

Marx's confederate, Friedrich Engels, elaborates on the division of 
labor in his Anti-During: in capitalism, the new social system which 
Marx and Engels were dissecting, ~the situation is not that the pro­
ducers control the means of production, but that the means of pro­
duction co ntrol the producers ... by fa r the most powerfur is the "divi~ 
sion of l:~bour." Marx disapproved of the concentration of artistic tal­
ent in the h~nds of a few painters (we may add poets); yet, Man: 
ex pressed indignation at the pittance Milton received for authoring 
Pamdiu Lolt. Though Mihon represented an unjust distribution of 
art istic talent, his labor went exploited, earning him Marx's sympa­
thies. Later Western Marxists, such as Adorno and Bloch, would show 
even more empathy for artists. 

I don't know how much Olivier Cadiot received in pay for 
his fantastic 15 section first book Art Pottic; his second to be translat­
ed into English, in a deftly transparent effort by Cole Swenson, her­
sel f a first-rate poet whose books include Noon and Try. but Cadiot 
docs not he.sital'e to begin by issuing an apology for the labor involved 
in producing art, a theme manifested by the book's very tide. Cadiot 
begins his maiden voyage into poetry with an epigraph from Flaubcrt, 
himself an arch-aestheticist: "Tht lifo !'vt kd thit past wi11tt r was madt 
to lti/1 thru rhinoctrom. "Cadiot's sdcclion of Flaubert is no accident. 
By quoting an author who was an early champion of the "/'art pour 
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lirrt~ mentality, Cadiot highlights the sclf-r.onsciousness of artistic 
production, and, perhaps without hyperbole, indicates iu: purported 
wils. There is more to this cpigr:aph. The quote appears at the bot­
tom of the pa.gc and in italics-two formal devices, one scylistic, one 
pertaining to lay-out , which, through cypogr:aphy, spotlight the mate­
riality ofCadiot's ambitious volume; Cadiot establishes himself a.t his 
text's onset as sc:lf-consciow producer of material text. 

Cadiot's self-conscious prcsc:nce as poet is everywhere, one of 
many subtextual moods of the work. The implied author always 
le:~ves his traces, reminding the r1:2dcr of !.he labor he is performing. 
Cadiot writes in section 13, "lan-des-cap-c: "The l1:2ves [noun and 
verb complcmcm] T he leaves bcromc yellow yellow [adj. and link­
ing verb) and red [noun, adj. complement and linking verb] red and 
falling and falling one by one: Cadiot repeaLS the grammatical com­
ponents of his syntcmes, as if to point out the material uniu:, signs, 
with which he: labors. It is as if, in a much less technical sense: of 

course, a computer programmer were: explaining to an onlooker h is or 
her work. Cadiot intc:rruplS h is text with this sort of gr:ammatical 
expl ication scvc:ral times. Cad iot employs other devices to d isplay 
writcrly labor as well , such as the use of superscripts to dc:note acccn­
tuation. 12kc this line from the ninth se<:tion, "The West of 
England," "And1 a/J I alslt is a rJal/ r4hip and a s5tltrlo sr6ttr hn bly." 
By emphasi1..ing his mctrics-whcn he is mctric.ai- Cadiot rcve2ls a 
poet at work. 

Yet, all writing has gl"llmmatical components. While all writ­
ing in principle may be scanned, not all writing is verse: that is 
intended to be. This ra~ a crucial distinction in Cadiot's poem: that 
between "creative" writing, and thc more "mundane" sort of writing 
which is pcrformcd all the lime and which is not labor-writing a 
check or a letter. Writing is the central theme of this book; it appears 
constantly. Yc:t the twO kinds of writing arc distinguished. 
Tangentially, let us return to Marx, this time: to Das Kapital. In his 
wdl-known chapter on commodity fetis hism, Marx discusses the 
myth of Robinson Crusoe: "I n spite of the variety of [Robinson 
C rusoe's] work, he: knows that his labour, whatever its form, is but an 
activity of the one and the same Robinson.~ He does not experience:, 
as Marx first put it in Tht Holy Family. "human self~al i enat ion," that 
which Marx perceived as a singular pathology of capitalism. Robi nson 
Crusoe's experience is pre-capitalist, unatur:alizcd." Let us rc:turn to 
Cadiot. I have discuSSC'd Cadiot's authorial presence. Yet there is a 
consistent"!" in this book, and this ul" is not Cadiot. Rather, it is an 
ironic " I" (evidencing that this trope of the moment is not yet 
exhausted). Cadiot has done a historical back-flip. He takes the per-
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kUI.I modc:rni1.c:d by Pound, an "[," and attaches it to a full-fledged 
Ruma.ntic lyrical ego. Hc:nce we: have an " I" writ ing poetry, who is 
nc:nhtr a c:onfessionalist nor a romandc lyrical ego, but a persona of 
th~ lattC.'r, "thus establishing a traditional speaker whose voice:, as we 
•h.all see, is pivotal to Cadiot's aims. 

This"!" is obsessed with writing, and serves Cadiot's purposes 
uf forcgrounding writing, the: artistic writing of the: world of divided 
lo~hor. and the mundanc writing which is not labor that issues a product 
ul C."xchange-value but of communication- though which of the two 
" "naturalized," as we: shall sec, is problematic. Charles Bernstein 
(who, incidentally, translated Cadiot's first book to appear in English, 
Hnl, G"m 6- Blaclt) has written, half in jest as is his manner, that if 
one: word should be banned from the: English language it is "natural:" 
the word "natural" elides the social forces involved in the construction 
of whatever subject to which the word "natural" is applied. When 
Marx is speaking of Crusoe, he is speaking of thc pre-capitalist, the: 
non-alienau:d laborer. I think "utopian" would be the better word 
choice: here:, the issue bei ng which of the two types of writing, "ere:~ 
ative:," or umundanc:," participates in a kbtturwlt frc:c:d from the capi­
ta.list system of divided labor. As we have seen, Marx himself would 
not cast his vote for the: "creative," but might have little trouble with, 
as llabcrmas would put it, "communic:uive action." 

But how much fa ith does Marx, o r Cadiot for our purposes, 
have in "m undane'" writing? Is it really free from division of labor? 
For the: Marx of !Gtpitlt/, commodity fetishism obscures the rc:lations 
betwttn subjects, as owners of thC.' mc:ans of production veil them­
selves behind commodities, which in turn corrupt the true character~ 
istics of rc:lationships be:twc:c:n producers. Cadiot's work is full of the 

sense: of writing as mundane, "naturaliud: communication of the: 
lcbenswch somehow interfered with. In his very first section, "an 
extreme advc:murc:, an adventure extrc:mc:," the persona breaks out, 
"What hasn't he wriuc:n? Why I hasn't he written?" This is the 
first mention of writing in the book. Initia lly the: reader thinlu Cadiot 
is rc:ferring to artist ic labor. The: sc:cond line, however could refer 
either to a stunted ar tist or tO a relationship gone: wrong. By thC.' 
book's last chapter we: know wc arc dealing not with the: realm of 
artistic production, but with the ltbtmwtll. "Thc wi nd whispers in 
the trces.- Hc: wrote.' a letter," Cadiot writes in "Will always have 
courage." Personal letters though, arc entwined with the world of 
commerce; writes a broken persona: "Do you have: ... paper ... pen 
and ... ink that you need?- ... business papers take the same: postage 
as letters- ... India ink never brc:alu down. " In bctwc:c:n the: open ing 
and dosing chapters wc arc given a kbtnswtll of chaos, of uncertain 
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and unSiab\e relationships. It is also very much a world of divided 
labor, of which the persona is aware: 

I am building a house by the sea 

could mean: 
(I) I am building the house myself 

"' (2)1 am having the house built 

h is a world of nonconsummated relations: "I've been thinking of her 
for two months, but I haven't writtenlto her yet," writes Cadi01 in 
"(n-1)," his third section; something is certainly wrong here, perhaps 
innocuous though- this could be an adolescent crush. Matters arc dra.r 
tically worse, on the other hand, in the tenth section, "Anacoluthon:" 

I fear that Peter won't come 
and I fear that Peter will not be coming 

I wrote ro him: Come as soon as you can 
He told us we'd be saved 

I wrote to him come or that he 
come as soon as possible. 

The sense of urgency here, cc:ntered on the words "fear; "saved," 
contribute to the sense Cadiot delivers of a chaotic, kb~m~/1. And 
"mundane" writing by no means approaches its utopian communica· 
tive function here:. 

Cadiot's text, incontestably formally accomplished as it is, is 
bound to provoke di~nt. Cadiot simply cannot seem to sec writing 
as a way out of"human self-alienation." Interestingly enough, the 
only fulfilled relationship in his book is in "The Lady of the Lake: a 
fuli-Aedgcd "one-act opera," for which one may find answers in 
Adorno's essay "Bourgeois Opera: in which Adorno writes of the 
non-alienated singing subject in harmony with nature:, a libretto itself 
not being "literature," Cadiot hence opposing "art" within the text. In 
today's America, there arc many people, who, to paraphrase Marx, 
among other things also write, paint, photograph, or play in a rock 
band. As for those who do participate in the "field of cultural produc· 
tion," Cadiot leaves little hope for, as Lyotard would put it, shuffiing 
"desire into the infrastructure:;" writing as leisure, labor's antithesis for 
which Marx ranted, never comes up. Nor does the therapeutic possi­
bility of writing (though sickness iJ a motif in Cadiot's text and the 
persona is a schiwid one, suggesting he is pessimistic ;~;bout this as 
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wd l), nor the cffons of those who engage with it politically. 
Modernity has S«n the rise of specialization, the division of labor, 
and Post modernity has seen an end to hopa of Marx's utopia. 
Although democratization has provided more opportunities, many 
miking inequalities in education persist. Cadiot's text suggests a 
dca:ntcrcd Lacanian sdf, and the scapegoat may not be capitalism, 
bu t- as the theme of"prescncc," "leaving" in the text indicates­
wri ting ilSCif. By writing, one enters an alien, symbolic language, con· 
u min2ted by Ahhusscrian ideologies. The culprit may not be Marx's 
historical disease, but a more universal post-structuralist one. "Your 
singing makes me S« blue sky again: says the persona in Cadiot's 
.second section: things arc almost fine here:. At the close of Art PMtic: 
C;~dio t introduces a third person: "He looked at the sky and the sky 
was blue." It is the same sky under which Marx's fictional Robinson 
C rusoe laborc:d. 
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Letter to the Editors 

Dear David and Yedda, 

I am plowing my way through Tripwire 3: Gender and must say the 
testimonies/compositions of Stefani Barber, Jocelyn Saidenberg. Sarah 
Anne Cox & you, David, are am:ningly heartwarming and inspira­
tional to me, not to sound GIRLY I think Lwna ChriSiie's drawings 
are fabulous too (&Linda Russo's ~Gender Quiz" exhibits much of 
what I want to say here quite dearly. But I want to say it again.) 

I want to point to something that disturbs me a bit and that is this 
framing in your Editors' Notes: "Despite tht increased participation of 
women within the traditionally male-dominated 'avant-garde,' .... " This 
framing w me is exacdy the problem. h seems to me that you're play­
ing into the false historical mode that David takes Ron Silliman - far 
too politely for my taste-to task for in his essay. The problem of era· 
sure is rourtal It is never, I've found, that women weren't there, but 
that they were there and it takes us forever to ~figure it out. When I 
as a writer look to, say, 'the Modernists,' who do I think of first? 
Obviously Stein, also Barnes, Loy, Butts, Hurston (&so on-what 
about Mae West?- who was writing fiction and drama co great success 
and controversy in that same era) ... .The fact that I first stumbled upon 
(in high school) Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Faulkner, and (in college) 
Joyce is the real problem there, in the canonical framing of that now­
historical avant-garde. It occurs to me that one might argue that Zorn 
Neale Hurston--or Ella Deloria, or Black Elk for that matter-did 
more to render ~the American grain" than William Carlos Williams. 

I remember having a lecturer in college insult us by saying "under­
graduates always think history started with the Victorians." So, like, 
it's cool we can say ~heW on TV now. Like no one was ever vulgar 
before. So it is with the women writers. I went through real pain in 
trying to relate to boys/men in college who I feh I was the intellectual 
equal of (if not more so-bU[ hey, we all wanted lO have sex), and 
who I really believe, at least somewhere lurking. thought so roo. But 
then the classes. Because of them these guys could one-up me in a 
flash, and didn't listen when I mumbled once or twice of writerly 
ambitions I'd had since I learned to read and had a little later discov­
ered books werc-mindblowing at 6 or so-by someone. A professor 
said, in a course called English Literary History, "it's not my fault we 
don't read a woman till the spring (Toni Morrison), that's the histo­
ry." Urn. Aphra Behn? Sarah Fielding? (Henry's sister who was more 
popular and influential in her lifetime.) The same year (1986?) he 
said this (& this in a nutshell is why !left that school) to us Dale 
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\1~nder published Mothm oftht NovtJ. 15ish years later at a used 
hoolutorr I find it, this book about women as KEY-central, dude-
11\Ve tHors o f the novel; I also find more women modernists in print, 
c:tc. But I find reviews, in local papers, at the same time, of the 
.am hology Women of the Beat Gmtration, reviews that oh·so-knowing­
ly indica te that women in the 1950s were pushing into such uturly 
111'111 terri wry, just by virtue of having the ~balls" (here I quote as 
Ccorge Oppen- in Rob Halpern's essay-quotes ~domestic~) (& 
th:o~~~k you Mr. Norman Mailer) ro take pen to paper. 

So it's the erasure that's the problem. It's not that the ladies are a 
bunch of locked-up dainty wall flowers-or burnt witchcs-(though 
of cou rse they are both at times) (poor Virginia Woolf worrying to her 
d iary that A Room of0nl'i Own was too strident and her (male) writer 
fri ends might not like her anymore) in each previous era, as I know 
you two know. The (female) person historically figurrd as 'wallflower' 
or 'witch' (or 'marginal' writer), she's composing in her own head/ 
vo ice; the (black, red, etc) person historically figured as 'savage,' s/he's 
composing in h is/her own head/voice; and so on. Tht whok timl'. 

I guess I'm arguing for a wider vision of history, for an absolute refusal 
of the "academentia" (see Mary Daly) that would have us forget all those 
Other People. (l(i also argue for a wider definilion of both 'literaturr' 
and 'avant-garde.') Those of us who find ourselves figum:l. as Other- in 
whatever cra, in whatever way: \.%art ntvtr sikm to ourulm. 

I worry also if we can so easily assume this period of mini-Enlight­
enment, such as it is (is it?} will last. I have: to admit I found Rob 
llalpern's essay impenetrable (unenvclopable?)-dcspite the fact that I 
know him to be an interesting writer and a kind, lovely person. But, a 
very male search for a very male search for a truthful feminine I? (My 
site of femininist- the spelling is purposeful-privilege here, David?) 
What a relief to come to Carla Harryman and Lyn Hejinian's two· 
hcaded, plainspoken adventuress(es). I just wonder though, as [ will say 
to Sarah Anne Cox- this refers to her essay-arr you sure we're never 
going tO have ro rrinvent that proverbial black canvas all over again? 

A reallygrcat issue. 

Fondly & rcspccrfully, xx-

Elizabeth Treadwell 

August 27 -September 1, 1999 
Berkeley & Occidental, Calif. 
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Mike Arn,nas_an 
Beyond the :')3.fety of Dreams 
Made mange, indeed-how else to walk pass people, how dsc to walk pus 
things. how dsc to walk pass sur'Oicilbna camc:r.u in the natural world. Eat 
compete, indttd-how else to dodge dnfi, how elK' to crou hair, how dsc 
to get laid as a measure of suck up. Read fiction, indeed-how else to bna 
boredom, how else to not said, how else to fake friends in the real world. 

Then why else would I fed like Fnnkenucin sociology and kill psychology 
while the chips fall Bqoru/ tlwSaftty fj'Drr.mu. -Hung Q. Tu 

Stacy Doris 
Paramour 
A box of prosodic bonbons with aploding centers, offering the burst of 
int('nsity only :mificialllavors an provide. Shimmering with assonances and 
anagnms, Stacy Doris's latest technical marvel comes Stacked with Warnings 
to Daughters, baulc KCnes, a Pull-Out Bonus for girls and tmly excellent 
gore-yielding remarkable new insighu into our culture's fascination with the 
pcpcmal interplays between aggression and love. Par11m1Jur works like the 
best of highly-engineered lipslid:s: compact, say, and always a litt le scary, it 
encourages kissing but won't kiss off. I'm completely besot·tcd! --Sianne Ngai 

Benjamip Friedlander l 
A Knot ls Not a Tang e 
Diving into the viscua, Ben Friedlander arrives at a poetry licrce with 
pleasure md dis-case. A Knot is NDIII T•nsk ofTen a splendid trip through 
the lurid truths of the world, tied together by a lyric entirely haunted, ucark, 
and dear. -Lisa Jamot 

Lsmra Moriar.ty 
Nude Memou 
In th is Nudr Mnnoi,.a roving gallery of nude torsos, nude catbvcr toes, nude 
female lover and dead male lover, nude bride undoing God'• and Duchamp's 
imposed abstnct nakednm-a woman is born. She is born of words formed 
when Ma scz (is) offered to a fxe: She is terrible and she is wonderful. She is 
film noir married to Baroque. She is sentences, magnificence, lust. She is an 

edifice of loss ma[criali1.ing and de-materialiting on a line between poetry 
and prose that Laun Moriany casu wi th the hand of a magician. I, 100, 

dream of stripping bare this flgull' that the poet has 10 gorgeously decked 
out, 10 get to the hcan of her namclc..suess. Nutk M~moir i1 an entnndng 
work of love, mourning. and resistance by a major poet. -Gail Scou 

- .krupskayaboola.com 
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from the University of Alabama PrCS5. He lives in Washington, DC, 
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