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SOLEIDA RÍOS 
 
A (fractured) discourse about Cuba . . .  
Or, three in-determinations on this paper 
 
translated by Kristin Dykstra 
 
 
Translator’s Introduction 
 
Soleida Ríos, who lives in the heart of Old Havana, is an award-winning poet—
yet she is perhaps best known for works of indeterminate genre. The following 
text is both at once.  
 
It incorporates a poem that Ríos composed as an elegy for her late friend, the 
poet Ángel Escobar, who created mature work marked by an abject lyricism 
before he took his own life in early 1997. Her elegy has been published in 
various magazines and collections. As such it has been called “extraordinary” 
and is already the subject of serious critical discussion, since it engages Cuban 
poetry canons while also commenting on pressures exerted by caste on literary 
language.1 As the elegy suggests, that pressure pervaded the life, death, and 
writing of Escobar, an Afro-Cuban who grew up on the rural eastern side of the 
island before moving west to Havana.  
 
After I translated that poem and published it as an independent piece in a 
magazine, I discovered its second existence within Ríos’ collection Secadero. 
There it appears embedded within an essay about her poetics, “A (fractured) 
discourse about Cuba . . . Or, three in-determinations on this paper.” The essay 
is perhaps better described as a series of notes, since it references Aimé Césaire’s 
Notebook of a Return to the Native Land while incorporating notes on Cuban 
poetry, Afro-Cuban spiritual traditions, and a desire to understand the 
Caribbean in terms of both violence and resilience. Merging these diverse 
forces, Ríos produces a poetics of cimarronaje. The escaped slaves of Caribbean 
history motivate her slippage across and out of conventional form. 

 

																																																								
1 See in particular María Luisa Puppo’s article about elegies to Escobar, which appeared in the Cuban studies 
magazine La Habana Elegante at 
http://www.habanaelegante.com/Spring_Summer_2013/Dossier_Poetas_Puppo.html. The University of 
Alabama Press released Escobar’s first complete book in my English translation in 2016. His tragic masterwork 
Breach of Trust / Abuso de confianza displays the abject defiance that Ríos so beautifully channels in her elegy. 
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Although I published two fragments from this “Discourse” throughout the 
translation process in Eleven Eleven and Jacket2, Ríos’ synthesis of cultural 
literacies cannot be fully understood without sight of her entire statement, poem 
and all. For example, her placement of poetry alongside a discussion of the 
yearly letter issued by babalaos (leaders of Afro-Cuban religious groups) may be 
unprecedented in Cuban cultural history; Ríos told me that she has never seen 
this letter, its ritual power, incorporated into the island’s literary field. As a 
complement to the elegy for Escobar and her reflections on her own origins—
also in rural eastern Cuba—her deliberate act of juxtaposition generates poetic 
intensities. 
 
 
A (fractured) discourse about Cuba . . .  
Or, three in-determinations on this paper 
 
1 
 
This bird was born of a machete blade. 
Nothing to do with the mockingbird, blackbird 
or mourning dove. 
It was born of a machete blade 
not a mamabird’s white egg. 
Not a lark not a quetzal not an aura of longing 
after final traces fade. 
It lives in song at La Bruja, its nest is there. 
It sings like birds of the sea and birds of the sierra, 
spurs the mules . . . And in harsh weather 
it flies over thatched roofs, it is ruthless, 
then someone has to die . . . 
 
 
Impoverished peasants would die (black, white, part indigenous, Haitian, 
Jamaican), their women would die, their children would die . . . and their bones 
piled up on the ocean’s shoreline. There they had hoped for the “twist of fate,” 
the chance that a boat might carry them away, and they fell dead, and there at 
the coast their bodies and bones turned to dust. 
 
Harsh Caribbean waters lapped at those bones. 
 
To the south, insurgent Caribbean water (the fault, the Bartlett Trough: almost 
4000 meters from the ocean floor to the Turquino peak) touches coastlines by 
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Santiago de Cuba, Guantanamo and the Sierra Maestra mountain chain. The 
length of the Sierra Maestra: an extended cemetery. Crosses, crosses. Simple 
wood, the taste and scent of salt. 
 
I came to know the poisoned roads that crossed the Sierra to move west from 
Santiago de Cuba to Cape Cross (!!). I saw the opening of a highway that put an 
end to the effective existence of Cuba’s eastern zone as an accursed “island.” 
What I learned badly, I taught badly (to read to write to think . . .) to children, 
women, and men whose imaginary I occasionally assumed. 
 
Once there was a bird . . . It was called the Bird from La Bruja, or “the Witch” 
at the river’s mouth. A bird of ill omen. It was responsible for drought and also 
for rising rivers. Sending mules off track. Mudslides. Earthquakes. They said, 
“From March to October, the bird did it.” Always. I was warned. 
 
I spent four years pursuing the mythical bird, trying to “register” it on the page. 
It is utterly responsible for my initiation into the poetic venture, conventionally 
understood. I needed some kind of energy, an impulse that came to me 
(paradoxically!) through science. The Cuban naturalist Nicasio Viña Valle 
released his finding: after 30 years of patient and dedicated searching, he trapped 
a specimen of the black-headed petrel on the Sierra Maestra’s southern coast. 
 
But . . . the bird was born of a machete blade. 
 
Myth doesn’t revive the blood through a poem but through the memory of two 
deceased friends. Alike: blinded with greed, or was it hunger, each one forgotten 
by the other, left to the depredations of poverty, of the elements, of non-
existence . . . 
 
At the end of daybreak life, prostrate, doesn’t know how to dispose of its dreams . . .2 
(Aimé Césaire) 
 
2 
 
Dreaming the way, facing the sea . . . Like the Cuban called the man of three 
homelands. He was born in Madrid, grew into a man and an intellectual in Cuba, 
died in the USA: Eugenio Florit, here paraphrased. 
 
																																																								
2 My rendition is adapted from the Eshleman and Smith translation of Césaire’s wrods: Ríos appears to be 
receiving or framing Césaire’s sentence somewhat differently in her Spanish phrasing than what their English 
suggests. —KD. 
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Like poet Lorenzo García Vega in what he called Albino Beach (Miami), who 
puts on the hat that belonged to Zequeira (Cuba’s first memorable poet, insane) 
in order to disappear from himself, saying I dream, but the dreams escape me. It rains 
continuously on this Albino Beach, and here’s the strange thing: it’s as if the dead came down 
with the rain. And I go on . . . (June 2003). 
 
I, Soleida Ríos, came from La Prueba, from deep in the east, I dream the way, 
free, I write these words facing the sea.  
 
A partially blind man with a clear gaze into profundity, Mario García, in La 
Hata, Guanabacoa, a practitioner of Palo: “Something is burning . . . the world, 
yes,” he says, blows aguardiente. And there’s blood from an offering: 
Luceromundo, Sieterrayos, Sarabanda . . . He chants facing his nganga. . . Awé. 
He dreams the way.  
 
Juan Formell (from the almost mythical popular band, Van Van, a force) singing 
¿Qué palo es este mayogüero . . . qué palo . . .? What power does this stick have, 
mayoguero . . . which stick is it . . . ? He dreams the way.  
  
Alessandra Molina, in New Orleans (. . . these mountains where no complete body is 
discernible . . . , she writes) dreams the way, facing the sea.  
 
Reina María Rodríguez: perfection is the body and the blood on the altars. With fear, an 
obscure terror, she dreams the way.  
 
Nancy Cayetana Morejón (Polished stone!). Facing the sea she dreams the way. 
 
Damaris Calderón, in Santiago de Chile (Splinters!), dreams the way, facing the 
sea. 
 
Amaury X., in eternal performance (a poetic politics: man-sandwich, man upside 
down). Alamar, peripheral Havana. He dreams the way. 
 
Marisol Hernández Morejón, Iyalocha, santera working with spirits of the dead, 
with possession, in Regla de Ocha: Turn your gaze my Lord toward this unhappy 
creature, don’t bury her between ocean waves . . . She dreams the way.  
 
Carlos Augusto Alfonso, Ismael González Castañer, Rito Ramón Aroche all 
experiment, sign their poems in the Vedado district, in El Cerro, in Los 
Quemados … They dream. 
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Antonio José Ponte, against the current in Havana (. . . Make yourself stone, and 
pound) writes, dreams the way. 
 
Ramón Alejandro, painter, fifteen years with his gaze (from Paris, from Madrid, 
from Miami) upon Olokum in chains (he in chains, she in chains?) on the 
seafloor. He dreams the way. 
 
Rolando Sánchez Mejías, on Barcelona (. . . did you all want proof of the work [. . .] or 
did you want proof of the pain?). Facing the sea he dreams the way. 
 
Sigfredo Ariel, in Old Havana (. . . the light, brother, the light). He dreams the way . . 
. 
 
Who and what are we? (Aimé Césaire. Notebook of a Return to the Native Land. In 
Poesías, Spanish-language edition published by Casa de las Américas, 1969.) 
 
At 12 midnight on the 31st of December every year, 700 (or even 800) Ifá 
priests (the babalaos, fathers of secrets), gather. They represent the great majority 
of the branches or families of Cuba at a ceremony opening slowly to their peers 
from other countries in the region and the world, fated to extract the 
Predictions of Ifá (Orula, Orúnmila) for the coming year. A tradition is fulfilled. 
 
The Oracle of Ifá, expression of the greatness of Yoruba poetry. A body of 
prophecies constituted by the 16 principal sections known as the Oddu, which 
subdivide in successions of 16, until reaching a total of 4696 (R.M. Furé, in 
Poesía Anónima Africana, published by the Instituto Cubano del Libro in 1968). In 
Cuba today the Okuelé, a chain, indicates it; the babalao must know and 
memorize the Oddu. 
 
Ceremony concluded, presided by the oldest of the babalaos and recorded by the 
youngest, after the rigorous deliberations, the document known as the Letter 
About the Year is released to the religious and to the community in general. 
 
2003. Ruling Sign: Ogundá Ogbe. Also known as Ogundá son ire fogbé: Ogundá wraps the 
blessed head and sets it out for Obbe. 
 
Ogundá Abede – Ogún with the sword, a clean cut. 
 
Prophecy: Iku ntori Aroye Olofin onire: Death by complaint, debate or offense. Olofin gives 
blessing. 
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Iku: death. 
 
Elegua (Elegba), known as Eshu, reigns this year. (I remember the Godmother: 
“On a quarter of earth Elegua turns into eshu malo”.) Divinity of the 
merchants, Elegua is old man and child, opens and closes doors, ways. As divine 
regent he is accompanied by Oshún, orisha of maternity and protector of 
children (as her Catholic half: the Virgin of Caridad del Cobre, Patron Saint of 
Cuba). She is ruler of honey (oñí), fresh waters, sensuality. Sandunguera, 
generous love. 
 
The flag waving over the houses of the adepts this year is half white and half 
black, with yellow edges. 
 
The Letter About the Year gives warning, speaks of illnesses that could come 
more often: above all, neurological and psychological illnesses. It announces 
events of social interest: deformities . . . discovery of a new species (genetic crossbreeds); 
irregularities in the climate, with unseasonable changes; removal of a government (international 
agreement and military intervention); communities suppressed through war. The Letter talks 
about death . . . It recommends roots from the calaguala fern and ginger for 
neurological problems, recommends honesty, integrity, recommends meeting 
for reconciliation . . .  
 
Through refrains it focuses a piece of wisdom: Before death the king turns over his 
crown […] The monkey uses its head to avoid death. 
 
 
Oggún kills on the right and destroys on the right.  
Oggún kills on the left and destroys on the left.  
Oggún kills suddenly in the home and suddenly in the countryside.  
Oggún kills the child with his own steel plaything.  
Oggún kills in silence. 
……… 
Oggún is the needle that pricks on both ends. 
Oggún has water but bathes in blood. 
……… 
It is not easy to look at the light shining on Oggún’s face. 
Don’t let me see the red of your eyes! 
……… 
Oggún is a crazy orisha who still asks questions after 780 years! 
If I can answer, or if I can’t, 
Oggún, don’t ask me anything! 
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……… 
¡Oggún, don’t turn me away! 
……… 
¿Does the seeing eye turn a gaze away? 
 
(R.M. Furé: “Oriki Ogún”, from Poesía Anónima Africana.) 
 
 
3 
 
Ángel Escobar Varela, born in Guantanamo in 1957, possessed of a most 
powerful energy, fought and managed to equip himself with a singular language. 
He wrote (and published the majority of his ten books during his lifetime). He 
found no path for himself (for his beautiful black body) except the one his 
poems had been announcing for years, the one that led him to throw himself 
out of a window and shatter on a wall on February 14, 1997. Probably no Cuban 
poet has been so oddly sought out and read in recent years. For him: with his 
voice (?), which I have inevitably assumed, my poem as homage. 
 
 
Ángel Escobar. Excogitate The Wheel . 3 
 
He says: 
Man in blackface. Red eyes. 
 
He says: 
Handful of palm buds, 
cornflower, centaury, 
flexible branches ... 
Sprigs of tamarisk, sprigs of furze 
herbs still exuding scent. 
 
He’s in the sentry box looking all around. 
He says.  
That’s how it is: keeping watch. 
And I’m the one watched by someone else. 
I’m just a nuisance. 
Escobar, cabin boy holding his broom. 
 

																																																								
3	“La Rueda” (from Dador), by José Lezama Lima	
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Perennial, radical family, its 
roots in eastern Cuba, long cylindrical 
stalks, nude 
with thorny tufts 
a greenish flower, wild bracts. 
 
Escobar: to sweep. 
Down, going down, going further down. 
 
Umbrella spokes stretch downward 
but that and nothing else is normal to him. 
In contrast he, I suffer 
I resemble a papilloma. 
Am all excrescences. 
Hypertrophy of what might have been 
his / my kind of normal. 
 
Another man. An other. 
(The Wheel) Squatting 
his curls like carbuncles. 
He goes mad. 
 
Once I had angular branches. 
Or saw myself that way. 
Green, hairless, yellow flowers. 
And neatly in a bunch . . . No, 
rotten. 
The seed: dark brown 
bitter, slimy, 
a canchalagua (from Honduras). 
Dissolved, in poultices 
I take shape, you could shape . . . it’s a saying 
or musical instrument. 
Oh, but a man smeared with the stench of guayaco, I don’t know. 
 
The man going mad thinks 
about the Eleusinian Mysteries 
 
Spurge . . . Gloomy place. 
Buckthorn branches, centaury branches. 
Head. 
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Black head. If it’s ripening, 
red fruit. 
Escoba amarga: bitter broom 
(or common cress: twisted, dull, contrary 
in glaucous leaves) 
or escobajo, a part left from an old broom, 
the dry stalk from a cluster of grapes 
– which at one time were me? 
 
Once I said I was Callimachus. 
Dried water, dried words. 
Black blood was puddled 
in my lung. 
 
The Wheel. 
 
A woman who ascends (. . .). 
A woman behind the left arm. 
A man behind the right arm. 
He goes mad. 
The ox is resting. 
A black man appears. 
Horrifying: the repugnance disfigures him. 
When he grows desperate, no.  
When he grows desperate, chest to my chest . . . 
 
Abundance, my abundance. 
Escobar: to sweep. 
Escobazar: to sprinkle water with a brush … Dew? 
 
The stocks. 
At an angle, a double, ordinary incision 
cuts across the edge of my ear. 
And now, before, it bled, remember! with the pigs 
one Christmas Eve long ago. 
But I ROSE UP in the mines at El Cobre 
one day in 1731. 
 
Abundance. My abundance. 
Escobar . . . sweeps it away. 
I sweep and sweep. And sweeping never 
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would have won you prizes. Never with you, 
because this kind of Here (go debate it  
if you want) shimmers. 
 
Not even once. 
 
Sweep! 
They’ve told me ever since I was born, they tell me 
now that I’m dead. 
 
But I abound. 
In abuse. 
Escobar: to sweep. 
Escobillar: to scrub. 
Scrub the floor, make it shine! 
Wire bristles, zacatón root 
short and tough for floors and dishes. 
 
Brushwood coarse brush brittle brushmaker . . . 
 

He sees a black man rise up, one all full of hair 
Red robe, black inkwell. 
He opens the book, re-examines that which comes and that which goes . . .  
Excogitates. Then turns to a deserted room 
(ñinga!) 
because in the Royal Academy’s dictionary 
LO NEGRO the BLACK THING,  
BLACK THING gets in the way. 
Even today. 
 
Brushwood, coarse brush, brittle brushmaker . . . 
I revolve (ruptured) between sky and earth. 
 
Yes. An elliptical hole would open my head in two. 
Cables, chains ran through. The chains. 
Écubier.  
Pretty blacks in the slave quarter. 
Haitians in the workers’ quarter. 
Jacobo, Juliana, Francisco, Ta José. 
Sometimes I fall face down. 
Oh, Mother. 
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I tried to drink the dew 
like a wildflower. 
 
A man with the face of an Etruscan horse returns. 
The repugnance returns. 
The belly weighs heavy, the thing inside it hidden.  
Signs that won’t let me decipher them. 
 
Broken ground. Gulfs. Revolves. Brilliance. 
Invasive the marabou breathes, anthropomorphized. 
Me, a tough mad carob tree. 
Excobar: no more broom. 
 
 

—May 4-5, 2002 
 
 
 
Who and what are we? A most worthy question!4  
 
The Caribbean: (exceeding the limits of the sea that bears this name, reaching 
the southern United States and zones of Peru and Ecuador). Forced labor, whip, 
barracks, resistance to slavery and discrimination, the runaway life and its 
defense . . . all of which lead to a cultural expression of resistance and liberation. 
It locates spiritual spaces par excellance in popular celebrations and magico-
religious systems.  
 
 
I rewrite words from my respected Joel James Figarola: Cuban storyteller, 
researcher and essayist.5 
 
The Caribbean (see Entre el ser y el definir, the emblematic text by this writer) is a 
constant search for liberty and Independence.  
 
I can’t conceive of any better dream. 
So be it!  
 

																																																								
4 I adopt this line, which Ríos adopts from Césaire, as it appears in Eshleman and Smith’s translation of Césaire’s 
Notebook. 18. Note by KD. 
5 1940-2006. Director (fundador) de la Casa del Caribe y la Fiesta del Fuego, Festival internacional que se realiza 
cada año en Santiago de Cuba. Note by SR.	
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Kosi Ano, Kosi Iña, Kosi Eyó, Kosi Ikú, Kosi Ofo: Let there be no illness, let there be 
no tragedy, let there be no blood, let there be no dead, that there be no 
shamelessness. 
 
 
LOVE. If this word is spoken in untruth, it is corrupted. 
 
 

—Havana, July 12-14, 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Soleida Ríos (b. 1950 in eastern Cuba) first produced book-length publications in the late 
1970s. Her writing is often classified as poetry. However, Ríos herself is more comfortable 
presenting much of her work as experimental “texts” breaking with conventional form. Her 
“books of dream” have been called stories yet emerge from her documentation of the private 
dreams of other people, drawing attention in a society where an emphasis on collective 
experience heavily dominates public speech. Kenning Editions plans to publish El texto sucio / 
The Dirty Text, translated to English by the late Barbara Jamison; Ríos won the 1997 Premio 
Razón de Ser from the Alejo Carpentier Foundation with the original Cuban book. She has 
numerous well-regarded titles published in the twenty-first century, including three in 2009. 
Her collection Estrías won the Nicolás Guillén Prize for Poetry in 2013.  

Kristin Dykstra is editor and co-translator of Maqroll’s Prayer and Other Poems, a collection by 
Álvaro Mutis (Colombia) to be published by New York Review Books in 2018. With Kent 
Johnson she is co-editor of Materia Prima, an anthology of poems by Amanda Berenguer 
(Uruguay) forthcoming from Ugly Duckling Presse in 2018. Dykstra’s translations of 
contemporary literature appear in four bilingual editions of Cuban writing with the University 
of Alabama Press, each with her critical introduction. Three were published in 2016: The 
Counterpunch (And Other Horizontal Poems), by Juan Carlos Flores; Breach of Trust, by Ángel 
Escobar; and The World as Presence by Marcelo Morales, longlisted for the 2017 National 
Translation Award. Her UAP edition of Other Letters to Milena, a multi-genre collection by 
Reina María Rodríguez, appeared in 2014. Dykstra won the 2014 Gulf Coast Prize in Literary 
Translation, judged by Jen Hofer, with excerpts from the book by Morales. 	  
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TONGO EISEN-MARTIN 
 
 
Cut A Hand From A Hand 
 
“if you reverse the car any farther, 
you will run over all the scenes in the back of your mind” 
 
I never cared for teachers…just the pattern of fainting spells induced by wall art. 
Propaganda is courage, man 
 
The price sticker hid my tattoo 
—I treasure my problem with the world 
 
“My mother becomes from Brooklyn first thing in the morning” 
—a proverb around these parts 
 proverb or peasant entrance password  
 
Writing short notes to famous Europeans  
On the backs of post cards 
With ransom requests 
 
They reply with a newsreel or cigarette announcement (I can’t tell the 
difference) 
 

—Noble dollars then you die inside 
(but only inside) 

 
“They call it, ‘sleeping deeper than your stalker.’ 
And stalker is all that badge makes you,” 
says a great spirit dressed in the bloody rags tuxedos became 
 
 

meanwhile my punch is feared by no one 
“Proud of yourself?” I ask the fret hand 

 
“Porch Lights” is what they call our guns 

I’ve seen this house in a dream 
I’ve seen this chair on behalf of a dream 

 
 



	 18	

 I believe a trumpet was the first possessed object to fly 
 

“keep going,” she cheers 
 
 the draft in the room becomes a toddler  
obsessed with the altar 
the altar becomes a runaway train 
 got a thousand paintings cascading down my skinny arms 
    Dictionaries piling up to the window bars 
 

basements called dope fiend cocoons 
crowd into the part of my mind 

referred to as my heart 
—a reminder to the population that  

your blanket can work with 
or against you— 

 
human reef/ 
we will be a big human reef 
for concepts that finally gain a metaphysical nature 
and they will swim around our beautiful poses 
 

we stop being flashbacks  
then stop being three different people 

then I was alone [the pistol is one city away] 
 
one of the drug triangle’s lines runs through my head 
tap the bottle twice and consider the dead refreshed 
“don’t you want to rest your bravery? 
don’t you want to be a coward for a little bit?” 
—back and forth to a panic attack with no problems nor fears 
 
a man gets a facial expression finally 
a Friday finally goes his way 
his life is finally talked about happily in his head 
 

I can’t possess the body of a hermit 
I must be the last of his smoke 

Now running away with three blocks of alley 
Tucked under my arm 

You ever see a man 
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get to the bottom of his soul 
in a car ride down a missing cousin’s street? 

half step to the right 
I mean I took the whole car outside of history 

Half step to the right 
I mean a whole pack of wolves stepped to my left 

—Deep in the recesses of the main recess 
 
“road marker” is what I called the light bulb we had for a sun 
    a whole civilization might slink to the sink 
      chain gang shuffling next to a sucker 
 
—the long look in the mirror [a stack of money starts talking from four cities 
away] 
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The Confidence Scheme 
 
The neighborhood looks like someone put their kitchen outside 
(I’ve been rehearsing my speeches all summer/tracing car keys on paper and 
calling it poetry) 
 
I am a spirit who paints  
And thinks too much for a man killed by a herd 
 
And therefore it is better to cry than cry through your hands 
 
Thunder, please pick some thunder for me 
“I shed blood and call the blood brother to my art” 
 
A lake tide playing with the wall  
Or the Midwest doubles  
  as both box and earth 
 
I had a craft once 
But then we folded up our tents  
 and headed west 
 walking with stilts over soggy graves 
 
 
Me? Me, I dance with my debts in front of my children 
With tinsel bullet casings 
“you were all born on warrant paper. Children” 
 
I stood to the side  
With all the rest of the predators 
Not because I saw prey 
But rather because predators were trying to be like me 
 
Because I have been betrayed by, but have been all sides of violence 
 
Divisions all over my favorite wall 
“The world is my favorite wall” 
“The walk home was my favorite wall” 
 
we went to the movies  
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then left the country 
“baby, I’m on drugs again and therefore will not make a move”  
 
brother, I wrote all the poems that I am going to write about godlike women 
and the guns through which I interpret them 
 
or were we all child soldiers of a scattered war machine 
battlefields in wind chimes 
where all my hopes are charismatic 
 
you ever look down at the world from a wind chime? 
 
Miracle oriented lately 
Junkie meditation 
As instructed by the window curtain 
Is the way I look for love (even hate) 
 
“What a miraculous route you took through the threat” 
 
“Write your poems. Then write your poems on paper.” 
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Channels to fall asleep to 
 
While shoe box to shoe box travels my childhood 
 
Professionals roll garbage cans around a conference room 
Half the size of a holding tank 
Half the hope of a holding tank 
Full of third world retail flattery 
“nothing wrong with the blind leading the blind,”  
       we think they just said 
 

the entire train station crouches behind a piano player 
and why should Harlem not kill for its musicians 

“He is in a dream” 
“A spirit world”  

“I should introduce myself” 
“And convince him to sleep” 

 
porcelain epoch  
succeeding for the most part 
dying for the most part 
married for the most part to its death 
 
when a hostage has a hostage 
that is u.s. education 
 
stores detach their heads 
and expect you to do the same when you enter 
 
God says, “do not trust me in this room” 
 
Two fascists walk into a bar 
One says, “let’s make a baby.” 
The other says, “let’s make three… and let the first one eat the other two.” 
 

your sky or mine 
read from 

the book of pool room enemies 
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“I’m the best kind of square. Poor and in love with the 1960s. The first picture I 
ever saw in my life faded from my storytelling a long time ago.” 

 
Not even ten years old 
And most of you are on my shoulders 
 

The store’s detached head smiled 
 

casually be poor 
 teach yourself  
 how to get out of this room 
 and we’ll leave you enough blood 
 to turn off the lights 
 on your way out 
 
casually be poor 
 they are all cops when you are poor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Originally from San Francisco, Tongo Eisen-Martin is a movement worker and educator 
who has organized against mass incarceration and extra-judicial killing of Black people 
throughout the United States. His latest curriculum on extrajudicial killing of Black people, 
We Charge Genocide Again, has been used as an educational and organizing tool throughout 
the country. His book of poems, Someone’s Dead Already (Bootstrap Press), was nominated for 
a California Book Award. His latest book of poems, Heaven Is All Goodbyes, is the 61st City 
Lights Pocket Poets book.  
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LIONEL FOGARTY 
 
introduction by Matt Hall 
 
 
For Martinican poet and theorist Édouard Glissant, what he calls forced poetics 
exists “where a need for expression confronts an inability to achieve 
expression.”6 Glissant further clarifies this when he argues that “a forced poetics 
is created from the awareness of the oppositions between a language that one 
uses and a form of expression that one needs.”7 For Indigenous Australian poet 
and activist Lionel Fogarty, the divide between what is said and what goes 
unsaid, between Indigenous life and non-Indigenous assertions, exemplifies this 
pressure, poetically and politically. The tension that exists in his work is a 
continuance of the struggle for self-determination and for justice that have 
typified Fogarty’s writing for the last thirty-five years. These poems represent 
the struggle for the right to be able to tell one’s own stories, as the poem “Fuck 
Off” argues:  
 
Deep down in the black anthropological mind 
lives an historical process 
you all here never will re-write.8 
 
In that the language of the following selection of poems is seen to contravene 
the grammatical and syntactical constraints of English language usage, speaks to 
the “forced transculturation” of non-Indigenous language and culture in the 
telling of Indigenous history. That same tension underlies many of the poems 
contained here, where corporate and/or government words “Reinforce white 
dominance” with a “syntax blotched [by] greed.” The division between rurality 
and rusticism is played upon in the heart-breaking poem of post-mining boom 
small towns “SEE SEA OVER DEWS IN CEDUNA”, just as the divide 
between Aboriginal reality and labour and the saleability of Aboriginality is 
fiercely critiqued within the poems. In “Digger lion’s goal”, the line 
“Revitalizing extraction” unfolds into “Sacred histories severed on impacted 
reclamation”. “Revitalizing extraction” levels accusations at (foreign owned?) 
corporations for the extraction economies of resources and culture; at once a 
boutique multicultural project (with their Indigenous employment targets and 
job incentives) the devastating ecological and ontological effects of which 
Indigenous communities are often left to bear. That “Sacred histories” are 
																																																								
6	Glissant, 120.  
7 Glissant, 121.  
8 Fogarty, ‘Fuck Off,’ New and Selected, 75. 
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“severed” and “dispossessed” speaks of derivations of value and labour, and 
sets up a dialectic between surplus value and surplus lives. Everyday language, 
especially that used for corporate control of Indigenous Country, is represented 
as corrupt and corrupting. This is language that needs to be broken, to be 
disseminated and retooled. What Fogarty presents in his work is a language that 
has been recalibrated, which reflects the linguistic corruption it is exposed to 
and which speaks with historical horizons far longer than any market 
projections.  
 
Adding to the multifaceted attack on linguistic and cultural expression is the 
status and functions of possessives within the poems. The challenge to 
definitions of ownership and the very constructs of personhood are contested 
within these agrammatical examples, “cities are built on times land.” Here, time 
is given in identificatory language, as governing and possessive, but also as 
reflecting a plurality of temporal fields (mythopoeic, colonial and authorial 
times) and as possibly as establishing hierarchies of control and dominance, 
where “Homeland is earth’s lust”. The complications of personal identity and 
identifiers are as complex as antecedents we can trace to the Black Arts 
Movement.9 The criticism latent in a “Were are the many stars” problematizes 
historical categorisations of Indigenous Australians (“were”) and doubly, or 
perhaps exponentially, problematizes the relationship between those Aboriginal 
Australians being defined and their capacity for agency and decisive action given 
in the corruption of the verb “we’re”. In even this most subtle way—and 
Fogarty’s poems are not typified by their subtlety—his poems critique the 
concept that Indigenous lives are qualifiable, and stand against the impact of 
language in overdetermining the confines and constructs of Indigenous life.  
 
It is with this caustic approach that Fogarty contests the political future of 
reclamation, of sanctity and of self-determination. It is a position from where he 
determinedly stakes a claim on the stories that lie at the heart of the country.   
 
 

																																																								
9 And one should note Evie Shockley’s brilliant work in this area of criticism. Evie Shockley, Renegade Poetics: Black 
Aesthetics and Formal Innovation in African American Poetry (New Jersey: Wesleyan, 2011). 
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SEE SEA OVER DEWS IN CENDUNA   
 
Garment government town sea dunes sea front loot. 
See new in Ceduna nah school fish for sea news. 
A long the great bitten beach bright open shores, 
Sea over dews sees sea of jewels. 
Mining town know for worker on the mine, sands for the calls, 
Now most are old or tow the young to contracts the works. 
The first look, oh they natives rumi a rum run this places, we’ll see who pays the 
town bills and rates. 
Town camp people rush by every day yarning away as if there past people’s 
fished walked swim worked in theses parts. 
People on foot, some in wanting shoes looking for a bit of drink just to keep 
cool from heat away and let cold drink in give the strength to walk another K or 
to home camp sleeps. At nights sad seam’s Ceduna awaits a new light moon on 
morning afternoon sights. 
The polices are as cheep as dogs looses in a rubbish heap. 
Every face knows a face and if the bodies different then it’s sussed for a much 
they got, for tomorrow living. 
The native tidies are coming to see dews new sea town sure shores, so clean up 
wear your best wear be common on the hello bro? So the business is in the 
higher market more mauls trails and buggers to eat and make the blacks fat as 
fat. 
Ceduna reminds a blackfella wipe apart as a small mission but with still white 
controls. 
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Past by travelling fork up the money to a fake crossing, yet the painting caves 
big in notes, while centre links is line is like second home for a cup of papers in 
your mouths. 
There are family’s back in the old land right duck pound beach holding house 
now, the one’s who fought for little lands, that belong to there parents spiritual, 
yet the rates or rents are still no payed to the right full owners, the big say so of 
the bills are bigger than ever. 
Health to who will give a jobs to those not of progress, 
Some Indigenous cultures draws significants in needs of Ceduna, 
Some speak lounges, most speak English are down an out by voices. 
Arts are about in a shop, same as spots is about as balls are kicked up and down 
the street in towns ways, so the cops get the balls and up sets the parents, skins 
names are heard then touch in the poorest senses. 
From town to town their history is many parallels over stories of movements 
life and dying of family’s, yes but the race lives. 
Up and down the coast reconnects are happening when attention is the issues. 
But why must a people work for a land sea killing shills. 
The manner of convenience is modern, 
Yet bush believes is still fortunate, 
Self-owning an addressed stay is like up today new wave walkabout. 
Access is there, but how to anticipate is the spear for keys futures. 
Most unable agreement is make by low cost then queries those off permission. 
A author go on to ask for a story, but get told no some one took my story and 
never gave me nothing back in return. 
Delay by due changes always happen here sitting and looking at Ceduna. 
But the installation of kind way is felted. 
But pains tame the wild, 
If you know then good advise is solely in the sea you soon of take a trip to 
Ceduna seeing the dawn and how the days meet the people’s. 
Its once was the community they wanted it to be, may the creator help their 
futures by sea sand sky and no more lies for the Ceduna town ship 
We wait by the day care place for our turn to talk art and walk with each other 
now time as no sea sky day or night to our gathering, we get free food tea 
anything needed for our day to day life always, see you all around Ceduna nah 
mate S.A.  
  

—Lionel G Fogarty Nov 2013       
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 NEVER WORKED 
 
He wave his fingers saying he’s a worker 
     Work to the breeze off pride, 
        Word winner made heat powers run. 
Work together in sunshine machine society, 
    Brings version over our sensuality. 
Harvest highways for the drivers find, 
       Safe life living eyes on the ears. 
Boiling to top my feet seems weak  
Being down on the ride arm out of reach 
Pride every day must not astray. 
The breeze that never air inner gave, 
Non-powers was un-kind. 
The cities around worlds unknown, 
       Saw the hurt before it caused bloods to flow. 
The flowers a brighten a morning dew passing, 
By bodies not yet entwine. 
Work what to day no numbered as if dogs and cats are priceless. 
Man wanting space of séance to be the last forest, 
Man using our minds for rich around speaker’s words. 
Working in silence brings not the thing wants on needs. 
Boil now the tea; boil now the wind on rains we and I needs. 
 
 
—MONDAY SEP 2 2013 MERTON VIC LIONEL G FOGARTY TIME 3.30.    
  



	 29	

CONQUER SLAUGHTER’S 
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Digger lion’s goal 
  have to =====$$ 
No warrior’s cult threats invisible vibes  
  Dumb bounded by digging a lion’s genocide  
Syntax blotched greed; 
Let the frontiers frontline wise surface non greed  
A destruction end when poison tongues gave  
      Honouring obligations. 
Tablespoons off set futures sip dip lips  
Reinforce white dominance makes, 
Mind set by create divisions  
 
Negative gate mouth where always 
  Titled by question of how too  
  Boardrooms perspective. 
Syntax text of battles honour  
  Will give repression modern  
  Ancient engaged fights. 
To show history one sided “shines no’’ 
Tow stories echo as designed Oh. 
Capitulation stole spiritual origin  
Madden disadvage discrimination. 
No conversation are needed on  
  Who knows? 
No common mutualists’ occupants  
Rich order governance supremacy 
Measures apply by bestow devils. 
Live no reoccupy every sites are taken  
Revitalizing extraction  
Dispossessed continuation by connection 
Sacred histories, well severed on impacted reclamation; 
Unique face living being present off grandfathers lived 
Being vital resource pride reoccupy truth shield, 
Museum treating history declaration  
Debates be activity movements in highest  
       Attempters conquer slaughters  
     

—  Lionel G Fogarty 2015 16 11 time 8’22 am tired on these day. 
            Sat day time wrote 3.29 14 /11/20`15  
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NO CITES LIKE THE CITES HUM IN 
 

This cities are builted on times land. 

Whites made a date to root their women’s  

Season flow in times of hardship  

winds live below the feets that walk 

the flower smell on the mouth we smell. 

Fields desires passion for workers pays are hard yacaring 

Bend on back, send to spend never expect lended. 

All towns don’t twin cities cos your unemloyments  
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tongues are adanceing over number  

(who want to work for an opperssioner anger) 

The mountain kiss a ever-lasting love,stop houses being made in mountain. 

Let the cave below the seas be our beds 

Have the ray shine by ground skies giving a path-way over lands recratives. 

This cities don’t remind me of the countries once was. 

Hate hidden by white man calendar in 800 years, 

one big museum, as even eyes await rain drops in the dry light off days. 

Were are the many stars  

Were are the so much clounds  

May space stop the travel by sit down and lazzy out people’s ; 

(Make no bills for the billi’s) Soil is a toil needing all to recoil). 

Your cities are not our living life  

but you all live not shared and must have grassroot rights. 

Homeland is earth’s lust, High class shall fall as shatted grass. 

They dust tail in details for a cause spend on the big notes. 

Written land can now till the cities where they are going. 

Fields of face, give all flowers lit lifes  

Fields of body gave all work greater words. 

It’s times for the poets of real justice in  

all sence to take over resigons polaltic, (also the Mac book “funny hands on 
faces” 

It’s stop time for all to care to kick war out of extines . 
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This is a timeless cities musised by tunes told and untold, Hey yet to be written . 

Remmber the gun wespon are them? 

800 TO ONE 

         

—LIONEL G FOGARTY 17 JAN 2015 TIME 8;31 am CALCUTTA INDIA  
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COPS ARE POETS ON THE LOOKS SIT HEARS COBS  
 
 
(COMMON COPS COBS AND CODES) 
He the poetry fee mans says yes greater idea, 
To have cops who done wrong to first Australians’  
Get out a books in personal poloidal postconiel poems. 
Well it will sell as pigs fights pigs, piss on shit  
P=process I interdents G guts Sorting . 
Police pleasant in laws, outars your home poet lawless. 
She says polices literatures’ will be ripe, 
Cliveing palms hands four leafs climp 
Wagon as if protest writers stood , 
Over 10 cops associated at a paddy the wagon  
Poets don’t honk a yakka don’t know your smell , 
Nah never buys polices poetry yet, out of the uniformed where, 
Is your formed words. 
He’s saves the David an lion, log an log writings invitee’s  
Frontlines offices writers to be pub wished dead launches ; 
Officers do lit bug literatures’. 
He rights wings appeared to show alines to cop of the enfroces  
That killed took cizten lifers aways. 
To have equality siting talking with authors protest challenges’ poets  
Now’s for the fee; 
Sell us these class fall for unity turn bull sorter literatures’. 
(So the cops can’t write this seeks peep weeps by their morning  
Honking honest , nights drians officers writers, 
Mad pig days sleep to arisen ciztens to , 
  honk 
on pigs skpies .................... 
 
 
 

—BY LIONEL G FOGARTY FRIDAY 9/10/2015 7;35 am  
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Lionel Fogarty was born in 1958 at Barambah, now known as Cherbourg Aboriginal 
Reserve, in the South Burnett region of southern Queensland, Australia. Since the 1970s he 
has been active in many of the political struggles of the Aboriginal people, from the Land 
Rights movement, to setting up Aboriginal health and legal services, to the issue of black 
deaths in custody. His first collection of poetry, Kargun, was published in 1980, and he has 
gone on to publish eight further collections, as well as a children’s book, Booyooburra, a 
traditional Wakka Wakka story. Fogarty published his Selected Poems: 1980-2017 in June 2017. 
An unabashedly political poet, Fogarty’s poetry employs Aboriginal English in innovative 
ways, challenging readers to reconfigure cultural assumptions. http://www.fogarty.works 
  
Matthew Hall holds a PhD from the University of Western Australia. He has written 
extensively on J.H. Prynne and British late-modernism, including a monograph on Violence in 
the Work of J.H Prynne. He is the author of Hyaline, False Fruits and Royal Jelly, amongst other 
books of poetry. He has written extensively on Lionel Fogarty and contemporary Indigenous 
Australian Poetry more broadly.	  
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NAT RAHA 
 
three poems from £/€xtinc t ions  
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Nat Raha is a poet, musician and trans / queer activist, living in Edinburgh, Scotland. Her 
poetry includes two collections: countersonnets (Contraband Books, 2013), and Octet (Veer 
Books, 2010); and numerous pamphlets including ‘de/compositions’ (Enjoy Your Homes 
Press, 2017), ‘£/€xtinctions’ (sociopathetic distro, 2017), ‘[of sirens / body & faultlines]’ 
(Veer Books, 2015), and ‘mute exterior intimate’ (Oystercatcher Press, 2013). She’s performed 
and published her work internationally. She is undertaking a PhD in Creative & Critical 
Writing at the University of Sussex. Nat’s essay titled “Transfeminine Brokenness, Radical 
Transfeminism” has recently been published in the South Atlantic Quarterly.	
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ED LUKER 
 
from Universa l  Attainment Centre  
 
 
Taxpayers: this is the mimetic working out of an experience you will never get 
given. Through prepositional dislocation it aims to to distract and arch your 
spinal ligatures into subjugated attention; a single pinpoint of light emitting 
outwards from the cosmic neural centre straight into your retina also known as 
truth. What are you on. Its purpose is didactic or not for. It is therefore poetic 
or not about. That is the working through of a contradiction you experience 
every time you read something for where does it leave you you ask ask. I am 
using it as an excusatory. Excuse me. In physiotherapy, dislocation and 
displacement are strictly muscular, or cartilagic. We have to put things back 
where they belong through the proper order of pressure. A large man rolls you 
onto your side and works tension through the spaces between your spinal 
vertebrae and in a state of arrest you know and he knows that it is for your good 
and for his benefit. Equitability. Each different subsection of spinal anatomy has 
its own proper name and its own proper place in the order of cosmic alignment 
known as posture. OK, pay me. You have been in a lot of pain recently. We 
have to put things back in their proper order. This is a procedure based on risk 
and things can go wrong so as this risk is undertaken by us with as much fidelity 
as possible, we ask you to waiver our accountability in the unlikely chance of any 
cosmic misfortune. We are not asking you. Each vertebra has its own border to 
the next. Those boundaries can seize up through external pressure known as 
traffic. The weight of the world grows weary on belaboured shoulders. You 
wake up. You go to work. Some point later you go back to bed. This is the 
beauty of the diurnal. Everything in its proper place. I never knew you were a 
comedian. Don’t give up the day job. I don’t have one. Laughter. Everyone 
wants to sharpen up and look the part. Through simply applying protracted 
force as an instant of relief the body can secure its peace, with minor losses of 
course. That is a given. Proper names. By which he means that’s normally 
twenty pounds for the forty-five minute session but as you are a student it’s half 
price. Some things are certified and that is positively reassuring, I suppose. As 
an avant-garde writer I am not the voice of this poem, says the physiotherapist. 
I do not believe that poems have bodies. I do not believe that bodies have 
voices. I do not believe that voices have poems. Poems are rather the infinite 
interplay of non-meaning like banging your forehead on a plate of different 
coloured tacs where each colour represents a word-type such as a noun verb or 
preposition. Green under your eye lid. That’s a sort of satire. Disregard that. 
Now get on me. I didn’t say that. This is the ethics of disregard. This sentence 
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should serve as a warning that we take our duty to protect taxpayer’s money 
very seriously. I do believe in contradictions but I do not believe that they 
should be surmounted. This is the ethics of a poem, which is not mine. Well, 
not I did. You just take care of your bills and I will take care of mine. With you, 
if I were you I would just take that money and use it to pay off all my bills at 
once. I mean, your bills. Through simply applying protracted force the problem 
can be alleviated. My politics are simple. We will get to them later. On the 
phone you are talking to a man that does not have a phone. Ok, no. Not at all. 
‘Man’, they say as a sort of exclamatory. They are stuck in a strange desert 
compound where people speak a language they do not understand. They are 
there of their choosing. They are choosing to be there and not someone else. He 
means somewhere else. There are two options. Either he is there because he 
chose to be there or he is there in spite of choosing not to be there. He says he 
thinks he chose to be there but there were some necessary external factors. You 
remind him there are no necessary external factors, one just has to exercise 
attention on the centre. Where? The centre. The reasons are unclear. He says 
that is most helpful. He means that it is not helpful at all. You persist. He says 
that he is staying in this large room. Mostly nondescript. He persists. He was not 
capable of describing it. Bare light, loads of it, endless, couldn’t be more light. 
Interior, maybe. Your eyes are swollen shut. He is waiting there for permission 
to go to another place where he may also wait for some documentation that 
might allow him the possibility of a semi-permanent location known nominally 
as a right to remain, a right that is capable of being revoked, removed or 
rescinded; voided, nullified or overridden; quashed, invalidated or see him recall 
the day it was much the same as the last. He wakes up. He waits for news 
regarding his permission to reach the next stage. There are others waiting. There 
are fights. There is not much space but there is plenty of time. A few hours walk 
away there is a village with a shop. The shop is called something like Happy 
Shopper except that it is not called that. What does it mean to be Happy 
Shopper. Is this metaphysics. He doesn’t know what it is called. You tell him 
you think it’s called Happy Shopper. Yes, we know that. You can live at your 
will. I mean leave, he can leave at your will. I mean his will. He can’t live without 
his will. You can’t live without your will and that is something like mutual 
independence, a sort of ying yang hanging in the rear-view mirror of destiny 
where all roads lead to tax rebate. He is in the centre. You are looking for your 
centre. If you want to leave the compound you must notify a member of staff. 
You must return the same day. If you want to visit family or friends you must 
return within twenty-four hours. If you do not return within twenty-four hours 
the process of waiting is reset, back to the start, a length of time indeterminate 
due to the ambiguity of the whole process. He waits. You wait. He waits longer 
and he is still waiting. There are more fights. The guards break up the fights by 
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beating everyone with indiscriminate generosity. This formula will be used to 
allocate billions of pounds of taxpayer’s money. The guards have been caught 
on camera by canny seasoned journalists saying things deemed most unjust with 
regards to the bodies being detained or staying in the centre at their will. You 
watch the report and decide that whereas before you felt indifferent as to 
whether people were staying in the centre against their will or not, now you 
know the guards have been so unjustly cruel in their words, their descriptions, 
that you feel that your position has been edified. That is the function of report. 
A suspended sentence. You have to work back towards your own personal 
centre. A secure space. Someone has strapped you in. I mean someone has 
handcuffed you to a radiator and they inform you that it was most foolish of 
you to disregard the necessity of your robes. I guess for me it’s about taking 
ownership and responsibility for your own issues, without trying to shut down 
anybody else’s. Sometimes it is important to be reminded. Of what? Most 
unfortunate. Focus on your centre. There’s always balance to be found in the 
centre. The interminability of the light seems to serve no purpose other than 
metaphor. It is contrasted to the avoidance of termination as the cause of flight. 
What I mean to say is that the ruins of what we try to speak of seem to be 
interminable and in that sense what does it mean not to speak of them directly. 
Whilst you were pondering on form he had been forced to hang up, ha! That’s 
bourgeois society, I suppose. No manners, no time, no thorough regard for the 
protocols of proper behaviour or exquisite reverence for art, no arms either, 
starting with each of the fingers now absent and moving up to at least level with 
the nipple. No limb up to just above the left ankle either. That is the problem 
with bourgeois society, ‘society’, I suppose. No more than a phantom sump, a 
morass of blunted cutlasses ending with the short-changed empty pockets of 
plebeians incarcerated at their own will looking for something they know not 
where to find it in some sort of desert compound where they know not where 
they are in a country with the language they know not how to speak not even 
how to pronounce their own name, Allan ... Malcolm ... Glenn ... something 
foreign like that. This is the mimetic working out of how you might get back 
back to your centre. Stop it I get it now. I have got it. That is the basis of a 
lesson and when you have got it you will continue to be given stick. The stick. 
You have been exempt out of the catastrophe grew of this set back against a 
first time removal up thrown against the wall. This is not the first clamour and 
almost not enough. You can’t mean that. Think of a blank screen in your mind a 
totally pure relief. Throw one sharp word against that relief and hold to it that is 
your attainment centre and back to that it’s a simple as finding where that place 
in which which. And now he is out of touch in a place he know not where with 
no chance of the call back. Sometimes the terminations are minor. The grey is 
indifferent. It could be red or yellow or pink or blue or green or any other 
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variety of sharp background. He calls you back. When would you like to book 
your next appointment? 
 
 

    — excerpted from Universal Attainment Centre, Rivet, 2015. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ed Luker is a poet and writer based in London. He is finishing a PhD on the poetry of JH 
Prynne. He organizes the sporadic reading series RIVET. He is currently seeking a publisher 
for his latest chapbook ‘Compound Out the Fractured World’. You can see his work 
at www.edluker.co.uk. 
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JOHAN MIJAIL 
 
One of the Postcards  was Lying  
 
translated by Amaury Rodriguez 
 
 
I am the real Marilyn Monroe of Santo Domingo, the crazy one, the 

neighborhood transvestite, wandering around the world writing poems on 

condoms of lovers who do not want to catch AIDS. The performer of rituals, 

the misunderstood nymphomaniac who lights candles to the saints. 

 

The nymph, the hypersexual with tigueraje all over.  

 

Born male and turned into a quasi-female by fate. A monster that menstruates. 

 

Then I begin the ritual: 

The first thing I do is read the poem ten times, naked in front of a mirror I 

moved from my bathroom 

So I could stick it to walls in the lobby wall. 

Naked because I wanted to see that it was still there, that I didn’t cut it off, 

naked so I could see how my makeup was running down with the river of tears 

that started when I was crowned Miss Boca Chica in 1994, when I felt two half-

bent sporting socks  

pretending to be my tits 

L.A or Los Alcarrizos was becoming very small for me. Too small. Tiny. So 

small it was disappearing, falling, mutating into something else. Like other 

places. That’s why I would go places where motels with extra mirrors multiplied 

my body when I was in all fours and endured what was coming, which in the 

end tó e ‘na.  
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Ná e ‘na. Tó e ‘na when you have an spongy ass and a plastic chair waiting for 

you in a bar, for you to sit and drink while listening to Zacarias Ferreira and 

your friends-friends-fags invite you to play Bingo. Yes, gentlemen, tó e’ ná, when 

you live in this hypocrisy. In this transvestite lie full of truth. 

Tó e’ ná 

Ná e’ tó 

Tó e’ coro 

Tó e’ coro 

Tó e’ tó when you have to be careful so Juan won’t pay you with a gunshot. 

It is not easy to be here. It is not easy to give everything to be, when you are not 

what you want to be. When one is not what one wants to be. It is not easy to be 

a mujerón, a blonde two inches tall, it is not easy to be the Marilyn Monroe of a 

city that is a hungry wolf full of miseries. Santo Domingo is burning. It is 

catching fire on every corner while I’m fucking with another macho. But no 

worries. 

I’m figuring out the problem. I started going out with poets, chiriperos, security 

guards, models, engineers, plastic artists, weightlifters, lawyers, blondes, 

government officials, toleteros. I suck the valet parking attendants, they suck me 

too, right there on the sidewalk and I end up in the last church bench: crying. 

Praying. Talking to god through this mouth with golden lipstick on like the ones 

Las Chicas del Can wore. I’m studying English. They called me. They are moving 

ahead with the visa process. I begin to sell everything. Spend all the money. I 

stay on the street. I speak a little English. I don’t need to learn a lot of it because 

I don’t have to open my mouth all the time as I intend to keep it busy. 

So yeah, I have not stopped writing poems naked. I am a megapoet/a. I like to 

write poems. They called me again: VISA DENIED. I was fingerprinted twice 

by the police. I’m accused of kidnapping Anthony Rios. I was behind bars in 
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Villas Agricolas for carrying several leaves of weed. The police deceived me. 

They promised I wouldn’t be fingerprinted if I fucked the commander-in-chief. 

They lied to me after I gave him all that pleasure. Now do you understand that I 

am not lying when I say this is bullshit? 

Life is bullshit 

My neighborhood is bullshit 

My criminal record 

The wig 

The hormones I inject in my legs 

Pure shit 

The world is shit. 

I’m in New York. I was able to leave with a forged passport, cut-up, altered, 

truqueado, dominicanamente I have cheated the immigration authorities to be with 

my fans. To be with those who love me and read my poems. 

Fifth Avenue is my home. 

Fifth Avenue is the catwalk where I display my breasts and buttocks paid for by 

decimeros, poets and rappers I met at the Nuyorican Poets Café. The largest 

house in Los Alcarrizos is my mom’s. I’m acclaimed, desired, worshiped. A 

regular media feature. I go on stage with new clothes, always. My poems are 

idolized, glorified, my books are published. I met a moreno who snitched on me. 

I was arrested and deported. 

I am the real Marilyn Monroe of Santo Domingo 

I am the real Marilyn Monroe of Santo Domingo 

I am the real Marilyn Monroe of Santo Domingo 

And then Frank, what are we going to do? 
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—from Pordioseros del Caribe [Beggars of the Caribbean], Editorial Desbordes, 2014. 

 
 

translator’s note: In “One of the Postcards was Lying,” Johan Mijail constructs a new sexual 
identity in opposition to heteronormativity by re-writing and reimagining the poem and spoken 
word piece « Yo soy la Marilyn Monroe de Santo Domingo » [“I am the Marilyn Monroe of 
Santo Domingo”] published in Postales [Postcards], the award-winning book by Dominican 
poet Frank Báez.  
  
 
Johan Mijail (Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic) is a poet, journalist, and performance 
artist currently living in Chile. 
 
Amaury Rodriguez (Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic) is a translator, mail artist and 
independent researcher. 
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YEDDA MORRISON 
 
ReGenesis 
 
 
ReGenesis is a series of repurposed “action shots” of the artistic reproduction 
of works found in the Hermitage in Saint Petersburg, one of the oldest and 
largest collections of fine art in the world. Today, for $3800, an exact replica of 
any one of the paintings in the collection can be painted—sans an artist's 
signature—by a team of anonymous artists. 
 
Exploring the material production of “great art” and its re-creation, the move 
from auratic original to assembly-line replica raises questions of originality, 
authenticity, and the commodification of art. Rather than championing the 
whole, finished painting, ReGenesis highlights a series of pedestrian details, 
complete with the artist’s working hand. As such, it draws our attention to both 
the means and the medium, thus re-contextualizing the both original “message” 
and the economic values we attribute to “masterpieces.” By replacing the 
mythological (and male) “master’s hand” with the (primarily female) hands of 
the anonymous art-workers making copies-for-sale (that otherwise would be 
considered forgeries), we see the ways in which the Western art canon is upheld 
by the material labor of detailed mimesis. 
	
	
ReGenesis 
digital c-prints 
dimensions variable 
courtesy Republic Gallery 
	
	
	
	
	
Yedda Morrison’s photographs, prints, and installations have been exhibited in the US and 
Canada. Morrison is also the author of the books Darkness (Make Now Press), Girl 
Scout Nation (Displaced Press) and Crop (Kelsey Street Press). She is a founding member of 
the artist/writers’ collaborative The Collective Task (www.collectivetask.com) and a 
founding editor of Tripwire, a Journal of Poetics (www.tripwirejournal.com). Her work has been 
anthologized in Against Expression (Northwestern University Press), I’ll Drown My Book (Les 
Figues Press) and Reprint Appropriation Literature (Luxbooks), among others. She is re-
presented by Republic Gallery in Vancouver, BC. 
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by Lisa Jeschke & Lucy Beynon  
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The Tragedy of Theresa May 

 
 
U – Ute   
V – Volker  
 
U: (sung) Sometimes it’s hard to be a woman 
Giving all your love to just one man. 
You’ll have bad times, and he’ll have good times 
Doing things that you don’t understand. 
But if you love him, you’ll forgive him 
Even though he’s hard to understand 
And if you love him, oh be proud of him 
Because after all he’s just a man. 
Stand by your man, give him two arms to cling to 
And something warm to come to 
When nights are cold and lonely. 
Stand by your man, and show the world you love him 
Keep giving all the love you can. 
Stand by your man.  
 
Hello again! As you have seen, I am a successful impersonator, and Volker here, 
is impaired. Nevertheless, this is a competition. And also, it is just a tragedy. But 
in the main, it is a competition to be number one of two. Of course, it would be 
really bad if it weren’t up to you how you respond, but I will say this: love is not, 
as people often think, only for girls.  
 
For example, I met Volker here, and fell so hard in love with Volker, with all 
that Volker offered, that I was saved, you know? Because although I am a 
successful person, like, I am close to the top tier of impersonators, like, I am all 
but the real thing, I have come to know that that top tier is a sorrowful place to 
be, a sorrowful place for me, almost mortally so, I felt, and I was nearly there, 
nearly at peak lonesomeness, nearly dead from the rarity of my achievement as 
an impersonator, and in the last moment before… you know, there was 
suddenly this fine beast, just waiting for me. I guess it could have been any old 
beast, any old Volker, but still! It was real, so real and not exactly symbiotic, but 
certainly love, so we both gasped before the end point and said, we both said 
together: 
 
WHOA! 
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In these service times 
Someone else made of flesh! 
I’m like, you, kind of! 
I want to touch you with my song 
So all the lonesome nights recovering 
They will be history, 
And you and I 
Can fly! 
 
Anyway, the point is, now I’m fine. So I hope you like my song, my opening 
submission to this competition. Now it is for Volker to get things moving. Go 
on Volker! Sing for the people! Do your love song! Go! 
 
V: … out … into this world … this world … tiny little thing … before its time 
… in a godfor- … what? … girl? … no!… more of a … what? … horse … big-
lipped cunt … folded outwards … name? … volker … volker? … ja, volker … 
hair? … hanging … arms? … hanging … legs? … yes … breasts? … tiny little 
breasts … not exactly balls … just … ping-pong balls … hands? … hurting … 
voice? … continuous … hate the quiet … mouth? … hole … just another 
woman human being … then … cock-chewing dental hole … pastimes? … 
wandering in a street … looking aimlessly for Cameron … to make a ball … a 
few steps then stop … stare into space … then on … stop and stare again … so 
on … when suddenly … gradually … all went out … all that early morning light 
in May … and she found herself in the dark … darkness … May darkness … 
May’s darkness … the darkness made by May … the darkness made my May … 
May-made darkness … red poppies as far as the eye can see … appeal … what? 
… need to laugh … ha! … never enough … laugh again … 
HAHAHAHAHAHAHA … insufficient … 
HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA … funds! … hands? … 
hurt … more like … hooves! … yes … bright mean hooves she’s got … got 
better hooves than most of them … and a bargain … bought them in the shop 
… out shopping … busy shopping centre … supermart … this an occasion 
where others served her … eight hours a day she serves them … eight hours a 
day they serve her … what harmony … man must find the middle … the centre 
… shopping … down below … she buys these fucking supercool ace glamorous 
shoes … cute no? … and suddenly realised … gradually realised … she was not 
suffering … imagine … not suffering … indeed … could not remember … off 
hand … when she had suffered less … the bleeding … bleed, bleed … stuck to 
the floor with the concrete law… her hands hurt … aches everywhere … like 
numbed … speech? … a foreign infection … that time in court … what had she 
to say for herself … guilty or not guilty … stand up woman … speak up woman 
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… stood there staring into space … mouth half open as usual … dreaming of 
licking … mini boss … Theresa May … then her boss … the whole family … 
(smack lips) … all of whom she loves …. waiting to be led away … cannot get 
enough of loving … and of being loved … her beating heart a huge and tender 
muscle … listen … BA BUM BA BUM BA BUM … again! … BA BUM BA 
BUM BA BUM BA BUM BA BUM BA BUM … yes! … beating … must be 
alive … more than alive … very alive … very very very very very very very alive 
… just waiting for a natural end … what? … natural? … hmm … just life … ha! 
… death … life … life … life … death … life … death … same … same … but 
different … ha! … english … she has so much to give … look at her … so 
much to give … an enlarged heart … love … horse that loves … that’s what, 
yeah … sad horse loves deep … hands … like claws … no! … hooves … that 
time in court … what had she to say for herself … guilty or not guilty … stand 
up old cunt … but she can’t … speak up wretch … NEIGH … speak! … 
NEIGH … you want what? … what do you want? … speak again … NEIGH 
… the faggot cunt’s retarded … judge her gentle … job? … job job job… she 
waits … you wait? … yes … she waits … she waits she waits she waits … wait 
… then wait … she walks she waits she waits … paid detainment… ever since a 
babe … had had … dreams of employment … what dreams … came true! … 
when she met Ute … middle-manager … who hired her … imagine! … hired 
Volker … employment … employment … oh brutal employment … gave her a 
contract … put her in her … hot hard Ute … semi-burning star … Volker’s 
destiny … so unreachable … and yet so close … Ute … I … love you … face 
burning … I work for you … love you … breathless in love … you are my life 
… its speedy passing, I guess … I work for you … love you … so in love I’m 
out of breath … Ute! … Ute … Ute … Ute … Ute … Ute … Ute … Ute … so 
in love I’m out of breath … love you … love you … love you … love you … 
love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love 
you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you 
… love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … 
love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love 
you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you 
… love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … 
love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love 
you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you 
… love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … 
love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love 
you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you 
… love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … love you … 
love … to work … for you … aua … my hands hurt!  
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THIS IS NOT FOR YOU! 
THIS IS NOT FOR YOU! 
THIS IS NOT FOR YOU! 
THIS IS FOR CHILDREN! 
DEAD ONES! 
ARGH! 

 
U: Oh Volker, that was a treat, although not a song. I’m concerned your 
understanding of the task at hand is partial, I mean no one expected that 
submission to the competition. I must have some time to think. You have upset 
my expectations and I have to re-evaluate your status. Perhaps this won’t work 
out after all. Give me a minute. 
 
V: Ute I love you so softly. 
 
U: Volker give me a minute! 
 
(long pause) 
 
V: Ute! I’m sorry if I… 
 
U: Oh Volker Volker Volker Volker Volker Volker Volker Volker Volker 
Volker, it’s more powerful if you don’t interrupt! You are much too much and 
you shouldn’t be too much of too little, it’s like stealing the show. Just give me 
one limb at a time, not all in one. You have to wait! I am going as fast as I want 
to, give me your time! 
 
V: It hurts! 
 
U: The conditions under which you wait are your own doing. You must not 
require that which you cannot wait for – you might have to wait forever. Why 
did you not ask yourself prior to desire whether you are strong enough to never 
receive, to wait in self-assigned squalor in a pit of breaking brains and flesh that 
cannot even mourn yet, can you wait there? Can you wait there indefinitely? 
And if you are not able to wait there in that room with those half-people who 
also gave themselves to waiting, like traitors, then do not desire, do not need. 
For you, not me. I’m neither here nor there. Although as I’m here, I will say 
this: when you choose this state, to wait, you betray your own time, you betray 
my own time – you are a traitor to my moment. Be where you should be, be on 
time, and require nothing beyond that Volker, require no change. Everything is 
as it should be, I am Theresa May and I have a good job. Don’t wish for a 
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different time, that’s rude to me and other high rank achievers. But if you must 
wait, if you must require of me, if you must eat into my home, my family life, if 
you must increase my work load like this, elected to an early grave, as if I have 
not already served enough, as if it wasn’t you people who chose for me this 
service, then do not expect from me and my digital extensions anything but 
more and more heavy and heavier reasons why you should never have begun 
wanting. So don’t wait for some old love to come home. They are probably 
dead. They are dead, as they are not here now and it is the seditious desire: want 
for the dead. You should desire only that which you already have! Be like me! I 
love you! 
 
V: Yes! 
 
U: OK, good. But you have ruined your love song, ruined the format, and you 
should know that I require loving on through the ruins because my love is 
delicate and depends on continued competition or how else could it be true 
now? So, Volker, let’s keep things moving, for now. If you haven’t got a song in 
you, do me a play. 
 
V: Do you a what? 
 
U: Do me a play of how you love me so much and nothing else is matter just 
that love which we own of one another especially me. I want to receive 
testimony of that love of yours I have so bad.  
 
V: You want a play so bad? 
 
U: Yes do me a love play that I want so bad. While you’re waiting, I want to see 
me in art. Like, handsome. It must be accurate and also I should be extra 
admirable and pretty.  
 
V: Give me a minute to get my story straight. 
 
U: No. 
 
V: OK, I’m going to do it now. This is a European theatre work called WHY 
OH WHY MUST MY MUM LOVE A FOREIGN GUY?. I’ll do the body of 
the work, but you have to act the epilogue, you have to be the star of the end, 
OK? 
 
U: OK! 
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V: OK. 
 
Oh hi Mum, how are you I’m fine just here at home with Eugen my man who is 
pretending to have cancer to get off work. Say hi Eugen. Eugen is so lazy and 
rude. 
HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! 
 
Oh mum don’t ask that! He’ll see red! Answer her Eugen. Tell her if you have 
guest workers as co-workers. They have a lot. Eugen’s foreman is Turkish. 
Eugen thinks they are all swine!  
HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! Oink Oink! 
 
But mama why are you here? You’ve fallen in love with a Moroccan man half 
your age and you want me and the law to know? 
HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!  
 
Stupid mama, what a bad joke. Are you trying to upset Eugen?  
BOOOOOOO! THE END. 
 
Except the epilogue, entitled ‘The History of Theatre’. The script’s on the back 
of your face! 
 
U: OK, it says: 
 
“I think a real actress will not make crude use of her hands and limbs and face 
to purge an audience of its energies. Rather she might put her trunk to work, 
turn her core toward that aim. The principle in play is criminal and good: show 
them what they want, the boys, our grinding middle parts and in their 
distraction where they quiver their relief, rob them. So even though we ended 
up paying through the face for man-made weaponry, that purchase still cuts up 
those same men pretty good if you use it right.” 
 
Volker! What are you making me say? 
 
“But then again it’s all too quiet and contained, and those audience boys are just 
part-us and maybe there are higher sorts – like world-beaters – to bear our 
strikes. Our old blue moves are rubbing up the wrong boys too soft and we 
have been not nearly crude enough stuck inside where the police needn’t look. 
Real relief is no dead faced post coital hate man, shuffling back to work – it’s 
counter that, like BOOM! I can’t imagine by myself! But! Roll on! 
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The point now is, the theatre walled itself in for invitation-only prison role-play 
and it is with an affection a rage not the kind of love that holds you back that 
the walls have to get bust up and the insides spilled revealing those actresses 
from the start as sound to their armed core, only not sufficiently amplified, so 
all the disagreement needs is fatter, louder whores to sabotage the ramparts! 
AKA get your better-selected bullet in the right body. So, in culminate for now, 
catharsis is a dick worth fiddling with. That is to say that I do not understand 
where shouting at people ends and kicking them in the face begins. And neither 
does Theresa. Because if she can bring a nation and all its desperate satellites to 
full body tears through so many acts of outstanding impersonal rage, then The 
National’s a decoy and she’s a grim theatre genius.” 
 
V: HAHAHAHAHAHA. THE END, AGAIN! 
 
U: That was terrible horseplay. I didn’t love it at all. Where’s the symmetry? 
Where’s the payoff? VOLKER, YOU OWE ME WAY BETTER 
CONTRIBUTIONS!  
 
Also, why did you tell Woyzeck how much I pay you? 
 
V: He asked. 
 
U: I don’t understand you. Woyzeck gets less. Now he knows he is angry. 
You’ve made things difficult for me. 
 
V: I get the lowest allowed. I didn’t know anyone got less than the lowest. I 
could not foresee his rage, which I love. 
 
U: He is a very bad worker. Late and slow. 
 
V: But it is the minimum. 
 
U: WHERE AM I TO GET THE RESOURCES TO PAY THIS FOOL 
ENOUGH!? I AM NOT MADE OF MONEY, HE IS! I NEED HIM NOT 
TO SHOUT AT ME BECAUSE IT IS NOT FOR ME HIS GAPING RAGE, 
RATHER IT IS THEFT! 
 
SO, VOLKER, YOU HAVE MADE AN ERROR THAT HAS CAUSED ME 
THOUGHT. AND I THINK I HAVE TO LET YOU GO. IT’S NOT 
JUSTIFIABLE TO KEEP YOU ON UNDER CURRENT CONDITIONS. I 
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WILL NOT TAKE YOU AS A PRISONER. YOU’RE FIRED! LET THIS 
COMPETITION DISINTEGRATE! IT IS NOT PERSONAL BUT MY 
HANDS ARE TIED. 
 
V: No … no … no … no … no … no … no … no … I want it to be personal! 
… Our love was personal to me! … I thought there was something between us! 
… Us … you and me! … specifically! … but now? …  
 
Sacking is murder with a time delay! … You have premeditated my murder … 
You are, domestically, deporting me! … By firing me! … I’m burning … I’m 
drowning … I’m hungry … I am a woman and I need to eat … you are my 
murderer … you will pretend my death, now inevitable, was natural … no death 
is natural … all death is man-made … you are an executor of this England! … 
which will have killed me, in a minute … you are … you are … you are … a 
cheap imitation of Theresa May! … For what? … 10p more each hour and a 
little more power? …  
 
U: Volker! This has all gone so wrong! I did not want to be your manager, I 
wanted to be the police but my dad said No! 
 
V: Neigh, neigh, neigh 
Mini boss mini boss mini boss 
Sad middle management mini boss – all cross! 
You’re a little centaur with the policeman on top! 
Sad eyes clip clop floppy cock!!! 
It’s just not just – but it’s not just you 
But it is you a bit so we might just kill you! 
Who? Who? Who is the boy that is beating us through you? 
Beating you through you? 
Rent-a-mouth! Open up! He’s screaming right through you at you – this:  
Argh! Argh! Keep in organy remembrance the fact that yours is really a low 
species of labour, and there is none more easily acquired. Replaceable, 
replaceable, replaceable cunt! 
 
Neigh, neigh, neigh 
Mini boss! Mini boss! Centaur Mini Boss 
10p more to be ripped in two 
Here are the things that you do 
Here are the things that you do to you 
For 10p more and a rip in two 
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1) You take on culpability for the errors of ALL others, man or beast, 2) you 
stay behind late to work extra-minutes and extra-hours, no pay of any kind, 3) 
also, you are obliged to remain permanently 24-hour-reachable by mobile phone 
in case of staffing problem occurring in your absence which it is then your 
econo-mortal requirement to solve instantaneously wherever you are, without 
resources, while you were just out in the park having free time, which 
retrospectively makes even the memory of the twentieth-century park or of 
twentieth-century Freizeit appear like the realisation of actually lived mini bliss, 
HAHAHAHAHAHA!, 4) You are the one obliged to show your cheek to be hit 
in the arse-face left and right by customer complaints articulated by customers 
in the mistaken customer belief that the act of consumption is the sole human 
right and the site of all agency, paired with the customer’s belief that all 
employees working for a company ARE that company (except its profit), 5) plus 
also there are many other things that you have to do for a mini extra 10p. Many. 
 
Neigh, neigh, neigh 
Mini boss! Mini boss! Centaur miniature boss 
I do not know why you do all that 
For 10p more and a slap on the back 
10p more and a knife up your crack 
Slice! Slice! Why’ve you got to be so nice 
Nice to the boy but actually super cruel to us like the whole time 
I just feel Pity! Pity! Even when you act so shitty 
But NO! Pity’s your whip crack crack we work hard 
Fast wearing down our mini mini arse 
So you, you, this is what we think of you: strict-lipped well-used sycophant, 
upward-smiling grimace face, aspirant, jumped up keen little sucked up mini-
police, semi-flaccid Shard, servant ruler ruler servant, you, I half hope you DO 
die you fucking mini dick flesh itch! 
 
U: You’re trying to act like you suffer way more than me but it’s fully partial and 
unfair to act like that, because we’ll both die, and who knows yet who’s going to 
endure the most pain and embarrassment and lonesomeness, it could even be 
me who gets death worse, and it is with cruel one-sidedness that you reckon 
that’s not just the worst idea, that I might die worse than you, and you think just 
because your hands hurt sometimes, and my hands are fine, you think that you 
endure so much more suffering than me, but in the end, we all have to 
anticipate colon cancer, Theresa May or otherwise, we are the same, which is my 
tragedy, but you refuse to give my abjection its dues. Anyone with any 
impartiality would care way more about me than you do! You are a one-sided 
horse, an office fuck of little ultimate consequence to my next promotion! 
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Beside which, who made you the law? Because I know how it works. Because in 
my youth I stood before the law, waiting like I had no one else to do, and so I 
was like NO! This is a bad way to be, this is a bad way for me, I will not wait! So 
I said, excuse me! Can you get out of my way, I’ve got to go in there and get my 
stuff and if they don’t move make them and then badda bing badda BOOM! 
I’M THERESA MAY AND I HAVE A GOOD JOB!  
 
V: (sung) Turn around, stand up like a man and look me in the eye 
Turn around, take one final look at what you’ve left behind 
Then roll away from the greatest lover you have ever known 
Yes roll away, you’re telling me that you can make it on your own 
By yourself, all alone, without my help 
Mister you just made a big mistake 
 
You think you’re a man but you’re only a boy 
You think you’re a man, you’re only a toy 
You think you’re a man but you just couldn’t see 
You weren’t man enough to satisfy me. 
 
Shut the door, take a look around and tell me what you find 
Shut the door, take a giant step for you and all mankind 
Then don’t come back, I always gave you so much more than you deserve 
No, don’t come back ‘cause no one makes a fool of me 
You’ve got a nerve to walk away, mark the words I’m gonna say 
Mister you just made a big mistake. 
 
You think you’re a man but you’re only a boy 
You think you’re a man, you’re only a toy 
You think you’re a man but you just couldn’t see 
You weren’t man enough to satisfy me. 
  
UTE! YOU ARE TOO EASILY SATED! YOU WERE NEVER GOING TO 
DIE OF SOMEONE ELSE, YOU WERE GOING TO DIE OF YOU! JUST 
LIKE THE REST OF US! WE ALL DIE OF YOU! GET DOWN! DIE 
BITCH! IT IS FOR YOU TO DIE NOW! THESE ARE YOUR TERMS! 
NOW! BE SMALL AND BENT AND DEAD! 
 
U: I’m dead now? 
 
V: YES! YOU KILLED YOURSELF! 
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U: OK! 
 
V: I’ve killed my slightly richer tired sister! … in a moment of uncontrolled rage, 
I’ve killed the person I love! … the person who was kind to me … employing 
me … Ute … Ute … Ute … Ute … can she no longer hear me? … CAN YOU 
NO LONGER HEAR ME … PLEASE … Ute … Ute … I’ve killed you … 
but only because I loved you! … Even when you fired me … I still loved you … 
I will love you forever … infinitely! … I just wanted to be with you … more … 
I can still smell you! … now, your soul extinguished … and that sparkle in your 
eye … unsparkly now! … I’m short on pounds! … no more pounds … who will 
employ me now … you’ve killed me with a time delay ... deported me ... from 
your life … I can’t, just can’t, live without you … I can’t live without you! … I 
am dying … you were always going to be the best … at this competition … my 
murder started a long time ago … every day you’ve given me … has been a little 
death … now, out of your grave … your skeletal fingers … are grasping me … 
you could not have hated me more in your loving … I’m all used-up loving you 
… it was worth it … but I am tired now … so tired ... I want to lie next to you 
… arms in arms … hand in hand … us together … lovers … we still love each 
other, right? … will you love me … in the grave ... I am dying … my death … is 
your murdering… May’s murdering … of me … thank you. 
 
U: (sung) My life has been an imitation 
Of a lady better than myself 
I have aspired, I have endeavoured 
To be a portraitist of note 
 
But oh, I have imitated my way to the grave! I should never have played her, I 
should never have played May! I tried to make her the greatest there ever was, 
but it wasn’t enough, it was never enough, and she’s got me for it. 
 
 
 
 
 
Lisa Jeschke and Lucy Beynon make theatre together. They’ve been performing The Tragedy 
of Theresa May throughout 2016 and 2017. 	
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SARA URIBE & JOHN PLUECKER  
 
“The silence … is our most unyielding Creon”:  
Five questions for about Antígona González  
 
translated by John Pluecker 
 
 
Sara Uribe’s Antígona González (Sur+ Editions, 2012; English translation by John 
Pluecker, Les Figues 2016) is a stunning book-length work addressing the mass 
violence and disappearances across northern Mexico, using Sophocles’ heroine 
Antigone as a figure through which a collective voice of (mostly feminist) 
resistance speaks out in both pain and protest. Using documentary materials, 
personal testimonies, and other source texts, Uribe constructs a telling that 
stands as one of the most powerful books I’ve read in years.  
 
Uribe’s book is no mere adaptation of the Greek play, or a resetting of it in the 
contemporary Mexican context. Rather, Antigone here represents those 
throughout Mexico and Latin America who have had to confront the landscapes 
of grief and injustice caused by brutal regimes of murder and erasure. To be 
disappeared is not simply to be killed, but to deny to survivors and loved ones 
both the evidence required for legal justice as well as embodied rituals of grief 
and mourning. Who can bury their dead if they are not just disappeared, but (in 
the eyes of the state) not even legally dead? What is the language and forms of 
speech necessary to address such rifts and gaps? What might literature 
contribute to a collective project of protest, resistance, and refusal? Who are the 
Antigones of today, and what price their refusal of official silence and state 
violence?  
 
Through her translator John Pluecker, I asked Sara Uribe a few questions about 
the project, as well as one of John regarding his translation.  
 
David Buuck: Can you talk a bit about the project in general, and its relation to 
contemporary Mexican politics and/or poetry?  
 
Sara Uribe: At the beginning of 2011, theater actor and director Sandra Muñoz 
commissioned me to write a monologue with the idea of bringing it to the stage. 
Both of us, Sandra and I, lived in Tamaulipas in the northern part of Mexico, a 
state ravaged by the violence and fear that have devastated the region as a 
consequence of the war against organized crime declared in 2006 by Felipe 
Calderón and continued de facto by Enrique Peña Nieto. 2009 through 2011 were 
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the years of the rawest and most visible violence in Tamaulipas. In line with 
Muñoz’s request, the work is built on three premises: a) to remake Sophocles’s 
Antigone, b) to set the work in a Tamaulipecan Thebes and c) to delve into this 
need to recover the disappeared body. The book was written in the specific 
context of the discovery of the mass graves of San Fernando in April 2011, a 
site in which 196 bodies were found buried clandestinely, people who were 
presumibly executed by the narco (drug traffickers). In 2010 just a year prior, 
two Mexican poets each published iconic poems referencing the tragic effects of 
Calderón’s war. The first was Los muertos [The Dead10 ] by María Rivera, a 
necrocartography that uses lists and anaphora to map out an index of the 
territories where bodies are missing, a geographical memorial of the origin of 
the absences, an enunciation of names, ages and tortures: an outline of the 
physiognomy of horror. The second was La reclamante [The Claimant11 ] by 
Cristina Rivera Garza, a poem that assembles the work of several authors to 
articulate a vituperative, painful monologue grounded in the words of Luz María 
Dávila—the mother of two students assasinated by an armed commando in 
Villas de Salvárcar, Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua in 2010. Dávila used these words 
to confront and upbraid Calderón for the criminalization of her children and his 
non-existent efforts to find those responsible for the crime. On one hand, the 
poem is lyrical and enunciated through a first person voice, and on the other it 
is a documentary poem whose authorship is communal. When I began to write 
Antígona González, these were the clearest reference points for me in terms of 
contemporary Mexican poetry or of a kind of writing that would confront and 
resist in the face of the war. Indubitably, I drew from them, and I followed 
along the pathways they set out as I inserted myself into the poetic discourse on 
the violence in Mexico. 
 
DB: The book mixes lyrical poems with journalistic accounts, language from 
other Antigones (such as Griselda Gambaro’s amazing Antígona Furiosa), and 
other sources, to construct a dramatic monologue that can be read as a book-
length poem. At the same time, it doesn’t come across as a simple dramatic 
script or journalistic/documentary collage as much as a chorus of voices 
embodied in Antígona’s lamentations. How did the book come together 
formally?  
 
SU: The first part of the writing process was not researching the Antigone of 
theory, but rather an investigation of the very real Antigones of Tamaulipas, 
Mexico and Latin America. In order to create the contours of Antígona and 
																																																								
10English translation by Jen Hofer & Román Luján @ http://jacket2.org/commentary/speak-or-speak-what-
cannot-be-spoken 
11English translation by Jen Hofer @ http://www.dusie.org/riveragarza_hofer.pdf	
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Tadeo González as lyrical subjects and their own family history and the absence-
grief that unites them, I began by reading interviews with family members of the 
disappeared, investigations and legal proceedings related to cases, as well as 
testimonies from individuals who decided to undertake the loving and just 
search for their own family members. During this phase, I found a variety of 
materials that interrupted and modified my own treatment of the topic, in 
addition to my strategies for writing and the actual structure of the book. Some 
of them came to the page in textual form, as is the case of tweets about violent 
deaths in Mexico from the project Menos días aquí12 [“Fewer Days Here”] and the 
questions drawn from the poem “Death” by Harold Pinter. These latter 
questions were arranged with fragments from the testimonies of victims, which 
taken together work in the text as a kind of evocation of a Greek chorus. Others 
are incorporated in a more subtle way, as is the case of the blog by Colombian 
activist Antígona, aka Diana Gómez, whose father Jaime Gómez was kidnapped 
and later found dead in 2006. Diana Gómez adopts the name Antígona as she 
writes long letters to her father on the blog in order to relieve her own grief. 
Everything in these missives is profoundly personal and at the same time 
profoundly political. I used these documents to sustain Antígona González’s 
confessional tone in relation to her brother, while also furthering her own 
political questioning of the war. The Antigones of theory were the last ones to 
arrive: after ten months, with a first draft completed and following the first 
production of the theatrical work and generous comments from Cristina Rivera 
Garza, I set out on a process of re-writing that would last six more months and 
which entailed the appropriation not only of testimonies and journalistic articles, 
but also theoretical sources revolving around Sophocles’s myth. Reading 
Antígona, una tragedia latinoamericana13 by Rómulo E. Pianacci was eye-opening: 
the writing that I had undertaken had unwittingly joined in a long line of 
Antigones located in Latin American territory, in which the Greek Thebes 
became a background for the wars, dictatorships and conflicts found in the 
contexts where they were generated. Several of them had been forged through 
appropriation, re-writing, and recycling as writing strategies. The fragments of 
these aforementioned Antigones assembled into Antígona González make clear 
the mechanism of repetition, the insertion of Tamaulipecan and Mexican 
tragedy into the context of all the other Latin American tragedies revolving 
around forced disappearance. In this way, the textual assembly of different 
documentary sources was added gradually to the text over time—in layers, it 
could be said—but with the final intention of building at least three avenues of 
meaning: 1) The history of Antígona and Tadeo González as a representation of 

																																																								
12 http://menosdiasaqui.blogspot.com 
13 http://www.hnet.uci.edu/gestos/piandesc.html 
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the thousands of stories of the families of the disappeared in Mexico (for that 
reason it re-positions and includes the actual words of the victims) 2) The 
relationship between this Tamulipecan Antigone and the long line of Antigones 
in Latin America, and 3) The construction of a poetics in which a lyrical and 
sterile “I” would not take precedence. 
 
DB: The book begins with the pressing question of “counting the dead” 
(“contar muertos”), and throughout confronts the issue of the body—the 
missing body, the violated body, the mutilated body, the disappeared body—and 
that often unanswered question of when/where/how the body becomes the 
corpse, becomes “counted.” Does justice require the body, the body count? 
Does justice require more than reconciling the body with survivors’ rites and 
rights? How can literary texts speak to or make demands of the law, on behalf 
of the dead, survivors, justice?  
 
SU: Justice, at least that executed by the authorities and founded on laws, 
requires evidence. Both living and deceased bodies always constitute legal 
evidence of something. It is precisely because of the former that those who 
obstruct or violate the law decide to make the bodies disappear: to do away with 
the evidence. The protocols for disappearance throughout the history of Mexico 
and Latin America are traceable both to the hands of criminal groups as well as 
to the state itself. The concealment of bodies is common practice, above all in 
the context of armed conflict and dictatorships, but the job of burying the 
bodies is not just physical, as they are also erased at the level of discourse, that is 
to say, in language itself. Justice and memory require an accounting, a process of 
naming. What is not named vanishes, what is not exposed publicly is diluted, is 
rendered invisible. It is very easy to become misled by the official 
pronouncements that say that everything is getting better in the country, that the 
state of security is improving, that the number of dead is less and less; it is easy 
because fear is their greatest ally. To be conscious of the number of deaths 
related to the violence in the country, of the number of kidnappings and forced 
disappearances is not a comfortable enterprise; it is a painful and urgent task. 
Justice and memory require the naming of those who are absent, that we find 
out their names and find their bodies. Of course, what is also needed is for 
those responsible, the guilty parties, to be identified, captured and processed: 
not only the hands that carried out the orders, but also those individuals in their 
positions of power—whether criminal or within the state—who made the 
decisions to take lives from behind the protective screen of an impunity that is 
larger than all of us. I don’t know if literary texts can demand something 
concretely of the law—that is to say, a demand that is not only abstract, but 
tangible. I also do not know whether, if it were able to do so, whether such a 
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demand would obtain an effective response. What I do know is that literary 
texts, language, can summon us to be in pain together, to cry with another 
person about their loved ones’ lost lives or disappeared bodies, to accompany 
them in their search and in their demand for justice, to come to terms with the 
fact that the missing bodies and the violent deaths of our country have 
something to do with us, that we cannot remain indifferent, as if nothing were 
happening. 
 
DB: I appreciate how Sophocles’ play is more of a jumping-off point for this 
book than a fetishized ‘source text.’ It is not merely a re-writing of the play into 
a new context (as allegory), but takes the figure of Antigone as a way of thinking 
through certain contemporary issues in Mexico, specifically regarding the 
disappeared and murdered. Antigone, of course, wishes to bury the dead, to 
privilege filial binds over that of the law, the king, the state. How does the desire 
to locate the missing, to name the body, to bury the dead, factor into your 
Antígona? How might we relate those desires, or those duties, to the silence, 
indifference, and oppression of the Mexican state?  
 
SU: Antígona González was written while the war against the narco was reaching 
its climax. In Tamaulipas, the violence and fear destroyed everything in its wake. 
The silence, product of the fear, was, and still is, our most unyielding Creon. 
The specific event that sparked the writing of Antígona González was the 
discovery, on April 6, 2011, of mass graves in San Fernando. The morning the 
news was made public I found myself in a theater; I was there to assist with an 
awards ceremony and the music group was playing happy norteño songs. The 
event was carried out in absolute normalcy, without any issues, with absolutely 
no mention whatsoever of what had occurred. From my seat and then later after 
leaving the premises, I could not shake a feeling of frustration that was 
overwhelming to me: how was it possible for us to act as if nothing was 
happening? How could we have the speeches, the applause, the music and the 
flowers without anyone having mentioned the bodies? The bodies buried below 
ground, silenced, invisible. All of us at some point succumb to fear and silence, 
because the barbarity surpasses us. But afterwards came the need to say 
something, the urgency of speech: something is happening here. In this land, 
bodies disappear, bodies are taken away, tortured, hidden. There is no justice 
here. We are being killed and no one here is doing anything. Fear and silence 
have left us isolated, and it is the word, language, which re-positions us in the 
public sphere, thus the need to name the voices of the bereaved, to gather them 
together, to accompany them and to allow others to accompany them, the need 
for community. That is why Antígona González speaks, why Sandra Muñoz 
speaks, why each reader speaks, why each one of the fragments and testimonies 
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that make up the text speak. It is about resistance in the face of the war and in 
the face of the silence, in the face of the lack of protections and vulnerability in 
which we find ourselves before crime and before the state. 
 
[for John Pluecker:] 
 
DB: You write in your translator’s notes: “Translation is a flexible and 
temporary alliance across great distance, great difference.” I know this is a 
question for many translators not limited to this particular book, but how did 
you build such alliances in the case of this text? How do you approach 
translation when there is so much national and poetic background and context 
that may or may not ‘come through’ for an English-speaking and/or 
USAmerican readership? 
 
JP: I was born in Houston Texas and I live here now an overnight bus ride 
from Sara Uribe’s current home in Tamaulipas. This feels close. Recently, I’ve 
been obsessed with the thought that Texas only exists as a kind of phantom 
appendage of Mexico, and that the state (and its history) is only to be found on 
the other side of the militarized and walled border. Maybe I could say it another 
way: the only way to discover what Texas is (or what it has been and might be) 
is to look for it across the current borderline. That is to say, Texas is constituted 
by its neighbors in Chihuahua and Coahuila and Nuevo León and Tamaulipas 
(who know Texas all too well), though people in Texas are often unconscious of 
their own neighbors (while simultaneously fueling their misfortune). This may 
also be true of the nation state to which the lands of Texas now belong, but I 
prefer to speak from this smaller location (or even better, from this region sliced 
by an international border), rather than to attempt to speak from a nation (or 
about a nation) to which I feel even less of an attachment. I lived for some years 
in Northern Mexico, and I’ve lived between Texas and Northern Mexico for 
many more. So there is an alliance between Sara and I that is based on a 
proximity of bodies, an alliance based on convivencia (shared living together) and 
dialogue. An alliance across difference, as I said in my note in the book. On a 
textual level though, the alliance is made of words and work. I engaged in a 
similar process of assembly of the text as Sara Uribe: digging through archives 
and searching for PDF’s online to find the citations necessary to build her text. 
So in that way, I see the alliance as being formed out of geographical proximity, 
convivencia and the very material process of constructing a communally-
authored text in English out of her communally-authored text in Spanish.  
 
And yes, there is much national, international and poetic background and 
context that perhaps will not come through for some English-speaking and/or 
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USAmerican readers. I don’t see translation or the reading of translation as the 
end of the process of dialogue, but rather as an invitation to readers to engage in 
further investigation. In the end, I go back to something Lawrence Venuti 
said—and I paraphrase—about translation being a process that is predicated on 
irreparable loss, while simultaneously being the source of an exorbitant gain. So 
much of the context and history are not found in the words of the book; it is 
assumed that a Spanish-speaking reader arrives to the book with some 
knowledge of what is happening in Mexico currently. Some non-Spanish 
speakers will also have some knowledge, of course. For a non-Spanish-speaking 
speaker who doesn’t know much about the contemporary situation of war and 
violence in Mexico, one small thing the book might provide is some sense of the 
weight of the horror and the magnitude of Mexico’s continuing loss. But to 
push beyond that, this imagined non-Spanish-speaking reader would need to put 
in some work. I see the book and its translation as a call to do just that work. 
 

— originally published in Queen Mob’s Tea House 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Born in 1978 in Querétaro, Sara Uribe has lived in Tamaulipas since 1996. She graduated 
with an undergraduate degree in Philosophy; she received the Carmen Alardín Regional 
Poetry Prize in 2004, the Tijuana National Poetry Prize in 2005 and the Clemente López 
Trujillo Poetry Prize in 2005. She has been a grantee of the Fondo Nacional para la Cultura y 
las Artes (2006-2007) and of the Programa de Estímulos a la Creación y Desarrollo Artístico 
(2010 & 2013). She has published Lo que no imaginas (2005), Palabras más palabras menos (2006), 
Nunca quise detener el tiempo (2008), Goliat (2009) and Siam (2012). Her poems have appeared in 
periodicals and anthologies in Mexico, Peru, Spain, Canada, the United Kingdom and the 
United States. 

 
John Pluecker is a writer, interpreter, translator and co-founder of the language justice and 
literary experimentation collaborative Antena. He has translated numerous books from the 
Spanish, including Tijuana Dreaming: Life and Art at the Global Border (Duke University Press, 
2012) and Feminism: Transmissions and Retransmissions (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). His most 
recent chapbooks are Killing Current (Mouthfeel Press, 2012), Ioyaiene (Fresh Arts, 2014) and 
An Accompanying Text (She Works Flexible, 2015). In 2016, Noemi Press published his book 
of poetry and image, Ford Over.	  
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DAVID LAU 
 
interviewed by Brian Ang 
 
 
Crisis, Struggles, Poetry 
 
Born of a rigorous criticism of the toxicity of the economic system, this collection of experimental, socially 
conscious poetry reflects a world in crisis. It mobilizes scenes of struggle and instances of solidarity, from 
Occupy to Mexico’s drug war, from Cairo to Athens. Linguistically daring, full of exigency, these poems 
are as damaged as life, still dirty. 

—Still Dirty: Poems 2009-2015 by David Lau (Commune Editions, 2016) 
 
 
from “Communism Today”: 
 
Call-in request line binding force 
cut back, fought 
with Mozart and the percussion great 
called Non-Los Angeles. 
They came around the 
 
building with our comrades 
in front of them as shields. 
Fuck Dave Kliger. 
Which one of these anarchist faggots stole my SIM card? 
See if the janitor has the key to open these doors. 
 
He’s the person we need everything. 
The telos today closer to undead, 
insurrectionary Velazquezes incapable 
of enduring independent labor monitors— 
wild Mike is straight up drugs. 
 
Sri Lankan and subjective confusions 
adopted that language 
as in Balzac when rude boys 
had rivers to cross. 
A snort of laughter to knot 
 
en El Encanto Sanitarium 
near the freeway river flowing 100,000 stanzas, 
let Placitas bloom 1,000 at a time 
quickly into inauspicious jobs. 
Occupy everything, including Humanities 
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Brian Ang: Still Dirty combines references to culture and history with those to 
struggles since the 2008 economic crisis, with an openness to the dirtiness of 
post-crisis reality. For instance, “Communism Today” combines references to 
music, painting, literature, and Los Angeles with those to the California anti-
austerity university struggles that began in 2009, including both “anarchist 
faggots” representing internal conflicts in those struggles’ homophobic ugliness 
and the struggles’ slogan “Occupy everything” that would influence the Occupy 
movement. What motivates this combination in your poetics and its openness 
to the dirty and ugly? 
 
David Lau: I take my poetry to be unlike what’s the norm out there. “Lovely” 
writing in the variants of contemporary academicism dominates; it has lukewarm 
emotions, the equivalent of a spa or comfortable bath for a certain set of book 
readers. Pick up the big magazines and this is what you will largely see, along 
with some samples of other more interesting things. A slack postmodern scenic 
writing remains popular in North American poetry, and even if it doesn’t make 
great profits for anyone, there’s a bit of a commodity dimension to this writing 
as well; a formal lyric speaker concentrates on the precious, well-packaged 
moment of beauty. I search for a dirtier poetic, saturated with alterity and 
strangeness. 
 
It follows that motivation and openness are in tension. As with any long-term 
communal practice like writing, I’m connected to the work that’s come before 
(including my own). Yet I’ve had to find my own way. I’ve sought and I’ve 
defied explanations. So there are many constraints if the practice of poetry is in 
line with the sense of freedom or openness you’re talking about. The delicate 
type may want to wear gloves when they examine the book, which is a season in 
indecency, hell, and chaos, with the overdriven signification familiar to readers 
of my first book. 
 
There is a passage in Guy Debord’s Panegyric where he writes about the desire 
for an art or writing that’s close to life, and I think I have that sort of idea in 
mind with my recent poetry. It is close to the life I’ve known in the last decade. 
These have been years of struggle; years of poetry, dance, and music; years of 
writing essays and reviews, giving seminars and lectures. The specific poem you 
refer to in your question is largely derived from a series of protests in 2009. It is 
representative of the earlier poems in the book. There are several such “subject” 
poems in the collection. I often took notes during the events. I shot video and 
took photos. Social media was becoming much more significant in daily life and 
was used to amplify and augment the events of the broader student/anti-
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austerity moment in the US. I would say a whole confluence of things happened 
to make these poems what they are; but then there is the question of technique. 
 
In the struggle between the beautiful and the ugly, the lovely aesthetic of the 
commodity and the improbable mimesis of the hardened and alienated, to 
paraphrase Adorno, I come down on the side of the latter. Dissonance is a 
starting position for what I consider some of the fundamentals of a 
contemporary style, but there must also be tension and so you will find my 
poetry cutting back into rhythm and music, even persona associated with 
narrative. 
 
I have learned to take maximum permission from complex texts and works of 
music. I assume the necessity of antithetical modes of development; I wrote 
work from an early age with this innovative negation of 20th century art in 
mind.  
 
But I’ve also been drawn into political struggles because of my intellectual and 
lived commitments, my forms of employment and my circle of comrades. None 
of it could have been predicted in advance and the poetry remains dirtied, 
contaminated by its untimely sensibility. Close to life. 
 
BA: In your connection to the past, how did life in recent years condition your 
use of references (Mozart, Velázquez, and Balzac above) and aesthetic theories 
(Debord and Adorno, as mentioned)? What do you seek to effect in the reader? 
 
DL: These references to famed figures are the stuff of my mind. For some it 
may come off as strange to see such a frame of high culture in scrambled and 
“stir-fry” poetry like mine, but it just needs not be too forced to work in my 
poems. You spend time with music, painting, and novels and inevitably, so I’ve 
found, they find your way into the work. 
 
I’m not sure what I can say about the readers except that they should be 
aristocratic and proletarian in outlook. With them in mind I try to create 
something hard enough to endure my own negative and doubtful scrutiny. I try 
to push the art, to make it do things it isn’t supposed to do. I come from 
intellectual and poetic traditions that assume a competitive cultural level where 
the struggle for emancipation must also be won. A certain auto-didactic impulse 
is proper to poetry readers and to the working class militants to which Marx, 
Proudhon, and others once appealed.   
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BA: Still Dirty combines communist and ethnic political knowledge, dialect and 
economic language, blurring their dichotomies among ideologies of poetry in 
the present. What interests you in bringing these together? 
 
DL: The poems take in different things—memories, struggles, bits of 
language—for different purposes. I wrote my way into the book through highly 
specific details of struggles during 2009-2010 student movement in California, 
one of a handful of political movements in response to the glaring injustice of 
the fallout from the financial crisis. It was a time when there was very little 
oppositional grain to the political poetry in the US as most liberal poets were 
and remain worshipful of Obama. Here I noted the backdrop of radical 
struggles out of which these 2009 protests and occupations emerged in 
California: the Bay Area Marxist and anarchist tendencies and overlapping 
radical black, brown, and yellow, and feminist tendencies emanating from the 
60s. The latter struggles, represented in contemporary identity politics, are all 
but the official humanities and social sciences curriculum at the University of 
California. More recently I’ve thought about how I was producing then a form 
of “mimetic exacerbation” (Hal Foster) of the incipient protests themselves, 
borrowing images from occupied spaces (some of which I entered, while others 
were images circulating online), using a mashup or collage idiom of verbal 
density and minute closeups of the poetics of struggle in “signs” and slogans. 
Here I worked from my memory of things.  
 
As the collection evolved in more recent years I began to move away from some 
of the close knife work manner towards a broader canvas. I tried for more 
reflective and historical passages. Panoramas and vistas I had in mind may never 
have quite come to pass in the surging, loosely hung together style I find 
necessary to my poetry. But the thought does count here I think. By the end of 
the book, an era has come and not quite gone. Something “washed ashore in the 
squares.” The referent here is the 2011 movements of the squares or plaza 
occupations. We still don’t know what we are (and we’re certainly not 
something like Fredric Jameson’s Universal Army), though perhaps some 
uncertain agency has slouched out of the megacity. Paul Mason referred to this 
new social type as the “Jacobin with a laptop”: educated, marginally employed, 
radical as fuck. So my comrades were intimately part of the poetic work I was 
doing.  
 
There are of course many contradictions of the movements you mention above, 
these 60s struggles in Berkeley, San Jose, Watts, East Los Angeles, and Delano. 
But the way most people encounter them today, the uprisings are arguably 
depoliticized and incorporated into public and private sector employer 
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narratives of diversity and individuals overcoming obstacles. The collective 
dimension gets lost. In defeat there were tepid reforms and new regimes of 
harassment and incarceration. Everywhere we turn now someone is promoting a 
garbled version of the past from which the radical current is thoroughly deleted. 
So I felt the need to struggle over these terms. Participants in those times have 
been transformed and much of the socialist past is hardly discussed, especially in 
the black, brown, and yellow movements. Radical forms of academic identity 
politics persist; but it is important to underline the Marxist account of 
exploitation and its universalization, for otherwise we wind up very cosy with 
neoliberalism. The universalization of our separation from subsistence, at the 
heart of the anti-capitalist struggles in 1960s Oakland and Detroit, for instance, 
needs to be affirmed as a way to unite struggles and their varied political and 
cultural fronts. The past has been interpreted in opposing directions, with a 
dominant liberal center, depoliticized for the most part in my experience of 
public sector academia. I held together things like the communist and Marxist 
commitments of the present with those of the past in taking on the diverse 
movements of the present.  
 
BA: Throughout Still Dirty, there’s both a negative capability toward the present 
(“the fightingest motherfuckers ever / who won’t make sense right now” from 
“Pythian”) and an orientation toward the future; your book’s last poem, “Like a 
Storm System of Post-QE Emerging Market Bubbles,” closes with “the fallen 
revolutionaries are immortal / fearless they faced down the upward 
redistributionists,” a desire to preserve struggles into the turbulent future. As 
you say above, “We still don’t know what we are”; what’s the importance of 
getting down a record of this first chapter of post-crisis years amidst our present 
situation after the election of Trump? 
 
DL: First the poetic: Well if you don’t get it down yourself, others will give 
another version, a weaker one perhaps. Amiri Baraka once said something of 
that sort and so did Diane di Prima. Getting a radical poetry into the world is 
always a challenge and it’s important because aesthetic distinctions need to be 
affirmed. So too do radical politics. 
 
Indeed the last poem in the book is meant to give some sense of the stakes of 
current struggles. Upward redistribution is a way to understand how the 
capitalist class has and will continue to try to overcome the declining rates of 
profit in global export industries. I was trying to specify what is sometimes 
difficult to indicate clearly: the operations of class power on a global scale. It is a 
fight we will still face.  
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And about the climate for poetry: I can think back to 2009 and the flurry of 
adulatory poetry produced about Obama’s election. These poems are perhaps 
now surpassed in the schlock category by the dreadful renga chain for Obama 
that every prize-winning poet alive and then some contributed to. By contrast 
today there are poem sites and books or pamphlets being produced that attack 
Trump. So that seems like a positive change in some sense but we will see. The 
literary world is dominated by liberals; it is effectively the weaker branch of the 
media empires and conglomerates. If the criticisms of the status quo in the 
literary world are caught in the bizarre loop of Russophobia, then things won’t 
get very far or be very interesting. And if folks weren’t critical under Obama, 
their objections now strike me as hollow and superficial. But perhaps a silver 
lining of the Trump election is that it will be a better period for poetry as a 
whole, especially if poets can play a role in the opposition that is forming. 
Poetry has no life as a form of obsequious fawning over any commander of the 
American Empire.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Brian Ang’s current poetic project is The Totality Cantos, for Atelos. He edited a series on 
“Post-Crisis Poetics” and the magazine ARMED CELL (2011-2017). 
 
David Lau is co-editor of Lana Turner and the author of the poetry collections Virgil and the 
Mountain Cat (UC Press) and Still Dirty (Commune Editions). He has published poetry and 
essays in Boston Review, New Left Review, Harriet Blog, A Public Space, and Armed Cell. He lives in 
Santa Cruz.   
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LARA DURBACK 
 
A question from 2016 and one from 2017 
 
 
David Buuck: You’ve been writing tons for years, from copious notes, poems, 
and drawings in numerous notebooks to DIY booklets made from odd scraps 
of repurposed paper. How did this particular book [A Lizard, A Smashed Safe, 
and A Pillow, Publication Studio] come about? 
 
Lara Durback: This particular book could have been a number of things. I 
needed to process the intense social environment I had been living in here in 
Oakland. I am lying in my bed now and next to me is a tote bag stuffed full of 
many notebooks from past years, also Letraset drawings (rub off letters), 
diagrams, I don’t know, I just process a lot of things. I don’t know how to 
narrow down my work except that it is about interactions in public. There are a 
number of social scenes that I have been near in Oakland, and very immersed 
in, and I feel like there was this moment when everything converged. And very 
soon after that, there were many fractured long-term friendships, evictions, 
blow-ups, rifts, literal fires. People moved away. It was hard to go anywhere 
because nearly everywhere you went, someone had beef with someone else. I 
couldn’t process it on the internet, it moves too fast for me. I would get very 
upset when I tried to address other situations, participate. I didn’t have a stable 
partner, a family I could lean on, work was precarious, so I just slowly began 
backing off socially to go write.  
 
It was an intense year or two. 
 
I have to live, I have to go all the time. I have had too many powerful & mean 
people hold central roles in my life. I want to honor the wildness I experienced 
with others in the streets or peripherally in the years between 2011 and 2014. 
These times were so intense and there were so many active spaces to meet or go 
and find someone or have meaningful interactions. My talking keeps wanting to 
be vague. First there was writing, and parties, right? Then there was more 
walking or running in the middle of the street all day long. It melted the city for 
me.  
 
I have always tried to organize but I don’t know how to do it because I get so 
lividly angry sitting in a circle with everyone. I can feel all their emotions. I feel 
like I went to so many meetings and I felt catatonic and paralyzed, I almost 
never felt like I could speak. I felt like what was trying to be done was beyond 
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language. I see the way the pavement is on the street or the way a building hits 
the sky, and all I feel are those marches. A lot of friends think it’s funny that I 
feel so strongly—memories, locations. An object triggers something for me so 
quickly, but in Oakland, it’s a thousand fold, to have experienced so many edges 
of the city walking or running with sometimes 1000s of people. And it really 
happened, yet so many people who were not here don’t even believe it, the 
media reduces it, our collective street-body, people can’t relate to life as it was 
then. 
 
I got very angry about art, I couldn’t think about myself as an artist anymore. I 
had been a finalist for a Headlands residency in 2011, and then I barely didn’t 
get it, but I think I said an absolute fuck you to art for a while. I just wanted to 
be in Oakland, with everyone. I wrote all the time, as I need to, compulsively. 
 
So A Lizard, A Smashed Safe, and a Pillow is about fragments of that time, about 
collectivity, about how truly committed I was to building a life with someone 
who had experienced all of this with me and how my body was often separate 
from whatever act I was trying to do. (I remember being chased by cops in a 
crowd and these shots of electricity going down the backs of my legs, my own 
past trauma firing through me, to the point where my legs were completely 
numb and I couldn’t pedal my bike.) My body would make these irrational 
conclusions that would be so reactive to any situation in ways that were 
exceeding the actual danger of the situation. 
 
And yet it often was the greatest happiness, moving through the streets with 
others, having relationships form with people who were recently released from 
prison, who were mentally ill, who were on the edge of society in some way, and 
yet we came to know each other. The kind of knowing each other like good 
neighbors, saying hello, and looking out for each other.  Any situation that 
brings about those kind of interactions is a desirable situation to me. The 
bending of time and space, a different society. 
 
So there’s a book now, there’s my book trying to honor these type of 
interactions. People on the move, on trains, talking, in dreams, in martial arts 
land, in films, on road trips. These are the characters who have put themselves 
in uncomfortable situations and are learning to survive, yet they found 
something. But yet there is so much pain leftover because there are so many 
stakes involved in trying to push this world into a different form, that even the 
most simple gathering is a threat to the social order. Gathering (without hired 
security and a single entertainment focal point) is so powerful. We have seen so 
so so many spaces in Oakland go away, even places like the Humanist Hall are 
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in jeopardy, and in the past I had served Christmas dinner there for people who 
didn’t have Christmas dinner, but because that space can be used by any sort of 
activist group, any space like that is perceived as dangerous here. 
 
My consciousness is a strange consciousness. Many people in my family are very 
mentally ill, to the point of being put in homes or hospitalized, etc. and a lot of 
that has to do with religion and poverty and geographical factors, like growing 
up in a factory town in Eastern PA, where everyone is very racist and rooted to 
only what they have grown up with. People really never leave. Their opinions 
are rigid. I think I am one of two people in my high school class that left the 
state of PA. 
 
I also carry my own financial debt. My parents don’t do that. So any 
sacrifice/success, such as going to Mills College for grad school, is very directly 
in my own space of debt. This is in the front of my consciousness all the time, 
and I try to let it not be. There is all this work around survival, and beliefs, and 
yet none of it quite fits, and I will never be shot on the street by a policeman, 
and I will never go to prison, and if I were another lower class person, that 
would be the norm for myself or someone I was close to.  
 
My mind is right in this all the time. If I think of a thunderstorm or rushing 
water, or go into hot water, or do a movement practice that makes me re-see 
how I move in the world, and also induces some dreaming in me, I know that I 
am changing and will move through this world with less terror.  
 
I looked through that tote bag that is next to my bed and there were Letraset 
drawings about Alejandro Nieto being killed by cop as he ate a burrito, waiting 
to go back to work as security at some place in the Mission (they acquitted the 
cop who killed him in March 2016). 
 
Also in that tote bag I have charts trying to figure out what class is, I have 
notebooks documenting day by day things that had happened at Occupy 
Oakland/Oakland Commune, documenting reading groups, seating charts of 
rooms, dream narrations, photocopies of letters written to friends, so many 
things, performance scripts, meeting notes, so many overwhelming things, I had 
to split the book into three categories: Buildings, Somatics, and Interactions, and 
just attempt to fit the things I pulled out of the bag into one category or 
another. 
 
I had the help of friends to select and arrange the content. I would kind of 
intuitively pick things out, and Ian Dolton-Thornton from Publication Studio 



	 82	

Oakland was kind enough to sort and sequence the pieces for me.  
 
Where I grew up is the polar opposite of Northern California, Oakland is a 
place which I have grown to love dearly and is now my home. Every day I walk 
around with certain thought patterns and they are directly from some 
developmental things. My family was a very extreme form of Catholicism that 
bordered on evangelical. Speaking in tongues in the 70s and all that. I have 
many practices that I try to do to manage daily life. A person on the street 
saying hello to me is a huge boost, but I try many somatic practices to keep 
myself level. I soak in hot springs, or go in a sauna that is my absolute favorite 
thing to do. I do movement practices with friends. I cover myself in sandbags. I 
go dancing socially, I go hiking. I shake out my trauma with trauma releasing 
exercises. This book is about that. This book is about managing loss, which is a 
whole other thing too lose when a person does not have a lot of stability or 
groundedness in life. 
 
[one year later, more or less…] 
 
DB: OK, it’s been a year or so. The political landscape has changed since the 
election (though of course many fascist/etc. tendencies were in place well 
before Trump…). I’d like to think the aesthetic landscape has as well. Where are 
you in your practice & thinking about poetry & art in this moment? 
 
LD: I feel as if I finally have some sort of practice. I went away for a month, 
and I finally know how I can stand being around people again. I think I’ll keep 
writing about work. I was obsessed with Melanie Gilligan’s films, she’s a 
wonderful screenwriter. I think about her art every day, it is this extrapolation of 
where work goes. Her characters in The Common Sense do work hours in their 
sleep and are rated constantly, Yelp-style, on devices that track their emotions. 
So if they have a bad feeling about their boss, they are penalized. By taking it 
one step farther, Gilligan highlights the present of how invasive much work has 
become. It is the logical direction of the arrow of precarity. 
 
I had this argument about Marxism while walking out of tutoring at San 
Quentin with this philosophy professor guy. It is a long ten-minute walk to the 
parking lot next to a paratactically beautiful view of the water. He was saying 
Marxism can’t be a political system because it was basically a religion. I liked this 
argument, though I can’t remember how it went. We were just walking. I was 
like yeah, cool, so let’s get some tax-free buildings then. I’m down. I love the 
strict structure of Marxist thought, that explains away a lot of the hemming and 
hawing about how to do things better within capitalism and just be like, well, 
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work is built to exploit and diminish, so it gives the space to think about all the 
other ways one could live. I am a Marxish—that is not a typo—but I also really 
love people who don’t care to articulate anything about how they move through 
the world. I tend toward those people. Radicals are so rigid, I feel constantly 
overwhelmed by the force of their intentions, their will. But I am one, I love 
them so much, I just don’t have the ability to do certain things in language. I 
want to find ways to work with people in some sort of non-meeting way. The 
closest thing to that were self-defense groups. That was the one time I felt 
aligned with people who I usually feel mute in their presence. There is some of 
that work going on. 
 
I don’t want to talk about what poetry or art does anymore. Everyone knows 
that anarchists have to be silent and unrecognizable to get anything done. I am 
fantasizing about Oakland as an autonomous zone. In some ways it already is. 
Isn’t that obnoxious, I just said that. I mean, it’s not Rojava or something, but 
every time I talk to friends elsewhere, the culture here isn’t legible to them. 
Many who live in other parts of the same land mass do not have the networks 
that we have here. There are wonderful things happening here in terms of 
people taking care of each other. What if we had an alignment with everyone 
who is newly homeless in the underpasses. That seems like a lot of potential. My 
mind is reeling. 
 
Funny, I feel closer to the people in the underpasses than I do to many of my 
academic friends or brilliant poets that can actually hold a regular job. There are 
the sum total of things that happen to a person, and I feel every day that I could 
have ended up there very easily, yelling outside.  
 
If I didn’t have other arms of others holding me keeping me afloat, I would 
have drowned in the Bay Area ages ago. I find ways to live spending almost no 
money, but I have no future of stability either. Might that change?  
 
I saw a project called A House in Oakland, where some smart people were 
ripping down insulting billboards and repurposing this durable material into 
tents for people. (One billboard said something like “housing just within reach” 
from some bank home loan company.) Then I was talking to this woman on the 
street that I’ve seen for years, Deborah, and she was like, yeah, I keep hearing 
from people how I was in this film, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. 
Why should she care? How do we grow this alignment with people who are 
most rooted in this place and have no freaking homes and are still not leaving?  
 
Then just the other day, I got a notice of the eviction of the people living at the 
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underpass near by none other than the Instagram handle ahouseinoakland. Just 
3 days before I had been biking past and asking what they were doing, when I 
saw a cop car and garbage truck, and someone told me they were cleaning it out, 
making the tent owners move their stuff to one side of the street and then back 
again to clean each side. The city cleans it out in the public eye and then evicts 
the people in the wee hours of the morning like every other sneaky eviction, as 
if no one is going to notice. The folks at the underpass are accepting donations 
of all clothes, tents, sleeping gear, everything, directly, now. 
 
I realize that I am an extremely fantastical person and my greatest addiction is 
the idea that there will be some legible group of people that will like each other 
and that would die for each other and work on common aims. Maybe I was just 
wrong to want that. Maybe that was my ultimate Cruel Optimism, to think 
about the Lauren Berlant concept. You know, like the desire that kills me. 
 
I feel so grateful to music scene people that spontaneously organized in light of 
the Ghost Ship stuff. The music scene is messy and has many branches and is 
self-sustaining, mostly, I’ll generalize about that, unlike the category of artist, 
which is fraught with so many ugly meanings and generally supported from 
above if supported. That level of grief brought out an incredible amount of new 
bonding, but also showed some scariness in certain friends’ perspectives. Who 
was a mourner and who was not. Who was worth looking for who might have 
been at the party, who was “us”, and who was not. I lashed out in public on a 
dude who asked me what my “number” was of how many people I lost. But I 
think it was a natural outgrowing here, the directness from which many of the 
fundraisers sprung.  
 
There were smart alignments, such as the Everett & Jones fundraiser for Ghost 
Ship stuff. Everett & Jones is a BBQ spot that has been in Oakland forever; I 
used to serve brunch to the owner every week. There was a moment where E&J 
was ratting out a warehouse called the Salt Lick to the city in a press conference, 
cajoled by the “safety” narratives so prominent after the big fire happened. 
Then a group of amazing organizers figured out how to have a fundraiser for 
various precarious buildings together, actually AT Everett & Jones, where this 
longtime local black-owned organization overlapped their own house band with 
many local performers within these scenes. They are different but not apart. I 
wish this happened more often. Then Everett & Jones received a threatening 
letter from the city for holding such an event. Their in-person alignment went 
around the state, then the state went after them. These “safety” narratives are 
defended at all costs when real estate is like it is here. Working together and 
actually talking in public turned quite a bit of perception around. But the Salt 
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Lick got evicted anyway.  
 
There were a number of people I was looking for days after the fire. I just 
wanted to catch a glimpse of them in public because I wanted to know they 
were alive. I didn’t believe that the total death count was true. It took days for 
them to get all the names of the dead. 
 
I went away for a month in the woods, and things seem clearer. Maybe the well 
water detoxed me more, maybe it was social detox. Someone said to me recently 
that when you quit smoking, the inflammation all comes out, all that was 
hidden. While you’re smoking, it is stamped down in you and covered in 
something. God, that’s why it’s so hard to quit. And that’s why there was so 
much badness, I did quit smoking, the horror of my stomach and lungs and skin 
showed itself for a while. The horror of my paranoia about others came out too, 
and now it is better, I don’t fear others’ judgments quite so much. It was quite 
irrational to hide as much as I did. That feels relieving, to know that it was 
irrational. 
 
But I’m like a different person every month, even though I’m a loyal friend. I 
have been writing about friendship. Before my friendships were determined by 
political alignments. I think I needed more care than was available to the people 
that were at a level of financial stability/ stable consciousness/ stability of social 
trust that enabled the stable ones to work on other projects. I think that I 
wanted their projects to succeed, so I stayed away from them. 
 
Any moment could come the tipping point of onward. Of the project that 
matters. Of the friendship that will be the one that finally makes “it” go down. 
Of the destruction or creation that actually improves the material condition of 
the lives of those who are ignored or damaged by the plaything buildings of 
capital.  
 
I observed and participated in other houses, clusters, groups in which I 
practiced my mini utopia I wanted and imagined would be for everyone, but in 
my fear, it becomes just me. I don’t want no utopia, I don’t want no kindness, 
(in my mind there is a bouncy spring in that vague semantics) I just want aligned 
directionality, dogs running in the street, cats plotting in the house. 
 
I never used to know why it was important for people to write reviews for each 
other, to put out chapbooks. Now I want that again. There has been a big lull in 
this poet-type of labor, as Carrie Hunter mentions in Brian Ang’s blog, (a blog 
based on some work of Sean Bonney, I believe), anyway, the thing is called 
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Post-Crisis Poetics14. I was happy to see many of the people on that blog writing 
in one place, it seemed some small step toward gathering. I think it is good there 
was a lull, but maybe now it is a ripe time for poets to start gathering again, 
maybe not as poets, but to continue in dialogues and in generative clusters of 
support. So the ones who want to do things can. Can we move arguments off of 
Facebook and back into some discussable area that doesn’t privilege those who 
sit at a desk all day? Can we heckle each other about what our writing is doing 
and what actions we could do rather than being stuck in the anxieties of 
association? (See Carrie’s piece for a good explanation of how this works here.) 
I would love that kind of dialogue. I sort of hate my first book because it was 
such a slurry, sad period of loss and not knowing what to do. Where is the 
activating writing? How can we help each other?  
 
I also feel some very strong presence when I go to a Commune Editions 
reading. I wish for this kind of solidity in other presses. Many of the poets I 
know have become healers or started doing some sort of prison organizing, 
both of which I think are good. Timeless, Infinite Light is solid in their “spells 
against capitalism,” and their careful curation. I stumbled into a reading at 
Nomadic Press the other night, and I was impressed with how solid they 
seemed, interesting work they had published. Though as you watch the light of 
the sky drop outside of a glass wall on downtown Oakland, it feels sort of sad. 
The curator, MK Chavez, was leaving, and I felt that familiar misunderstanding 
of a context. 
 
I just worked for a week in a flower shop, er, flower warehouse, the week before 
Mother’s Day in San Francisco. Writing about work is somehow still useful, is 
it? I scan the people and try to figure out the power structures within, what the 
environment is doing. It gets the worst when the teams compete for awards, 
there are chalkboards with all sorts of numbers written on them and words like 
“quota”.  
 
I like a lot of these weirdo drifters I meet. It’s not the over whiteywhite place I 
expected. Many of them seem the last hangers-on in some warehouse or living 
co-op somewhere in SF. Some punk girl yells at me to work faster. Did I just 
write that sentence, haha? She sneers at everything and seems tightly aligned 
with many of the workers there. People somewhat respect her. She seems to be 
a watchdog for her fellow workers against pesky temps such as myself. I kind of 
want to punch her and kind of like her because she is so relentlessly 
unapologetically grumpy to everyone.   

																																																								
14	http://postcrisispoetics.blogspot.com/2017/04/carrie-hunter-post-crisis-poetics.html	
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For about an hour of these relentless yet sort of zen shifts of processing or (as I 
called it, “shucking”) flowers, I kept wanting to ask her: Why are you so 
invested in this company? What is it doing for you? What else are you angry 
about? What could you do with it? Are you okay? Why are they selling lavender 
for $68 in a tin can? I wanted to give her all of my opinions, but what would 
that do?  
 
I am only telling this story because I want people who don’t live here to 
understand what San Francisco is like. There is almost no work environment 
I’ve entered that doesn’t feel toxic.  
 
To get steady low-level jobs, you’re competing with hundreds, having 3 to 4 
interviews. I am trying to get into a trade show installers union. I think they 
interview 15 people per hour for 6 hours a day for 3 days, and choose 20 or so. 
I had at least 10 friends lose “stable” jobs in the past month, and I have at least 
5 friends evicted per month. Catering jobs are nearly impossible. Tech Diaper-
people (shout out to Jesse FF who made that term) don’t seem to care who is 
serving them, and they don’t tip. At the unemployment office they were fishing 
for anyone to be banquet servers at minimum wage on photocopied documents. 
Those used to be better paying gigs! I don’t even think there’s much of a 
lucrative restaurant service industry here anymore. That category, I would argue, 
is falling out, and changing to more of a counter-service type structure. I came 
up with this theory with my friend Matt Runkle while biking the Bay Trail. If 
you do have a good restaurant job, the place will probably close in a year. 
 
It’s the story of work plus 500+ tents in overpasses that explains the current 
condition of San Francisco and why no one who isn’t rich wants to go there. 
Oakland’s situation is very very close, but a few years behind. 
 
And then I made my garbage assembly bouquets of broken flowers, and went 
home and starting writing this. And feeling like I had friends again. 
 
  
 
 
 
Lara Durback is a poet who has lived in Oakland, CA for 12 years. She has been tutoring 
writing in San Quentin and otherwise goes outside a lot and occasionally makes books. Her 
first book from Publication Studio Oakland is A Lizard, A Smashed Safe, and a Pillow. 
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JENNIFER COOKE 
 
interviewed by Andrew Spragg, with poems from Apocalypse  Dreams  
 
 
Andrew Spragg: Eschatological writing is often portrayed as coming in one 
lengthy vision or moment of composition. How was Apocalypse Dreams written? 
  
Jennifer Cooke: All the poems are actual dreams that I had, apart from the last 
poem, ‘No One Sleeps’. So they ‘came’ to me at night, but the process of writing 
them down happened variously. Many were written into notebooks the night 
after I had the dreams; some, once I had started the project, I wrote directly into 
poems the day after the dream. Some are old and pivotal dreams, such as the 
Ur-Dream, which was the dream I had after reading Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the 
Plague Year. At the time, I was in the first year of my DPhil at Sussex University 
and was reading Defoe as part of that project. I had the dream and it made such 
an impact on me that I went to my supervisor, Nicholas Royle, and said I 
wanted to write about plague. He pointed out that this had nothing to do with 
the project I was working on and I admitted that I’d come to a kind of impasse 
and had lost enthusiasm for it and that, in fact, I’d rather write about plague. I 
produced a new thesis plan within a couple of weeks and that was the beginning 
of what then became my PhD and later the book Legacies of Plague in Literature, 
Theory, and Film (Palgrave 2009). This was the start of the dreams of apocalypse: 
in the process of researching the project I had numerous dreams about plague, 
epidemics, and zombies. After I’d finished the thesis, I continued to have 
apocalypse dreams, intermittently, often at times of political unrest or personal 
strife. 
  
AS: One thing that is striking about plagues and our historical representations 
and retellings of plague is how much charged imagery it seems to invoke—the 
doctor in the macabre outfit, uncanny playground songs, the various mass 
graves my primary school took delight in visiting—how much did these things 
feel at your disposal? I suppose a simpler way of saying the above is how much 
are these literal transcriptions of dreams? 
 
JC: Plague imagery was at my disposal insofar as it has been an important part 
of my reading, watching, thinking and writing for many years: the project that 
began as a PhD finished as an academic book 5 or 6 years later, so that’s quite a 
long time to live with the plague; it gets under your skin, into your dreams. 
These poems are as close as possible to the dreams that came to me in my sleep. 
My aim in writing was to try to capture the emotions I felt in the dream as 
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clearly as I could in the poetry, whether that’s communicated through a certain 
speed, confusion, intensity or density of language. They are as literal as is 
possible when transforming primarily visual and emotional material into words.     
 
AS: How does this differ from your usual process of composition? For instance, 
is there a similarity there between the new book and how you approached *not 
suitable for domestic sublimation (Contraband 2013)?   
 
JC: The poems in *not suitable were written over a long period, stemmed from 
various impetuses, and made use of a range of poetic techniques. One poem 
there commemorates a friend who died from cancer. The main, long sequence 
poem, ‘Steel Girdered Her Musical: In Several Parts’ was written because Emily 
Critchley invited me to read at her Cross Genre festival in Greenwich in 2010, 
and was written in collaboration with a composer. It involved a field trip to 
South Mimms Service Station, where the poem is set. Another is composed 
entirely from an overheard ‘found’ conversation on a train. In that respect, *not 
suitable is considerably more diverse whereas Apocalypse Dreams has greater 
cohesion as a project, since there’s one principle—I had a dream of apocalypse I 
want to write into a poem—that draws together all but one of the poems.  
 
But one of the main differences, for me, is how I feel about the poems. They 
feel both more personal, since they are my dreams, and less personal in that I 
don’t feel creatively responsible for them in the same manner as I do for the 
poems in *not suitable for domestic sublimation. I’m not a lucid dreamer and so 
dreams feel predominantly like things that happen to me rather than things I 
make happen. That’s quite a strange dynamic to have but one that I have 
actually found quite liberating.  
 
AS: Do you see Apocalypse Dreams as belonging to a lineage of apocalyptic 
writing? If so, were there particular writers you had in mind when you were 
writing? 
  
JC: I must have had a lot of writers in mind when I was dreaming, given how 
much I have read about plague. But I have also long been interested in dreams: 
Legacies of Plague has a close reading of one of Freud’s dreams from The 
Interpretation of Dreams and I have written an article which draws upon on one 
Hélène Cixous’s dreams from her book, Dream I Tell You. Dream books are 
fascinating, I find, although they can also be rather dull, a little like going 
through someone else’s laundry basket. Some of Adorno’s dreams are really 
intriguing, full of sexual longing which is never fulfilled, like his odd dream of 
the glass woman. And Graham Greene has a dream book which contains some 
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curious dreams. At Sussex I started reading dream books on the sidelines of my 
research. The book which gave me the impetus for Apocalypse Dreams, however, 
was particularly special. Charlotte Beradt was a psychologist who collected the 
dreams of her patients, neighbours and friends before she fled Germany during 
the Third Reich. She wrote these into a book, The Third Reich of Dreams: The 
Nightmares of a Nation (1933-1939), which I discovered serendipitously in the 
library at Sussex. She split the dreams into different categories. The two I recall 
most vividly were the dreams of authoritarianism, where the dreamers had 
internalised the regime’s violence and fear, and were having dreams about being 
pulled out of work by the SS or where their boss turned out to be a high-ranking 
Nazi and they were fired or shouted at and humiliated in front of others. The 
other section that stood out to me were the dreams of technological inventions 
yet to be made. People were dreaming that their kettles could hear their 
conversations or that the radio could both broadcast but also record them. The 
paranoia the regime perpetrated and the way they encouraged people to report 
their neighbours to the authorities for activities or opinions of which the regime 
disapproved were getting into people’s dreams, producing these strangely 
predictive dreams: now, of course, we know that recording devices can be 
hidden in everyday domestic objects, can infiltrate our homes, our private 
spaces, let alone our computers and our phones. So, it occurred to me a couple 
of years ago, after reflecting on the times of student protests in 2010-2011 when 
I had a lot of apocalypse dreams, that it would be intriguing to put my dreams 
of apocalypse together, as poems, to see if any patterns emerged. 
  
Another impetus for the project was Freud and his magnificent, crazy dream 
book. I had been teaching for years to my undergraduate students a section of 
this which deals with what Freud called ‘the dream work’, the techniques of 
displacement and condensation by which Freud thought dreams do their work 
of disguising our unconscious wishes into a more palatable form, one the 
conscious mind can admit during sleep. For Freud, our sleep is a time of internal 
laxity, when the ‘censor’ which usually keeps our unconscious wishes buried in 
the id is less vigilant and so our dreams could become the symptoms of our 
unconscious wishes in disguise. It struck me—as it struck Roman Jakobson 
before me—that Freud’s idea of dreams and in particular his delineation of the 
dream work was a peculiarly literary one. The techniques he describes are 
analogous, I thought, to how we might describe avant-garde poetics: dreams 
have jump cuts, ambiguity, disguise, nonsense, found material, they play with 
words—Freud thought—and don’t necessarily follow a narrative but have a 
kind of internal compulsion of their own, linking sections in very individualised, 
idiosyncratic manners. I wanted to see whether, if I wrote my dreams into 
poems, they would feel especially avant-garde, in this sense. But they don’t, I 
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think. In fact, they are the most narrative poems I have ever written. When 
trying to capture the dreams in writing, I was keen to capture the shifting 
intensities of the emotions they induced, the panic, for instance, or despair, or 
loneliness. But the dreams themselves made sense narratively, for the most part, 
in a manner which I hadn’t quite expected.               
  
AS: One thing striking about the above is that the writers you reference are 
predominantly “not poets” (if you can forgive the clumsy taxonomy here). Also, 
the resonance you highlight between the dream techniques and avant-garde 
poetics suggests that you’d anticipated a different result from the process of 
writing. Were you conscious of that tension between certain forms of writing, or 
poetics, as you wrote, or did it become apparent after? 
 
JC: Many of them are poetic writers, even if they are not poets: their investment 
in language and their belief in its power is very high. There is a lineage of poets I 
could recount who have influenced my thinking on poetry, who are exciting to 
me, or whose work appears committed in a manner I admire. But they are not 
the writers who have most influenced the conscious shaping of this project. It’s 
unconscious shaping: well, that’s more opaque and if I reference others who 
have written down their dreams, or talked of interpreting them, or who I hold 
responsible for the plague imagery in my head, then that’s the best I can do in 
plotting what my psyche delivers nocturnally.  
 
In terms of the expectations I had once I’d decided to write the dreams into 
poems, I was surprised by their narrative coherence or, as in ‘I, Alice’, the first 
poem in the collection, the fact that the disjointed fragments somehow 
nevertheless hang together. In many of the poems, I think it is their emotional 
tenor which is consistent, which works as the skeleton on which a more 
disjointed, mobile imagery hangs. That’s interesting to me.  
  
AS: Mud and water seem to feature in a lot of the poems—for example, ‘Carry 
On’: ‘Rain here does not clean: it muddies’—how conscious were you of using 
these particular substances? 
  
JC: They were in the dreams and so they are in the poems. I dream a lot about 
water, about tidal water in particular. One of my favourite activities is to ‘swim 
the tide’ down at a place in Devon where my family goes every year. Ever since 
I was a child I have been watching people doing this, then doing it myself, and I 
think it has a very strong, embodied and rather old pull on my imagination. We 
went camping a lot when I was a child too and I do not like camping, although I 
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love the sound of rain on a tent (which is one of the experiences I visualise if I 
have insomnia).  
  
AS: The lines: “We are happy - are we stupid?” (‘Sky Writing’) and “we are 
highly happy and we are young” reminded me of an interview Philip Seymour 
Hoffman gave on happiness. He said “There’s a period of time in life where I 
look back and think, ‘Was I happy? Or was I just not aware?’” How do you 
think feelings of happiness interact with the idea of apocalypse? Can one be 
happy without being naive? 
  
JC: Happiness is an odd emotion. It’s hard to ‘make’ yourself happy, unlike, say, 
anger (I just need to think about Iain Duncan Smith to induce rage). Happiness 
doesn’t always visit us when we think it should and sometimes it occurs when 
we might think it shouldn’t. In this sense, it is linked in a complicated way to 
morality and the social. Nor is happiness always in the right scale or proportion: 
events which are enormously miserable don’t necessarily mean that we can’t 
experience small, local moments of happiness, while circumstances that make us 
happy do not prevent us experiencing moments of unhappiness. In some ways, 
in the world we live in, happiness is an incredibly inappropriate emotion. How 
can I feel happy when people who are fleeing for their lives, trying to get to 
safety in Europe, are drowning just off the Greek island Samos? And yet I can 
and in some very real sense to me that is scandalous. I think the dreams that 
have happiness in reflect that incommensurableness. In that respect, happiness 
is as appropriate in an apocalypse as it is anywhere else. 
  
To answer your last question, I think we can experience happiness without 
being naïve, but because it is an emotion which can bring freshness with it, 
making things feel new, we often think of it as having an element of naivety or 
childish delight. I personally love that feeling.       
   
AS: Why Keston Sutherland in particular in ‘& the Zombies Again’? 
  
JC: In a simple sense, because he was in the dream. But obviously I know that 
he is the only named person in the dream poems and that is, in another sense, 
strange to me. Often in my apocalypse dreams I am alone or with strangers, so it 
is remarkable to have a poet in my apocalypse dream. I put that dream in 
because of Brighton, primarily, and Keston was part of my later years in 
Brighton (I lived there for 12 years). He arrived at Sussex in 2004, the same year 
I began, as a DPhil student, to do my first undergraduate teaching. We taught 
on the same course, The Art of Short Fiction, and became friends. He 
encouraged me to share the writing I was doing (I was part of a creative writing 
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group which met weekly at the time), introduced me to writers he had visiting 
him, invited me to read, published my poems in Quid. His poetry made a strong 
impact on me; in fact, I wrote about one of his poems, Hot White Andy. Over 
the years, too, Keston and I have had our professional and poetic 
disagreements, some publicly pursued on the UK Poetry Listserv, before it 
folded. I think it is fair to say that Keston is not a neutral figure in the world of 
experimental writing in the UK: he has strong opinions about poetry, opinions 
which are widely available to read in Quid editorials, listserv posts, and 
conference papers, as well, of course, in his poetry itself, and these have often 
been formative for other poets, whether in admiration or opposition. So in a 
way it is fitting for him to be in Apocalypse Dreams. I also found it incongruous 
that he was defending a poem in a seminar room in the middle of a zombie 
apocalypse and that made me laugh. So the poem went into the book.   
 
AS: Do you have a favourite zombie movie? 
 
JC: The one that features zombie cows which I haven’t seen.  
 
AS: Reading ‘End Notes’ and ‘La Peste’ together seemed to suggest a narrative 
arc through the sequence—was this something you intended through the 
ordering of the poems? 
  
JC: My ordering of poems feels very intuitive. I know the poems’ intensities, 
which work alongside others, which need the support of which others around 
them. So there’s no deliberate arc, although I finished with ‘No One Sleeps’ 
because as soon as I’d fully formulated that I was putting Apocalypse Dreams 
together, I stopped having apocalypse dreams. O fateful uncooperative dream 
life! I was frustrated and I wanted the project to be finished but I needed, I 
thought, another poem so I wrote ‘No One Sleeps’ and decided to close the 
collection with that poem, as a full stop.   
 
 

— originally published in Datableed  (eds. Juha Virtanen and Eleanor Perry) 
https://www.datableedzine.com/ 
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Carry On 

 

I did not expect to find myself at the end of the world 

camping. But I am and now naturally: the tent peg & 

tarpaulin are familiars of many before me, before us. 

 

A small enough encampment with quick smiles we 

don’t believe our hopes for this taut new world 

though we speak them out load with dejected hair.  

 

Rain here does not clean; it muddies: we feel this as 

justice. At the edge of what we have made & believe in 

is the thick meniscus, firm & trembling: it is impenetrable 

 

but fragile: a thin sac separating the old world from the new.  

I am afraid of our jellied lens, our cervix, through which we 

emerged dewy-eyed, behind which the old world carries itself 

 

murky & still in a cradle of watery poison. So it is that life’s 

little necessities turn on us as we gulp down. Turn on us, we say 

incorrectly. Man undoing his own kindness again and again.  
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& The Zombies Again 
 
 

& the zombies again, familiar faces 
threshold defences, wooden, flimsy 
with fear we fight desperate & thirsty 
through our barricades knowing again 
that we will lose knowing we have to 
fight in the face of losing & eventual loss 
 
& here is Keston Sutherland, defending 
a poem in a seminar room. What is he doing, 
in the midst of the zombie apocalypse that plays 
out on repeat in my different dreamscapes?  
He doesn’t last long, the conduit, perhaps 
 
to the shift: Brighton. Fewer zombies here. 
They are mainly between gardens, hiding in 
alley gaps and behind creosoted sheds. Dusky 
seawards so we break into a suburban house 
to hide and they find us charging our phones  
 
this is not so much a nightmare anymore 
as non-urgent irritation  
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End Notes 
 
it’s the end the end of the city end 
of your city which is also a country 
ending at stake the city on shut down 
the city a military zone full of vigilantes 
we hide everyone hides hard to tell who 
might be hiding to hurt and to stay still 
it feels like happening ending hiding  
is utterly inadequate I am scared  
 
in a back room perhaps 20 bodies  
in black face down with backpacks 
are these military forces or civilian 
why did they die so odd flip one 
over and not people but preparation 
packs for people jumpsuits with back 
packs attached provisions where are  
the people to fill them why my mistake  
 
because I am scared and seeing is 
so many things I’ve never seen 
before or want to again that the 
incredible is not a category now 
but a present feeling end of this 
moment into the next too fast 
for a surprise a young girl relieved 
to find a group of people dressed  
as fierce military birds why is she 
smiling they are smiling it is not  
 
I look away I know what will now 
happen to the smiling girl and do 
not want to see when the moment 
she thinks she is in becomes another 
she will panic I would panic I am 
watching this from safety and I 
turn away glad of safety and sick 
does she scream I cannot tell  
always there is screaming somewhere  
now it is the end of the city the end  
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a waterfall of effluence tumbling 
people with everything else how  
far it can fall off the edge of this 
city as I watch people grasp  
autonomy in the face of the end for 
some are surfing if I could feel 
incredulity I would have first when 
I saw people dying in this water  
can it be fun to surf before you die 
in sewage washed to the end the 
is it hope or embrace or mastery it is 
the end of the fall the pool I cannot see  
 
with others on a boat a man is stitching 
my hand I understand I am a refugee with 
other refugees that I am hurt and he is help  
yet he pricks my hand first in the palm to 
test I do not know I know the sharpness 
it hurts and the stitching continues the hurt 
I cannot speak Spanish the comfort of English 
is a stupidity I cannot resist with the stitcher 
I feel safe but he hurts me he does not need to 
it feels like after the end there are no boats in 
the city this is a boat not in the city is there an 
end of the city of the boat of the river will it end 
in sea in spring in city when the end does not stop 
ending and the present stretches the ending out 
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La Peste 
 
Plague pure and simple this time—& we are running short of food in the mid-
Atlantic on a steel grey battleship. 
 
For the children there are bunkbeds carved from tree trunks, names scored on 
each in compass scrawls & despite the plague, they died because someone 
urinated in their drinking water—& there is no one left to blame.  
 
When I see you, waking from my fever, knowing weakness as never before, you 
tell me you have not suffered much, not really succumbed, just a few shivers—
& I know you are lying.  
 
In the seas a block of salmon fillets floats high as an iceberg, rearing above our 
deck, enormous and pinkly soft at the edges—you could cut off your dinner, but 
it’s diseased. I realise the origins of my food.  
 
On a screen I see a satellite image of the tankers, battleships and liners as they 
blindly turn in unguided circles churning the seas around them, hitting one 
other, empty and ominous—plague’s silent work.  
 
 

— from Apocalypse Dreams (Sad Press, 2015). 
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EMILY ABENDROTH 
 
Interviewed by Levi Bentley 
 
 
I first became aware of Emily Abendroth’s work shortly after I moved to 
Philadelphia through the publication of ]Exclosures[ 1-8 from Brian Teare’s 
beautiful micropress Albion Books in the summer of 2012, which became 
available as a pdf on Craig Dworkin’s Eclipse Archive. Then Emily won the 
Pew Fellowship in 2013, and Ahsahta published the full text of ]Exclosures[. We 
both lived in West Philly at that time and would run into each other at the Co-
op, or the bank, or at the gym. I got into Temple’s MFA in Poetry program, 
where Emily earned her MA, and I studied with Brian Teare. I taught 
]Exclosures[ to students who responded enthusiastically. Although formally 
experimental, it addressed realities that they understood and they immediately 
trusted and were excited by the voice.  
 
Always Hook a Gift Horsey Dead in the Kisser [An Invocation], a collaboration with 
Jenna Peters-Golden, and The Instead, a conversation and collaboration with 
Miranda Mellis have just been released (2016) and The Instead especially has 
taken over my imagination with its generosity and intelligence. Here, however, I 
caught up with Emily over e-mail about her work-in-progress Sousveillance 
Pageant, of which I have heard several pieces at readings, and which Emily was 
generous enough to send me a few pages from for more granular consideration.  
 
 
Levi Bentley: From the parts of Sousveillance Pageant that I have read and have 
heard you read, as well as your earlier book ]Exclosures[, it seems like you are 
concerned with sustaining multiplicity and complexity through iteration in a way 
that builds up many stories at once, while showing them to be part of the same 
larger story of relationship to narratives of  power. In Sousveillance there are these 
iterative sentences that remind me of certain parts of Exclosures where you 
would write a line and then provide sort of a drop-down menu in brackets 
below, to complete the sentence differently.  
 
For instance, in Sousveillance Pageant, you quote Jackie Wang: “Not having shoes 
makes my feet a problem” and then extrapolate: 

 
Not having a license makes my driving a problem. 
Not having an apartment makes my sleeping a problem. 
Not having maternity leave makes my fecundity a problem.  
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Not having citizenship makes my growing ovarian cysts a nightmare. 
 
It strikes me that one of the things this can do is build a possibility of 
complicated communal identification without erasure, showing that our 
sentences begin the same, but are particular and specific. Is that part of what 
you were thinking about while making these forms? What else do they do for 
you? 
 
Emily Abendroth: I love that line from Jackie Wang. It comes from a 
chapbook she did with Belladonna Press titled “The Mosquito is a Problem and 
Nothing Else.” In it, Wang continues warily, “The problem with having a 
problem is that you become your problem. The problem with becoming your 
problem is that it produces an additional problem: the binding of the self to the 
problem. The problem with being a problem is that you can’t ‘be’ when you are 
merely a problem. Take the mosquito.” 
 
Wang starts from the one observation and then forcefully extends, flexing both 
her poetic analysis and her linguistic muscle. The first line, which you 
reference—”Not having shoes makes my feet a problem”—requires the reader 
to contend with a reality in which an initial material absence or lack of resources 
stretches, as it so often does, to impede other functions, even to the point of 
obstructing the fundamental mobility of the body itself. And in the subsequent 
passage we see this pushed further still, extending now into the realms of one’s 
emotional and psychic reality, as the figure (in this case, the mosquito) strives to 
contend with outside gazes and forces that regard its very existence as nothing 
more than a burden or an obstacle or a pending threat. And even though the 
mosquito can never fully or solely see itself through that obscenely reductive 
lens (and thankfully so!), it is nonetheless left to navigate an impossible and 
painful breach wherein its self-understanding and the world’s understanding of 
it are woefully incompatible, and the world isn’t yielding. In fact, the world is 
bent on throwing one circumstance after another at the figure (who now takes 
the form of a shoeless human), each incident trespassing and trampling in 
distinct ways upon that individual’s intrinsic knowledge of their own worthiness 
and capacity.  
 
As a reader, I was really struck by how quick movements and shifts in 
subjectivity in Wang’s poem allow the initial example to continue transforming 
and speaking to or unfolding into new arenas of concern. And certainly, yes, my 
hope with my own writing is that it can also achieve something akin to that kind 
of versatile, yet still pointed, power analysis.  
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From October 2014 to December 2015, the fiction writer Miranda Mellis and I 
were engaged in an elongated conversation with one another about our work, 
our teaching, our organizing, our writing practices, our lives – asking one 
another questions in a cross-disciplinary and multi-terrain fashion that proved 
incredibly generative and a huge gift to my own thinking. At some point in that 
conversation, Miranda asked me something very similar to your own question, 
specifically as it relates to the use of the brackets in ]Exclosures[, which you also 
point to. At that time, I was also thinking a lot about sequence, about the ways 
in which each thing we write grows out of and responds in some fashion (be it 
through an affirmational or doubting lens of augmentation) to the thinking of 
the work that preceded it.  
 
Thus, I found myself writing to Miranda: “I wanted anything that I did/wrote 
subsequent to Property : None [a broadside project from Taproot Editions with an 
online component] to be able to conjure a richer and more contoured map of 
how power and conformity and capital assert themselves and are bodily felt and 
absorbed (at both the individual and state levels). I wanted to be able to bring to 
bear recognition for the flexibility of such dynamics (in the sense that who gets 
targeted and how can modulate from town to city, from era to era, from block 
to block), but also the stalwart repetition of certain patterns. The brackets 
became a way not to, as you say, universalize ‘what is actually geopolitically and 
historically specific to a particular group of humans’ but, on the other hand, not 
to particularize with such fixity that one creates a false picture that this is the 
only way it ever plays out or has played out (a move that would ultimately only 
offer further invisibility rather than analysis). For instance, yes, black males are 
ferociously and disproportionately profiled, policed and assassinated in the U.S., 
but so too are transgender youth and low-wealth female sex workers, etc. Could 
a piece be made capacious enough to wrestle with this first reality, while also 
asking, but why are the visiting rooms at women’s prisons so much emptier? 
Certainly not because the women’s prisons they’re attached to are any less full 
(especially not in our current moment), but maybe because the gendered 
understanding of whose duty it is to perform support and caretaking has had a 
hand in shaping that reality.” 
  
In ]Exclosures[ and in the excerpt from Sousveillance Pageant that you quote from 
above, I am hoping that the numerous varied iterations leave the reader with a 
sense of ongoing multiplication, an understanding that there are even more 
permutations out there than the page itself offers. This ideally also encourages 
the reader to go “off script” and to perform their own necessary substitutions, 
making further critical connections about distinct relations and dynamics that I 
myself missed and/or failed to highlight.  
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For the new manuscript I’m working on now, Sousveillance Pageant, it took me 
several years to begin to find a form for that work that I felt was doing 
sufficient intellectual and poetic labor. I was searching for a structure that could 
bring in enough of the necessary layers that I felt needed to be there in order to 
hold its motivating questions and curiosities and anxieties in a compelling way, 
and that also left room for multiple modalities and registers of emotional charge. 
Oddly enough, this has required me to work with “characters” for the first time 
in a long time, because suddenly I found I needed individual living bodies (or at 
least ones invented for the page!) to be experiencing these dynamics in complex, 
dimensional ways. The mental knot that I was most interested in demanded the 
presence of singular people undergoing events which were/are generalized, but 
were/are by no means generic in their experience. I love the phrase that you 
offer—”communal identification without erasure”—which strikes me in a 
certain sense as a far more elegant way to point toward the same reality of the 
“generalized, but by no means generic” experience.   
 
Maybe it would be useful to give just a single picture/example of what I mean 
by such conditions. When massive numbers of the Egyptian public rose up in 
Tahrir Square back in 2011, all those who were present at the protests faced the 
prospect (and in many cases endured the reality) of arrest and interrogation by 
the Egyptian state. But only those individuals who the state identified as 
“female” were also subjected, upon arrest, to “virginity testing” within the 
military prisons. It was a form of punishment that didn’t apply and therefore 
wasn’t applied to all bodies in resistance, because not all bodies (depending on 
their perceived gender identification) were prone to being socially condemned 
or stigmatized on the basis of its results.  
 
It’s fair to assume that we’re all at least somewhat familiar with the “testing” 
that so often accompanies both punishment and privilege, and we’re also 
familiar with the fact that depending on the societal expectations placed upon us 
(on the basis of our race, sex, class, sexuality, etc.), the qualifications for being 
either a “good” or a “bad” subject, for “passing” or “failing” to meet certain 
qualifications, will vary across identity and geography and history.  
 
I think we do ourselves a favor as shared communities and as potential political 
allies if we can manage to collectively identify and acknowledge those 
distinctions, while also being able to spot the broader patterns to which they are 
beholden and which we all stand to benefit from disrupting. Audre Lorde poses 
this in the form of a question: “What can we learn from our connected 
differences that will be useful to us both?” And then she goes on to talk about 
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the growing power that “applied scrutiny” can make or create from that 
difference.  
 
In a statement on poetics that you wrote for the blog real pants, Levi, you note: 
“Because I am constituted by my environment, I’m trying to disrupt myself with 
the experience of work through which one is changed.” You continue: “I’m also 
interested in the contingency of individual experiences, and the effect of 
material conditions on perspective, which is something most philosophers are 
almost always conveniently forgetting.” I share with you that interest in 
contingency and material conditions and individual agency (however adjudicated 
in form).  
 
LB: We are so often only able to confront the apparent realities of say, 
heterosexism, or racism, as expressed through a particular comment, instance of 
physical violence, moment of conflict leading or not leading to incarceration, 
without being able to locate the deep and interconnected structures that 
produce these disparate effects. It seems like what Sousveilance Pageant is doing, in 
part, is tying a vast net of instances of experience into researched data and 
statistics. What begins to resolve out of these moments of repetition and 
iterative examples are that the shapes of cultural logics themselves begin to 
reveal themselves. But, that, as you say above, the effects are specific, and the 
logics are flexible. 
 
Cultural logics inhabit and work themselves out through and between us even as 
they subjugate and control us from above. This sort of simultaneously internal 
and external hydra that you make visible seems so obvious and powerful as to 
make one toxically angry, claustrophobic and paranoid, but your writing is often 
so playful and funny as well. While the shape of logics of power are carceral, 
reductive, linear and centripetal, in Sousveillance the logics are complexifying, and 
centrifugal, funny, looping, doubling and branching.  
 
It seems like you’re interested in both explicating and exploring the specificity of 
intimately connected systems of subjugation, but also in showing these things to 
be part of a particular kind or shape of structure of logic, and trying to imagine 
and enact alternative ways of thinking and relating. The text doesn’t end with 
the edge of the page. Praxis, for instance, seems as important. I guess I want to 
ask, without bombarding you too much, what do you think is the relationship 
for you, of writing to praxis? Why is humor and lightness and fun important? 
Do you think there are alternative ways of relating? Other logics? 
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EA: Thanks for this generous question and set of thoughts. I found myself 
thinking for a good bit about your observation: “What begins to resolve out of 
these moments of repetition and iterative examples are that the shapes of 
cultural logics themselves begin to reveal themselves.” I’m relieved and honored 
to hear that this feels like part of the activity that is happening across those 
pages for you as a reader. It strikes me as necessary and important to say/add 
that this is not because I, as the author, already have in advance a cohesive 
handle or a clear map of the precise contours of those cultural logics that 
writing subsequently and straight-forwardly offers me a space to express or 
record. Instead, I’d say that I’m trying to use writing as a medium/tool to try to 
challenge myself to see aspects and dynamics of my own life, and the larger 
contexts in which it is situated, that have otherwise become invisible or 
naturalized. Or, in some cases, sites of outright defeatism, and hence, apathy. 
My hope is that by making them noticeable and strange again through their 
investigation and enactment in the course of the writing practice, fresh realms of 
possibility for examination and transformation open up (at least at the 
conceptual level) for myself and others.  
 
In the early stage of any new writing project, I tend to work by collection (of 
language and relations and events) more than anything else—to grab at things 
that capture my attention or that move me in some way and to essentially file 
them into a mental drawer together, constantly ruffling and shuffling the 
documents against one another, rather than cleanly alphabetizing them. By 
putting such elements in adjacency or in unexpected places, I learn something 
new about them and me/us (at least, at its best/most successful this is what 
happens). Of course, we all also do this outside the page as well, it’s just that we 
often don’t get the same degree of permission to linger and stew there as one 
can sometimes grant oneself in the context of a creative practice (although it can 
be plenty rare and hard to conjure there as well!).  
  
In fact, I’ve been so slow in responding to this second question of yours 
because all week, in whatever windows have opened themselves up toward 
doing so, I’ve been working on a new section of Sousveillance Pageant and trying 
to enter its “logics” such as they are, trying to surprise myself by where or how 
else they might be headed.  
 
Here’s a small excerpt from one part that I was working on a few days ago: 
 

And thus it was with great admiration and no small relief that Sousveillance also 
began to read the first volume of Emma Goldman’s autobiography, wherein Goldman 
notes:  
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“The mere fact that these forces are legalized by state statute laws, 
sanctified by divine rights, and enforced by political power in no 
way justifies their continued existence.”15 

 
Damn, how Sousveillance had loved that “mere.” 

  
Loved its insistent adherence to everything from laws to religious norms to social 
codifications to the sanctioned violence of the entire nation state. But she couldn’t 
always occupy it. How to live there, she wondered, in that confident declaration of the 
smallness of all those brutal things. Especially when they loomed so huge. 
 

The mere fact that the world’s 62 richest billionaires currently possessed as  
much wealth as the bottom half of the world’s population of 3.5  
billion people.16  
 

 The mere fact of the Eastern Garbage Patch, a slowly rotating mass of trash- 
  laden water about twice the size of Texas, forming part of a system of  
  currents referred to as the North Pacific subtropical gyre. 
 
 The mere fact of multiple millennia of white supremacist patriarchy  

persistently pressing onto the lungs and tongues and ribcages of herself 
and far too many others. 

 
“There is something that facts lack,” says the poet Anne Carson. 
 
“Overtakelessness,” Carson adds, “is a word told me by a philosopher once: das  

Unumgängliche – that which cannot be got around. Cannot be avoided or 
seen to the back of. And about which one collects facts – it remains beyond 
them.”17 

 
 
A few facts which Sousveillance Pageant was personally and keenly aware of: 
 

																																																								
15 Emma Goldman. Living My Life, Volume 1, Dover Publications, 1970. 
16 “The 62 richest people have as much wealth as half the world” by Tami Luhby, CNNMoney (New York) 
First published January 17, 2016: 7:02 PM ET. http://money.cnn.com/2016/01/17/news/economy/oxfam-
wealth/ 
17 Anne Carson. Nox, New Directions, 2010, unpaginated.  
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1. Most prison systems do not restrict hair length. Of those that do, most restrict 
hair length only for people incarcerated as men.  

 
2. Most prison systems do not restrict the wearing of clean, regulation-issue, white 

boxers. [To the contrary, many prison systems require and enforce their use.] 
Of those that do, most restrict the wearing of boxers only for people incarcerated 
as women.  

 
3. Most prison systems do not restrict religious worship. Of those that do, most 

restrict religious worship only for people who identify themselves as Muslim or 
who pursue traditional African spiritual practices. 

 
4. Most prison systems do not restrict access to legal materials. Of those that do, 

most restrict access to legal materials only for people who are actively filing 
grievances or lawsuits directly against the state and/or the specific employees of 
the prison facility in which they are incarcerated.  

 
5. Most prison systems do not restrict reading materials. But please, let’s be real, 

this sentence is a pile of shit. Of course, they do, especially depending on who 
you, a person so confined, are. 

 
This section is immediately followed by the introduction of Chelsea Manning 
into the text, along with the observation that a hair length restriction, a dress 
code restriction, a reading materials restriction, a legal access restriction, and 
more were all imposed upon her. These regulatory impositions were all clear 
practices of selective and targeted enforcement pursued under the unconvincing 
guise of “general policy.”  
 
This small excerpt is a section of that work which would not, to my mind, 
qualify particularly as humorous; however, I think (or hope anyway!) that it does 
perform something in the categories of “looping, doubling, and branching out” 
that you describe. My desire is that it can continually take the reader off guard 
with its leaps, that they might hold a logic—a sensibility—to them, while at the 
same time remaining unpredictable, creating the sensation that you don’t know 
where it might travel next. I find that for me, “range” and “leap” can also create, 
not exactly a humorous, but certainly a joyful sensation, by refusing to abide by 
the boundaries as given. Such movements can decline to sequentially travel 
where the situation presumably or logically “requires,” but which so often leads 
us straight back into the very same quagmires and oppressions we were in to 
begin with.  
 



	 107	

At the risk of sounding hokey, I should say that I think our relations and our 
efforts at their most powerful are driven by joy and love. I remember my 
surprise at learning, through long overdue direct encounter, how irrepressibly 
funny so many brilliant political and politicized imprisoned comrades were—
people who for years I’d only known across prison walls through encounters 
with their written analysis and essays. I was struck by how hard they made me 
laugh in person, only further increasing my love and trust in their convictions. I 
don’t think the reality of that disposition was or is a coincidence. And it’s a 
mighty good measure against dogmatism, a way of making room for the fact 
that we all fuck up (and owe it to each other to own up and correct ourselves, 
rather than to bow out or be forced out of our communities in shame and 
punishment), of building landscapes capable of holding full personhood.  
 
But to bring it back to the writing, the whole text of Sousveillance Pageant is about 
visibility and representation, but surveillance is only one component of that. It’s 
a pervasive component, but it’s hardly the entire register of what “recognition” 
consists of and the “readings” it produces can hardly be labeled as 
comprehensive (or even accurate, for that matter) in their majority, even if they 
are copious in their quantity. What the manuscript of Sousveillance Pageant is 
trying to do is to ask a somewhat different (and I hope richer) question, one that 
might be summarized into something like: “What are those kinds of visibility or 
ways of being seen that make survival possible, that we cannot live without? 
And, in contrast, what are those kinds of visibility that threaten our survivability, 
that we cannot live with or under?” This question takes us beyond the merely 
technical matter of the mechanical gaze and offers us more opportunities for 
push-back. We find that if we’re savvy, we can often even effectively challenge 
one kind/form of visibility with another.  
 
I absolutely do not think that our biggest danger or obstacle to social 
transformation, or even personal transformation, is ourselves (despite what the 
multi-million-dollar self-help industry would have us believe). But at the same 
time, I also know that we do indeed, and unfortunately with some frequency, 
internalize and replicate many of the very things that we despise or find 
oppressive when encountered in other settings or infrastructures. And whenever 
we manage not to do that, whenever we conjure an alternate and more 
generous/thoughtful critical orientation, we’re often also making space and 
model for someone else to do the same.  
 
Last year I was visiting a friend currently confined in one of the Pennsylvania 
state prisons and he was relating the various efforts that folks have made in the 
state penal system across the years to try to get access to alternative medicines, 
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treatments and procedures, although largely without success. He spoke about a 
younger friend of his, someone only in his mid-20s, who has developed gout, 
and who frequently suffers from painful inflammation of his joints. My friend 
was encouraging this young man to petition and put in a request for a special 
diet, framing the request as a basic health right, since it is known that certain 
foods increase the symptoms of gout (especially red meat and high cholesterol 
foods, which prison meals are rife with). The young man was reluctant to do so 
because he was incredulous at the likelihood that the PA Department of 
Corrections would ever grant him such a thing. He felt nearly certain (with 
unfortunately all too many cases/examples to back that confidence) that he 
would be refused, that the prison would never make special arrangements of 
that kind on his behalf or in deference to his well-being. My friend’s reply in 
counter was that it was better to make the state and the prison industrial 
complex deny you than to deny yourself before even trying. In other words, if 
the state is going to try to claim that he is “in their care” than he should insist 
that the state “care” for him.  
 
Even in the face of likely rejection, my friend was urging this individual to 
understand the importance of forcing the system to say “no,” the necessity of 
proceeding as though he deserved and had a right to health and leaving it to the 
administrators to contend otherwise, as opposed to reaching that point of defeat 
wherein you presume that denial outright and internalize its inevitability before 
it even happens. Such acts of insistence served to preserve self-worth and to 
boldly assert that worth, even in the face of every state violence and refusal to 
acknowledge the same. They represented a commitment toward making the 
state or one’s captors do the censoring and against censoring oneself strictly 
because of an inkling (even if a very strong inkling with a lot of evidence in its 
favor) that it wouldn’t be allowed. 
 
As my friend was relating this story, the simultaneous power and exhaustion of 
such a set of commitments was palpable. As was the fact that on the face of 
things this commitment might take very different appearances in distinct 
moments of one’s life, even as the spirit of it remained the same. In other 
words, there might also be some moments across a lifetime when survival 
requires not opening up a space in which you can be refused or denied by the 
state as an equivalent form of self-preservation in its own right.  
 
I think that writing can sometimes be a way to practice a similar set of tactics, 
with a similar lack of guarantees as to outcome. But regardless of the insecurity 
concerning ultimate outcomes, it can nonetheless be a place to bring forth 
relations, connections, insistences (and a place to refuse to replicate old and 
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insidious ones). I think your observation that “cultural logics inhabit and work 
themselves out through us even as they subjugate and control us from above,” 
can be pressured to be seen in some ways as an opportunity and not solely as a 
further calamity. Because this presents a space wherein we can potentially use 
those logics against their original intentions. For instance, we can work to 
effectively refuse shame and self-castigation, even when we can’t effectively 
refuse poverty.  
 
And I think humor is one very serious (pun intended) means of refusal. I think 
it can build alliance and dialogue in places where it has otherwise broken down. 
It’s also a powerful de-escalation technique in a way that can be a route to 
clearer thinking. I see and laugh at my own rigidness, my own moment of 
dogmatism, and in so doing I open myself again to the world and to other’s 
thoughts/ideas.  
 
The poet Brian Teare recently sent me a very evocative set of thoughts in 
relation to the space of humor and play as a poetic gesture. It’s an affect that he 
describes as “companionate” in its feeling, “as sure as the live hard side of a 
pack-mate,” an affect that allows for holding a shared condition together, that 
pushes up and back against the isolation of mere despair.  
 
And in today’s climates (both the socio-political and geothermal ones!) we 
probably need as many companions to traffic ourselves through “the toxic 
contemporary” (another phrase of Brian’s) as we can muster.  
 
LB: I like very much that you say that we can use logics against their intended 
purpose. So, first, there is value in finding and trying out new formal 
approaches, and two, everything can also be re-tooled, retro-fitted, re-used, 
weaponized against its histories. I think this represents a kind of formal 
scrappiness rather than aesthetic purity or hermeticism that feels very alive to 
me, and which I would like to be able to defend in my own work, too.  
 
Although a lot of my influences as a writer come from American and 
international experimentalisms, I just finished writing a book length manuscript 
called Bucolic Eclogue, part of which is coming out as a chapbook from Gina 
Myer’s Lamehouse Press, which uses something that looks and sounds a lot like 
lyric to address my personal history and The Bucolic. Since the bucolic is the 
birth of the lyric, it seemed appropriate to use that form to talk to that history, 
but other projects of mine operate with entirely other formal strategies and 
goals. 
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I think the way your logics run tend to be rhizomatic, throwing out implications 
and tendrils of thought and connection through texts to nodes in other texts, in 
ways that are less linear and more associative. Even this interview contains so 
much interconnection of quotation, excerpt, citation and whole pieces 
from Souveillance!  
 
When the subject is political, it can be easy to be dogmatic and overdetermined 
because of the gravity of the subject matter and the need for communication, 
but I think you negotiate the need for communication by lilting towards a 
novelistic sense of the text, without giving up the formal visual play of poetry 
and attention to word and syllable levels of sound and image in meaning.  The 
effect is that your work is using multiple text paradigms, from epistolary to 
fiction, from legal to theoretical. And the effect of that is that it is generative 
rather than reductive, implicative rather than dogmatic, unruly instead of 
legalistic. One feels more infected by the text as thought virus than rationally 
convinced via proof. Which is not to say that the text is not rational, or lacks 
proof, but just that it is more as well, something that it is extra-rational and 
continues to proliferate after the reading has ended.  
 
I love thinking about looping and leaping and humor and play as companionate. 
We often forget the need for friendship and companionate orientations when 
our concerns are political and aesthetic, but it is the affective that is the real glue 
beneath actions and effects.  
 
Repetition builds up a bodily feeling that is partially about familiarity; it can be 
comforting. Rhyme and meter make a good lullaby. Elaborations out of the loop 
bring in the surprise. It works the way music works, giving us a beat and a 
theme as ground for the reaches and surprises. I say this as my roommate, Ben 
Bennett, is practicing primitivist-inflected improvised drumming in the 
basement, as he does often for several hours a day. His practice is also rigorous 
and playful and hairy in a way that’s hard to pin down.  
 
Looping can mean repetition, but it can also be intellectually generous, in the 
sense of “looping someone in” to the conversation, which is another stable trait 
that I see throughout your work, the inclusion of so many others. This seems 
opposed to canonicity in some way, or related virally, in a sort of abundant 
inclusiveness of sources, texts and voices, creating a sociality that is agile and 
labile. It is deconstructive of received hierarchies, showing them to be 
insufficient.  
 
A friend of mine, science fiction writer and playwright Chana Porter, recently 
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told me to be wary of emotional capitalism, the false perception that there are 
limits to the amounts of love and care in the world, that there is only an ability 
to love and identify with, for instance, those within your biological nuclear 
family. It is only the cordoning off of access that creates the illusion of scarcity. 
Although there are repeat characters, and evidence of relationship between you 
and other writers, there are also so many continual and wide-ranging 
connections cropping up all the time. Thank you for “looping” me in too!  
 
I’m working on a series of poems called “Fish Songs” right now that loop and 
leap too, but in a more abstracted and aestheticized way, although they do seek 
to wrap in research, too. Some of them just went up at BlazeVOX! I’m hoping 
that what happens is that I can invoke an altered experience that would let us try 
to imagine a possibility of what a fish consciousness could be. I’m trying for a 
quality of sonorousness that becomes bodily. I think fish experience sound in a 
way that reverberates along their entire body and gets mixed up with all the 
other senses. Water alters the way sound travels, so sound under water would 
become viscous and tied up in touch. So, I think we are both trying to use text 
in ways that build infectious paradigms, an epistemic ecology that affects 
perception. Repetition carries the words in and grooves them into little neural 
pathways. Words are like the cheapest hallucinogens, their content and textures 
shift us, and can, in the theater of our minds, stage convincing realities and 
thought experiments on a pretty tight budget.  
 
If my poems are Fish Songs, Sousveillance Pageant seems like a mountain goat of a 
text, tough and goofy and agile and ravenous. It seems like parts of Sousveillance 
draw on your experiences and engagements, and continue conversations, but 
how has writing Sousveillance shifted your experience of the world? How do you 
hope it shifts others? 
 
EA: Like any true mountain goat (or any true mountain cow, at least!) would, 
I’m going to regurgitate some cud for a moment and return to chew on your 
earlier question about praxis, inquiring about where writing practices meet life 
activities and organizing strategies. Almost two years ago now, an extended 
group of anti-prison advocates/activists here in Philadelphia joined forces to 
make the push for an end to Life Without Parole sentencing in Pennsylvania (a 
state where 1 in every 10 imprisoned people is serving a sentence more 
accurately termed as “death by incarceration”). Together we collectively formed 
the Coalition to Abolish Death By Incarceration (CADBI).  
 
Subsequently, in order to support and further galvanize that effort, Layne 
Mullett and I, in direct collaboration with eight women and men on the inside 
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who are serving DBI sentences, formed LifeLines: Voices Against the Other Death 
Penalty. LifeLines is a media/cultural project intended to inform, extend, and 
ultimately transform the nature of public discussions and understanding of 
Death By Incarceration sentencing in Pennsylvania. LifeLines conducts written 
and audio interviews with people serving DBI, which we subsequently use to 
create visual and sound installations, digital resources, and printed literature as 
tools to inform larger campaign strategies and engage in education and dialogue 
with people across the state. We use the term “LifeLines” both to refer to the 
fact that the project spotlights the voices of those serving life/death sentences 
and to highlight the infrastructures of support that are forged in resistance to 
mass imprisonment.   
 
I bring that project up now, because at its base, the LifeLines project is 
profoundly bound up in some of the very same questions and efforts that my 
own writing work is—namely, how to challenge and, hopefully, change 
conventional/dominant narratives and make visible the political and cultural 
assumptions on which they operate. Those of us involved in LifeLines started 
the project knowing that successfully defeating DBI will require as much a 
profound cultural shift in the public’s orientation toward incarceration and 
punishment as it will legislative changes. And that this necessarily includes 
challenging the sensationalized stereotypes of who is behind bars and why with 
the actual stories, faces, analysis, and visions of men and women sentenced to 
die in prison.  
 
As two of our inside collaborators (David Lee and Robert Saleem Holbrook) 
put it: “As conscious and politicized prisoners, we connect our freedom to the 
need to struggle against societal injustice. If we were released tomorrow our 
struggle would not be over, we would continue to struggle against all forms of 
oppression. We do not believe prisons are a unique problem within the United 
States, we believe the social contract that governs the United States is the 
ultimate problem and prisons are merely an extension of that problem.” 
 
It is certainly our hope that the materials which are produced in association with 
LifeLines are and will be, as you describe, “generative rather than reductive, 
implicative rather than dogmatic, unruly instead of legalistic” in their effects. 
Accordingly, the project studiously works to avoid the tropes, cliché, and 
presumptions of imprisonment that we so often encounter and fall prey to in 
U.S. society today. For instance, without a doubt, incarcerated people are 
mothers, sisters, fathers, brothers, friends and neighbors (and even this 
recognition of imprisoned people’s basic humanity has in many cases been 
exceedingly hard won). However, they are also activists, mentors, artists, 
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comrades, and freedom fighters. To this end, it was and is critical for us to 
center the ideas, visions, strategy, and analysis of incarcerated people as active 
agents in the struggle for justice. Similarly, LifeLines believes not only in every 
individual’s ability to transform themselves, but also in our collective capacity as 
a society to transform the repressive structures that currently limit our shared 
prospects of possibility and survival. In this sense, it is also “rhizomatic” in 
nature and “looping/inclusive” in its intentions and analysis.  
 
You use the phrase “viscous and tied up in touch” to describe the specific way 
(if also a partially speculative/imaginative one) that fish experience sound, 
pointing to how its waves travel through water and reverberate along their entire 
body. However, I think we can also apply this description to your earlier 
observation of the movement of texts “that one feels more infected by as 
thought virus than rationally convinced [by] via proofs.” Whenever we try to 
analyze something (be it an institutional structure, a relational dynamic, an 
ideological concept, or a code of behaviors) by its own stated logics only, we 
often miss a lot. Its felt manifestations nearly always exceed its professed 
explanations in ways that scream for and require further examination. For 
instance, the profit motive alone cannot wholly explain the pervasiveness of the 
prison industrial complex, any more than xenophobia can fully explain the 
persistence of imperialist war. To my mind, part of the labor that “formal 
scrappiness” (I love this phrase!) can perform in the poetic register is to try to 
lay fingers upon the presence of some of those many other coexistent drives and 
coded fears and layered histories. 
 
In 2005, several years into the second Gulf War (and the concurrent U.S. 
bombing campaigns in Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Syria, and beyond), director 
Eugene Jarecki released the documentary film, Why We Fight. The film describes 
the rise and maintenance of the United States military-industrial complex, 
asserting that in every decade since World War II, the American public was 
misled by widespread propaganda so that the government could take them to 
war, thus fueling the military-industrial economy and maintaining American 
political dominance in the world. The film exposes the many holes in the 
didactic narratives of “cause” and “conviction” provided by official state 
sources, taking its own title from that of a popular U.S. WWII propaganda film. 
A few years after the release of Jarecki’s documentary, the Bay Area filmmaker 
Konrad Steiner curated a multi-day series of screenings in San Francisco, fitted 
under the alternate heading of “How We Fight.” Steiner’s curatorial experiment 
proposed that by focusing tightly and observationally on the material practices, 
technical means, and physical acts of war, we might generate a very different set 
of answers and provocations, including some that would substantially alter not 
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only our understanding of the “why,” but also of the logical grounds on which it 
stood. 
 
The films he screened looked at everything from the mechanics of the draft; to 
the roles of conscripted soldiers and privately contracted mercenaries; to the 
forces behind global weapons sourcing; to the politics of foreign military base 
construction; and more. It was wild actually how much new territory and how 
many new questions opened themselves up when populated by this sudden 
exposure to the inquiry of “how do we?” rather than only “why do we?” In so 
doing, it revealed new avenues for thinking about how resistance might make 
itself manifest as well. 
 
In a related vein, you might remember two years ago when the death penalty in 
the U.S. once again became a mainstream front-page news story for a period 
because of the sudden national non-availability of the “standard” drugs used for 
lethal injection. The criminal justice apparatus and the American public were 
abruptly and uncomfortably thrust outside the ideological question of “Why do 
we kill people to show people that killing people is wrong?” and deep into the 
messy question of “How do we kill people to show people that killing people is 
wrong?” In other words, what is it, at the level of basic materials and acts, which 
we use to do that? And what happens when that means becomes unavailable? 
And through the examination of that question, an alternate avenue for 
contesting and disrupting the fulfillment of legal executions was introduced (in 
the form of the refusal of European pharmaceutical companies to provide those 
means). This effort was, for at least a time, able to more or less shut down the 
state’s capacity to retributively assassinate [although at this point, many 
individual states are now electing to experimentally mix up their own toxic death 
cocktails from whatever lethal materials they can acquire, often with predictably 
horrific results].   
 
Anyway, all of that is just to say that I think the act of opening out the realms in 
which inquiry and investigation might occur can be extremely productive and 
possibility creating, whether one is a poet or an organizer or a teacher or just a 
human being trying to have a different set of relations with the rest of the living 
world around you. As a poetic technique, Anne Boyer calls this the “trick of 
moving around social elements so that the structure that structures these social 
elements is now clearly unworkable.”18  

																																																								
18 “Literature is Against Us: A conversation between Anne Boyer and Amy King,” featured on Harriet: A Poetry 
Blog on August 30, 2015.  
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2015/08/literature-is-against-us-in-conversation-with-anne-boyer/ 
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We can see the scholar Mark Lamont Hill performing something similar and 
using the reconfiguration that results as a means of political critique, thought 
prod, and power analysis (which it also is in Boyer). At a panel discussion, Hill 
offers his audience the directive: “Stop asking what it means to drive while black 
and start asking what it means to patrol while racist.” In a sense, it’s a simple 
shift he’s asking for, but one with enormous ramifications. To my mind, both of 
these are examples of language being labored over and experimented with in 
order to insist that language really do work for us, providing a vibrant picture of 
how a choice construction of phrasing can actually usher in a new analysis. And 
as Anne Boyer is careful to add, “[T]urning the world upside down, which is 
always a kind of poetry, doesn’t have to be limited to words…. Words as the 
rehearsal material of poetry makes the way for another poetry, that of objects, 
actions, and environments.”  
 
Most of the direct examples that I’ve been mentioning here could be seen as 
primarily situated in the register of larger socio-political dynamics, but I certainly 
think the same applies in the more closely situated realms of the heart and of 
intimacy also. Accordingly, your friend Chana Porter’s point about the need to 
be wary of emotional capitalism, about the projection of scarcity onto the 
domains of love and care, is very well taken. I’m also interested in how poet 
Audre Lorde extends and applies this observation on the “cordoning off of 
[affective] access,” as you phrase it, to the reading, writing, and teaching 
processes. In her essay “The Transformation of Silence into Language and 
Action,” Lorde writes:  
 

And where the words of women are crying to be heard, we must each of us recognize 
our responsibility to seek those words out, to read them and share them and examine 
them in their pertinence to our lives. That we not hide behind the mockeries of 
separations that have been imposed upon us and which we so often accept as our own: 
for instance, “I can’t possibly teach black women’s writing – their experience is so 
different from mine,” yet how many years have you spent teaching Plato and 
Shakespeare and Proust? Or another: “She’s a white woman and what could she 
possibly have to say to me?” Or, “She’s a lesbian, what would my husband say, or my 
chairman?” Or again, “This woman writes of her sons and I have no children.” And 
all the other endless ways in which we rob ourselves of ourselves and each other.19 

 

																																																								
19 Audre Lorde. The Cancer Journals, Aunt Lute Books, 2006.   
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Robbing ourselves of ourselves and of each other is an all too familiar feeling. 
So I especially appreciate your notion that the poetic work a person does could 
alternately create a space for continual and wide-ranging connection, a sort of 
formal/structural “looping in” that speaks to and reflects/performs social, 
intellectual, and emotional realms of interconnectivity. 
 
When Miranda Mellis and I were working on The Instead together, she said this 
one thing to me that I loved, which was not and never became part of our text. 
She said: “Experience teaches us not to trust experience.” Miranda didn’t mean 
this in the sense that our lives teach us nothing, but rather in the sense that we 
can’t take givens (whether in the form of events or feelings) for granted. They’re 
not given. And they’re not destined to repeat themselves over and over in the 
same form without interruptions. This reality can create instability, for sure, but 
it is also a blessing. We and others change. We transform. We can and do make 
different choices that, when coupled with the right conditions, can create 
different outcomes. I say this not utopically, but with a simultaneous heavy 
awareness of the incredible magnitude of the obstacles (interior and exterior, 
historical and current, individual and collective) that make it so difficult for 
those alternative possibilities to regularly and fully manifest themselves.   
 
I guess I want my work—whether in Sousveillance Pageant or elsewhere—to be 
able to reflect that complicated landscape—in all its painfully abundant, 
repressive, and surprising dimensions. And as an aesthetic/poetic endeavor, as a 
work of art as it were, I also want to amplify it, play with it, bring imagination to 
bear on its contours, so that something beyond the current existent landscape 
becomes visible (and possible) there as well.  
 
 
 
 
 
To learn more about or to read excerpts from some of the projects and materials 
mentioned in this interview see: 
 
http://lifelines-project.org 
http://xpoetics.blogspot.com/2015/11/the-instead-emily-abendroth-and-miranda.html 
http://eclipsearchive.org/projects/EXCLOSURES/exclosures.html 
http://www.blazevox.org/BX%20Covers/BXspring16/Mel%20Bentley%20-
%20Spring%2016.pdf 
http://www.fenceportal.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Abendroth.pdf 
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Emily Abendroth is a poet, teacher and anti-prison activist living in Philadelphia. Her 
published works include the poetry book ]Exclosures[ and The Instead, a collaborative book 
with fiction writer Miranda Mellis, as well as numerous chapbooks. She has been awarded a 
Pew Fellowship in Poetry and residencies at the MacDowell Colony, the Millay Colony, and 
the Headlands Center for the Arts. She is an active organizer with the Coalition to Abolish 
Death By Incarceration (a grassroots campaign working to end life without parole sentencing 
in Pennsylvania) and is co-founder of Address This!, an education and empowerment project 
that provides innovative, social justice correspondence courses to individuals incarcerated in 
Pennsylvania. 
 
Levi Bentley organizes the Philadelphia reading series Housework, edits with Jonathan 
Hamilton the journal Boneless Skinless, and is a member of the artist collective Vox 
Populi.  Their most recent chapbook Bucolic Eclogue was released from Lamehouse Press in 
July 2016. Chapbooks Obstacle, Particle, Spectacle; &parts; and Stub Wilderness were released from 
89plus/LUMA Foundation, Damask Press, and Well Greased Press, respectively. Vitrine 
released their tape “Red Green Blue”. Poems have appeared through 491, Apiary, Bedfellows, 
BlazeVOX, Boog City, Elective Affinities, Fact-Simile, Gigantic Sequins, No Infinite, Madhouse, Maestra 
Vida, Magic Pictures, Painted Bride Quarterly, Small Po[r]tions, Stillwater Review, The Wanderer, Tinge 
and Truck.	
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JOHN CHÁVEZ 
 
Against Normalization / Contra la Normalización:  
Angels  o f  the  Ameri c lypse :  An Anthology o f  New Latin@ Writ ing 
edited by Carmen Giménez-Smith and John Chávez 
 
 
Angels of the Americlypse: An Anthology of New Latin@ Writing (Counterpath, 2014), 
edited by Carmen Giménez-Smith and John Chávez, brings together poetry, 
fiction, and critical writing by twenty-one writers, along with critical 
introductions to each by peers and partisans. From experimental poets such as 
Rodrigo Toscano and Mónica de la Torre to prose writers such as Joy Castro 
and elena minor, the collection showcases a wide range of literary practices from 
diverse locations and identity-positions, resulting in a rich tapestry of truly new 
writing, a must-read for anyone interested in innovative directions in American 
writing and the cultural politics of what one hopes might soon be—contra 
Trumpismo—a post-gringo USA.  
 
Angels is not just another ‘best of’ collection or a mere corrective to mainstream 
canons, to be placed on the shelf next to similar anthologies of ‘hypenated’-
American lit. It’s not interested in discourses of neoliberal multiculturalism, 
wherein ‘difference’ is merely a set of identity markers and recognizable content 
meant to blithely celebrate Latin@ culture (as if that was ever a static 
formation). Rather, it is an intervention into such received notions, both about 
identity in the US today as well as the possibilities of literature to complicate, 
resist, and counter the racist and neo-colonialist tendencies in US culture at 
large. At the same time, it is not a programmatic collection of unified messaging 
or overtly political poems and fictions; rather, in its reach and expansiveness, its 
complex multi-hyphenated-worldviews and multi-national/multi-racial 
experiences, the book demonstrates how Latinx writers transcend simplified 
classifications or expectations, thus revitalizing not just Latinx literature, but 
literature itself.  
 
The anthology is but one of several recent irruptions of new perspectives on 
Latinx writing, such as On Poetics, Identity & Latinidad: CantoMundo Poets Speak 
Out (edited by Rosebud Ben-Oni), a collection of conversations with Latinx 
poets published by Essay Press, and online interventions by the Mongrel 
Coalition Against Gringpo and others, that in challenging dominant institutional 
powers and notions of the avant-garde, have opened up spaces for writers and 
critics to rethink (and hopefully undo) discourses about ‘ethnic poetry,’ identity 
politics, diversity, and broader issues of cultural practice and politics. Given the 
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current debates around issues of identity, representation, experimental writing  
and its institutions, etc., Angels of the Americlypse is a timely illumination of an 
expansive field of writing that pushes well beyond stereotypes of “latinx 
writing” to showcase literary practices that trouble received notions of identity 
and belonging, tradition and innovation, Amerika and its Americlypse.  
 
David Buuck: One of the striking arguments of both your introduction and 
several of the writers is the frustration with—and resistance to—the 
expectations of a US mainstream for marginalized writers and artists to perform 
their identities, as “cultural attachés” in your words, providing ‘local color’ for 
an audience looking for touristic pleasure rather than a radical decentering of 
power and privilege. By focusing on more avant-garde writers, who tend to 
resist such demands, the book works through and against what contributor 
Daniel Borzutzky calls the “hazards of representation,” refusing to play the role 
of what Gayatari Spivak calls the “native informant.” At the risk of asking you 
to perform that role yourself (I am after all a white cis-male asking you to 
discuss *your* editorial poetics and politics in this context!), how do you feel the 
collection argues against—or looks beyond—these kinds of traps (ie the 
expectations to perform one’s identity for the center) for Latinx writers?  
 
John Chávez: It’s very important that your readers are aware I am one voice 
speaking among many. Not for. But among, by which I mean in association or 
connection with and surrounded by many. As such, it was and is important that 
the anthology embraced such a spirit as well. None of us as editors, critical 
writers, or poets and prose writers, speak definitively for the whole community. 
To this end, it’s important to note that some in the publishing world have 
erroneously privileged writing of “local color” and of “native subjectivity.” If we 
go back to the moments of renaissance in all the communities represented here, 
we’d see that the spirit of resistance has continuously existed. Rather than be 
assigned an identity, the community in all its complexity has historically asserted 
its identity. Thus, the “trap” exists around us, tries to compartmentalize us, and 
at times has aimed to gentrify us. By gentrify I mean, as Rudolfo Anaya points 
out in his essay “Take the Tortillas out of Your Poetry,” the gatekeepers who 
conceived of and set the trap have frowned upon the inclusion of Spanish, of 
code-switching, and of the intermingling of other Spanish influenced, informed, 
or resistant-to-Spanish languages. In other words, we have been and are invited 
to the literary conversation if we adhere to its rules. This anthology, on the other 
hand, aware of these rules, elides them in the service of providing the reading 
world a community of literary artists who defy easily arrived at consumerist tags. 
It is this elision that makes us proud of the writers we were able to include. We 
champion their work because their work is very important. And we feel their 
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work should be important to many communities, no matter the label, no matter 
the identity game, no matter the politics. In the end, it’s the way that literature 
lives within people and people live within literature that creates substantive 
dialogue and change.  
 
DB: How did the complex cultural politics of anthologization factor into your 
decision-making? You make clear that the book is not a ‘best of’ collection or 
privileging a specific aesthetic tendency, but it *is* subtitled “An Anthology of 
New Latin@ Writing”. Given the scarcity of such counter-canon collections, I 
imagine y’all might have felt an additional burden or responsibility for your 
choices. Am I wrong in my presumptions? 
 
JC: I don’t know that Carmen and I felt a sense of additional burden for our 
choices; rather, I think we felt a sense of opportunity and with opportunity 
comes responsibility. Our responsibility, given the page count of the anthology, 
was to try to be as inclusive as possible. We wanted the anthology to be 
polyvocalic, to embrace multiple perspectives, to be transversal in its poetics. By 
transversal I mean we wanted to include voices that would intersect each other, 
that would create new resonances, new reverberations. We wanted to create a 
mosaic that firmly situated knowledges and histories, which have often been 
subjected to the sentence and silence of history, front and center so that each 
writers’ work would be not merely a discourse of resistance but one of 
centrality. To this end, we often forget as a collective body that we are and have 
been actively inoculated from these particular kinds of voices, and from their 
impending ethical and political impact.  All one has to do is look at the current 
political climate, the state of this country’s presidential campaigns, and they will 
understand the imperative for such an anthology to exist.  
 
DB: Each author’s selection is paired with an introduction by another writer 
and/or critic, and also includes brief “aesthetic statements” about their work 
and concerns. How do you see these different approaches working together? 
Would readers be wrong to try to detect a broader shared poetics from the 
various author statements? Is there a ‘border gnosis’ (to use Walter D. Mignolo’s 
term) collectively emerging from these and similar writers? 
 
JC: The critical introductions were included for a number of reasons. First, they 
were included to introduce the reader to an intellectual exploration of the 
writer’s aesthetic, from the point of view of the critical writer/critic. Second, the 
writer’s section was included to highlight the best of the writer’s submission. 
And, finally, the final section for each writer, which we at times referred to as 
the aesthetipolitical statement, was included so the writer could speak to, with, 
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and through the discourse that created the depth of each section. Taken 
holistically, each individual section consisting of these three parts was meant to 
generate dialogue, highlight difference, celebrate diversity, wherever it converges 
and diverges in the anthology as a whole. This quality, too, lends to the 
anthology’s polyvocalic nature. Theoretically speaking, this quality also 
emphasizes alternative centers of enunciation. In other words, each section, and 
every section that creates the whole of the anthology, similar to Latin@ 
literature itself, is as diverse as the body of writers that comprise it. Ultimately, 
thinking from and thinking past colonial and postcolonial legacies comes 
something new, by which I mean a literature defined less by its “border gnosis,” 
or duality, than by its multiplicity. The writers celebrated here mean to redefine, 
move, and defy the very need for borders themselves.  
 
DB: Since the book’s publication in 2014, controversies and arguments over 
identity and representation in US literature have intensified. Whether it be issues 
of appropriation in the moment of #BlackLivesMatter or the yellowface of a 
Michael Derrick Hudson or Kent Johnson, or the ongoing debates over how 
PoC and other marginalized writers might resist the often racist and anti-
intersectional institutional constraints of the US literary ‘worlds’ (as well as the 
paternalistic discourses of liberal multiculturalism within the mainstreams), it’s 
clear that the kinds of issues writers in Angels are grappling with are not going to 
be transcended merely through new forms or content (not that anyone’s 
claiming that!). You and Carmen state in your introduction that you ‘collectively 
question the anxious need to patrol the borders of our identities,’ arguing 
instead for a multifaceted transgression of boundaries and borders (both literal 
and aesthetic), against notions of ethnic purity (which would have excluded 
several of your multi-racial and multi-ethnic contributors) or an oversimplified 
identity politics. How do you see the anthology and similar modes of writing in 
the context of these debates?   
 
JC: At the center of this controversy is “privilege.” When one’s language, one’s 
identity (be in centered on sex, gender, ethnic origin, etc.), or one’s very place in 
public space, is or is not welcomed, is delegitimized, is disqualified, or is in a 
constant state of contestation, one understands what privilege or lack of 
privilege means. People of color, of the LGBTQ community, and of many other 
communities, know what lack of privilege means. Bodies and selves are 
patrolled, but we are aware that not all bodies and selves are patrolled equally. 
PoC and LGBTQ bodies’ inclusion in society, as meaningful, productive, 
intellectual citizens, is questioned, is subjected to acerbic and dangerous political 
rhetoric, is sentenced to the very sociopolitical structures that render their 
presence hierarchically and historically inferior. Thus, their language can be 
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delegitimized. Their gender identity can be vilified. Their sexual orientation 
designified. All this by a society aware of the situation but, through their silence 
and indifference, seemingly unaware. To speak truth to power, to acknowledge 
that this kind of power exists, is important. Thus, for people who belong to 
communities of privilege to appropriate the conditions of the “subject,” to 
render such subjects’ consciousness as one’s own through mimesis, is troubling. 
Be it a microagression or overt aggression, such acts of aggression reify the 
system that makes these peoples’ lives so. Where the scaffolding of this social 
ailment cracks, they are seemingly there to fortify the structure; where it appears 
weak, they seemingly review the blue print and reinforce its unfastening; where 
social progress has made gains, they seemingly halt the very revision of a 
structure in need of repair.  
 
Perhaps one cannot, as you point out, change the world through new content 
and forms, but I’d argue that one and all alike can acknowledge this literature as 
embodying the power to provide people with the space to unlearn, to delink, to 
decolonize. By unlearn I mean become aware of one’s place within such a 
structure, one’s privilege provided by the structure, and choose not be such a 
relay of power (here, read Michel Foucault). By delink I mean make an active 
choice to separate oneself from the prominent structure, all of its ailments, etc. 
And, by decolonize, I mean wake to the very facts and facets of their 
socialization, from the earliest stages onward, and decide their mind is not a 
space to colonize, to denigrate, or to liter with enmity. Instead, one might listen 
carefully to how these writers’ lives have been shaped by such conditions, and in 
so doing actively think through these writers’ disappointment and pain, to arrive 
at differential consciousness (here, read Chela Sandoval). One might find 
everyone is Other to oneself, but that otherness isn’t harmful, isn’t something to 
shame or fear; rather, that otherness is an opportunity to fully open one’s ear to 
the music that lies everywhere.   
 

— originally published in Queen Mob’s Tea House 
 
 
 

John Chávez is the author of the chapbook Heterotopia, published by Noemi Press, and a co-
author of the collaborative chapbook I, NE: Iterations of the Junco, published by Small Fires 
Press. He holds and MFA from New Mexico State University and a PhD from the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln. His poetry has appeared in Cooper Nickel, Diode, Notre Dame Review, 
Puerto del Sol, Tusculum Review, The Laurel Review, Palabra, Pilgrimage, and Zone 3. His first, full-
length collection City of Slow Dissolve was published by University of New Mexico Press in 
2012, and won the IPPY (Independent Publisher Book Award) Gold Medal for Poetry. He 
lives in Denver, Colorado.  
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HUGO GARCÍA MANRÍQUEZ 
 
 
Hugo García Manríquez’s Anti-Humboldt (Litmus/Editorial Aldus, 2015) is a 
bilingual engagement with NAFTA, specifically the texts (in both English and 
Spanish) of the agreement itself. Though ostensibly an erasure project, Garcia 
Manríquez subtitles his work “A Reading of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement/Una Lectura del Tratado de Libre Comercio de América del Norte,” 
emphasizing how a conceptual methodology can become a critical 
hermeneutics, in this case across languages and discourses of capitalist law. 
Indeed, as he puts it in the English version of his author’s notes: “Instead of 
writing ‘like a poet’ I am attempting to read like one: creating hollows, pauses, 
holes, limbos.” Erasure thus doesn’t only bring to light heretofore hidden 
resonances within master texts but can also draw attention to those voices, 
bodies, and histories erased (by being codified into commodities or mere labor-
power) from consideration in NAFTA/TLC [TLC= El Tratado de Libre Comercio 
de América del Norte] and its neoliberal project. “Limbo: temporality of a 
suspended language. Limbs: dislocation of an amputated language.” Reading this 
work in two languages, across the fraught borders of nation, law, and language, 
problematizes what Manríquez argues is “the codification of its own legibility,” 
undergirded by the political economy that presupposes any such text. Anti-
Humboldt disassembles and reassembles the codified sense of neoliberal 
discourse, revealing a poetics and a politics in its interventions.  
 
David Buuck: This is an erasure work, engaging however not a canonical work 
of literature but a historical document of neoliberal imperialism (which of 
course as your work demonstrates, partakes in many literary tropes). How did 
you make your choices, not only given the loaded content (and twenty years of 
“hindsight”) but also the differences between the English and Spanish versions? 
  
Hugo García Manríquez: Usually when I admit I didn’t have a plan before 
working with the document, people become suspicious; this reaction has to do 
with the fact that a segment of North American poetry has become too 
dependent on a certain idea of “process,” by which they mean, mostly, 
mathematics. Of course, I understand this need for process, historically, as a 
reaction to facile lyricism, etc. But there is a generation who grew up only on this 
diet, so they tend to expect poetry with a more or less evident mathematical 
logic. My “process,” if there was one, was to allow my experience growing up in 
a working class family, and my bi-national belongings, to lead the way working 
with the NAFTA document. 
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My idea working on A-H was to respond to what seemed fixed politically, and 
formally, in contemporary Mexican literature, where formal innovation is rare. 
There is a context for this: despite the rampant poverty of the majority of the 
population, Mexico has one of the largest systems of cultural and literary grants 
in Latin America (some say, to secure political allegiances from artists); so there 
are grants for “young promises,” grants for “established promises.” In this 
context, “succeeding” means playing that game and limiting to what is formally 
“acceptable”. 
             
For this project I knew I needed to think about politics and poetics, in a 
historically significant text, and then apply pressure, question it. I felt it was 
necessary to assume myself as a historical subject, creating a kind of method of 
my own that would be informed by the historic events that have marked me—
the Zapatista uprising, witnessing the ongoing effects of economic violence that 
has turned Mexico into a permanent state of undeclared war, war against 
indigenous groups, against information... In a way, I made use of precisely those 
elements you are supposed to conceal in order to become a “Mexican writer.” 
Seeing yourself as a historical subject (figuring out what that might even be) is 
sometimes all you need in order to work. All of this is of course not a project in, 
say, the Jackson Mac Low sense, but is one just as valid. In a way we don’t know 
what process is, and that is exciting. 
              
DB: I found it fascinating how you were able to reveal the way in which not 
only commodities are commonly understood, but also humans, animals and 
“nature”—as not only items of trade but also formalized categories of and for 
law, leading to what you call “the stabilization of the flux of contingency 
translated into the lexica of the market.” Could you talk a bit about the title of 
the book & the historical connection you make between Alexander von 
Humboldt & NAFTA/TLC in regards to this shift from the contingent natural 
world into the calcified legalize of neoliberalism? 
   
HGM: If you think about it, 18th century thinkers and the industrial revolution 
were marching hand in hand straight into our present world of environmental 
disaster and neo-colonial rule, always shaping it, always justifying a particular 
form of reason. Adorno said something along those lines. In a way, mine is not 
a terribly new story, but I am hoping the particular angle and the immediate bi-
national element of my project will add a new piece to the puzzle of historical 
continuities. 
 
In the case of my work, I feel I should probably quote other people, like the 
Peruvian critic, Jose-Ignacio Padilla, who wrote of A-H, ”If Alexander von 
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Humboldt represented science, natural history, exploration, taxonomy—that is, 
the organization of knowledge—Anti-Humboldt represents the  poetic disorgan-
ization of knowledge, a critique of the theory of language-in-capitalism.” I could 
not say it better.  
   
DB: You also mention in your author’s notes the unsettling recurrence of the 
phrase “Harmonized System,” which is a financial term used to classify objects 
into units of exchange, across borders, systems, species. From both page 15s, 
for example: “Harmonized system means the harmonized commodity” / 
“Sistema Armonizado significa el Sistema Armonizado”. The phrase has an 
uncanny resonance in a work of poetry, given its musical meanings, though it 
seems that what you aim for here is to create dissonance within the document, 
to undo the homogenization of difference that financial agreements such as 
NAFTA/TLC require in order to square the world with the market, via 
language and law. Does this make your intervention something more akin to 
anti-translation?  
  
HGM: This is a great question, especially if you practice translation. If capital 
seeks to predetermine everything, my point was to precisely short-circuit that 
pre-determined language—which to a great extent prevents our cultures from 
beginning to understand each other. The language of NAFTA is obsessed with 
establishing what meaning means. And this, of course, has everything to do with 
what we attempt to do in poetry: What is meaning, and what are the historical 
and cultural conditions under which it is produced? 
   
DB: You’ve also translated US poets into Spanish, from William Carlos 
Williams to George Oppen to Charles Bernstein. Could you talk a bit about how 
bringing US poetry into the Mexican context(s) ‘works’, and/or how your 
engagement with the US avant-garde tradition (as poet, translator, scholar) 
affects your own poetics and poetry? 
  
HGM: I translate what I like, and what I think opens ideas about form.  More 
and more, I see translation as a pedagogical intervention that can offer ideas in a 
rather conservative literary environment. I translate works that insist (and 
remind us): the form is open.  
             
For the most part, I find the theories of translation interesting, though 
increasingly incomprehensible; for me, sometimes it comes down to a practical 
matter: You are either putting works into circulation, or you are not. When it comes to 
translations, Mexico depends almost exclusively on what is a fundamentally 
colonial literary relationship with Spain. Spain floods the Latin American market 
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with books, which include usually stiff (and incredibly expensive) translations. 
For me, the key is to never depend on someone else to make available in our 
language what we want to read.  
 
As for my own poetics, I am sure the influence is there, but I try not to think 
about it; it can be paralyzing.   
             
DB: When NAFTA/TLC went into effect on Jan 1, 1994, it was seen in the 
US—at least by those on the left—as the full and final capitulation of 
Clintonism to neoliberalism and the final death blow to any kind of 
protectionism for US labor (however outdated that idea may have already 
become post-Reagan). For those of us on the more radical and internationalist 
left it also of course marked the first strike of the Zapatistas against both US 
imperialism and Mexican collaboration, as well as in many ways the first mass 
experiment in a new form of collective revolutionary struggle. Twenty years 
later, it’s hard to recall how massive these developments would be, even as they 
have in other ways become embedded in historical amnesia or outright cynicism 
about the prospects for any kind of anti-capitalist revolution ‘from below’. From 
the Mexican perspective, how is NAFTA now remembered and understood?  
  
HGM: I remember having this argument with a colleague based in Mexico City; 
she argued that NAFTA had not impacted Mexico whatsoever... In a way, in 
Mexico your take on NAFTA is absolutely informed by your class position; 
most writers belong to the upper echelons and spend their time traveling from 
one international Book Fair to the next (with public funds); for them projects 
like A-H are, I imagine, perplexing. And even when you take the time to explain 
and talk about financial violence, surplus populations or Neo-colonialism, they 
dismiss all this as ‘talking points’ learned in the ‘American academy’...  
 
But I think that it is now clear that NAFTA opened the possibility of the radical 
financial violence we see today (and increasingly in the US, domestically), the 
total militarization of everyday life, and the disappearance of the notion of the 
social. And this was one of my main concerns working with A-H, to bring the 
idea of the social to the front, with an eye on formal possibilities. 
  
DB: I sent you the previous questions last year, before the election. How do 
you feel about Anti-Humboldt today?  
 
HGM: Today it’s no secret that the US is doing domestically what it has done 
internationally; so it has reached a relative synchronicity with the rest of the 
globe. And this doesn’t originate only from self-inflicted financial violence, but 
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also from the responses against it. The ongoing discussions and responses to 
militarized police, state-sponsored violence or massive cuts to basic social 
services—especially health and education, for example—resonate strongly with 
debates that have taken place in the Global South. All of this is interesting to the 
point that it can be promising. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hugo García Manríquez lives in Oakland. He is the author of several books and chapbooks 
published in Mexico and the US. His most recent is the bilingual book, Anti-Humboldt: A 
Reading of the North American Free Trade Agreement. His work as translator includes William 
Carlos Williams’ Paterson; his translation of George Oppen’s Of Being Numerous is forthcoming. 
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LESEGO RAMPOLOKENG 
 
interviewed by Douglas Valentine 
 
 

“revolutionary poets have become entertainers” —Mutabaruka  
 
Lesego Rampolokeng was born on July 7, 1965 in Orlando West, Soweto. 
Seven days later South African writer Ndazana “Nat” Nakasa jumped to his 
death from a seventh story window in New York City, as he points out in our 
interview.  
   

“two sevens clashed/ got heaven’s womb slashed/ torn/ & I was born/ 
another seven flashed nat nakasa gone/ flown down a new york mental 
block/ dove to the hawk/ much love to the cock/ crown on jongwe 
dawn.” 
 

Much of Rampolokeng’s poetry and writing is filled with references to the 
heroes and victims of black South Africa’s struggles for freedom. For me, 
researching the names and places was an invaluable history lesson, an 
awakening to apartheid’s legacy and what’s happening not only in South Africa 
now, but in the entire post-revolutionary world. Rampolokeng’s poetry and 
writing were a revelation. 
 
As Mphutlane Wa Bofelo writes in a review of “bantu ghost,” Rampolokeng 
has a “commitment to taking poetry out of the elitist enclave of ‘high-art’ to 
make it speak to the concrete issues affecting individuals, communities and the 
world we live in.”20 As Bofelo explains, Rampolokeng is “recreating language, 
overturning idioms/concepts/terms, giving birth to new words and developing 
new proverbs to deal with ‘new’ realities.” He’s always contrasting “the bling-
bling, opulence and crass consumerism of urban suburbia and the squalor, 
wretchedness and hopelessness of township life.” 
 
Rampolokeng is indeed staging a figurative “no-wash” protest reminiscent of 
the five-year, “Dirty Protest” staged by Bobby Sands and his comrades in the 
Maze Prison and the Armagh Women’s Prison in Northern Ireland. Here’s 
how prisoner Pat McGeown described conditions inside the prison: 
 

																																																								
20	http://kaganof.com/kagablog/2009/12/01/bantu-ghost-a-stream-of-black-unconsciousness-by-lesego-
rampolokeng-reviewed-by-mphutlane-wa-bofelo/	
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“There were times when you would vomit. There were times when you were so 
run down that you would lie for days and not do anything with the maggots 
crawling all over you.”  
 
Desperate people do desperate things to communicate their despair. Poets 
make their point too. Like a prison riot, Rampolokeng’s word usage and word 
plays are not cute or tricky; they are rebellious, subversive.  As Bofelo says, he 
“shuns romantic portrayal of his motherland’s past and present (and future). 
He uses graphically surreal images—and definitely not politically correct 
lingo—to interrogate post-freedom dreams and nightmares, slogans, rhetorics 
and realities.” 
 
The power of Rampolokeng’s poetry is that it is filled with the sights, smells, 
sounds and “jargon” of the Soweto ghetto.  Here are the first ten few lines 
from “The Bavino Manifesto (Ars Poetica versus the Arse-Poet-Dicker),” in 
which Rampolokeng describes his rendering return: 
 

Back to the Genesis: A dread return. Soweto:  the yuck factor on the  
South African mindscape, 

 cosmetic-rendered as the tour guide may make it…  
‘World environment day…Trees for Soweto’ runs the headline.  
To counter carbon monoxide emissions. Bandage for perforated lungs. 
Whitewash, but the walls are rotten.  
Vain proposition, pollution pumps in its veins. System born damaged. 
poison gas forever in the breeze blowing thru the ghetto,  
it pumps out of the goldmine…settles in the water reservoir… 
dysentery pulses. burst drain-pipes. The stench hits where Soweto sits. 
Wriggle the nose & it plunges inward.   

 
As Rampolokeng explains, “Until I went to that bush college called the 
University of the North to study law (which I gave up when the law started 
studying me more than I studied it) the only white people I had any dealings 
with were my Catholic priest, the doctor at the local clinic, and…the 
policeman. Meaning, one for my spiritual health, the other for my body, and 
the last to take care of my criminal inclinations, natural since I was bred in a 
set-up designed to foster such.”   
 
Black South Africans did not achieve “freedom” until 1994. Rampolokeng’s 
poetry speaks of this struggle, as it attacks racism and colonialism. It is the 
opposite of American poetry. Mainstream American poets know that success 
requires supplication, being artfully inoffensive to power, especially to the 
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academics and magazine editors who convert radical impulses into Tupperware 
meditations on the yin and yang of Coke and Pepsi.  Such poems, Jayne Cortez 
said, “are like flags flying/ on liquor store roof/ poems are like baboons/ 
waiting to be fed by tourists.”  The next six lines in The Bavino Manifesto are an 
example of Lesego’s punch in the gut poetry: 
 

Compare the blocked toilet of South African politics. 
And prepare to appreciate my sewer-bound poetics. 
they say the Orlando Power Station doubles as a crematorium. 
Differently put, it burns bodies under the energy guise. 
the community gets high on the stench…gets air-lifted out to less  

crowded space.  
by the time it reaches the northern suburbs the burning flesh-fumes are  

an aphrodisiac… 
 
Here’s how Rampolokeng describes his early, formative life in Soweto: 
 
“The laws of the land said that I could only be born, schooled, grow up, get 
medical care, worship, have human relations, etc., in a specific area set aside for 
people blessed/cursed with ‘x’ amount of melanin. Well, Soweto was and is a 
slave-labour camp set to the southwest of Johannesburg city. This side of the 
mine-dumps and furthest away from the centre of finance (the city-
heart)…how things lie around these parts is; from the onset, the centre of the 
city was white and things got deeper the further outward you travelled.  
White—brown—black and in-between whatever colours played themselves, 
from honorary-white (talk Asia) to navy-blue. 
 
“Anyway, I was baptized at Regina Mundi, Catholic, by a Father Coleman. 
Now, Regina Mundi was later to provide shelter, solace, whatever protection it 
could to the activists that tossed their beings outward from before 1976 
onward. That is where I encountered Black Consciousness. The art that 
shattered my little English gentleman stuck in the Soweto-ghetto pretensions.”  
 
Rampolokeng’s pretentions were shattered, indeed. In one of his poems, he 
famously claimed to “shoot the English with bullets that are British.” In 
another work, “Riding the Victim’s Train” (from the album “The H.a.l.f 
Ranthology”), he calls himself “a leper cast out in the desert, and cold, without 
a snout or paw in the pot of gold.”  
 
I asked him about his education.  
  



	 131	

“I got the worst formal education this side of the 20th century. The architects 
of apartheid, and by default Bantu education, sought to make me and mine 
‘drawers of water and hewers of wood.’ They deemed mathematics, for 
instance, beyond my grasp. Said it would crack my skull. Calling up butt-bare-
crap-faced eugenics, they said my brains were more watery than those of white 
people.  And thus I was unfit for the empirical shit. They said it was “useless” 
to have me chained to a school-desk when I could more usefully be out in the 
fields of the white man digging holes and sowing his treasures, or pulling them 
up out of the earth in South Africa’s blasted mines. At any rate, Bantu 
education was a crime against humanity, I will say until the end of my days.  
‘Though my soul be black as sin,’ for me ‘bah bah black sheep,’ …trust me, you 
would be hard-pressed to find anyone you could, in all sanity, align to a sheep 
in Soweto. 
 
“I was sexually active by the age of 4, not because as the craniometer-wielding 
anthropologists would claim (black people are over-sexed sub-humans, all flesh 
and no brain, that is, bound to the skin) but that with not a single brain-cell 
rattling thing to do in that pavlovian compound, children’s bodies turned into 
laboratories among themselves, which indeed they were to white supremacists 
wielding some power-drunken god’s will. And blessing.” 
 
Rampolokeng’s poetry, prose writings, and “Jargon” music carve out a distinct 
black South African identity from the ruins of apartheid.  And yet, his 
influences also include Keats, Shakespeare, and Burroughs.  Consider these 
lines from his prose-piece “THE WORD is in ME” in the Phefeni Chronicles 
(from his lecture “writing the ungovernable”): 
 

vonnegut’s dresden burns in my brains. 
in vain i hold my steel encased copy of das kapital over my head. out of 
fashion. the stains i leave on  
the carpet are blood. red carpet treatment. 
“everytime i ‘ear the soun’…” 
i turn around try to run but the homicide’s already inside. trying to get 
out. of my mind. ‘pummeling into the ground, kicking behind the 
head…my being a poet won’t stand between me & a gunshot.’ 

 
Life is Soweto left a lasting impression, and Rampolokeng had the privilege of 
being there during the “uprising” of 1976.  As he recalls, 
 
“June 16, 1976…Hector Pieterson, the first child victim of the apartheid beast, 
was shot 200m meters away from the house where I was born (7758 Ngakane 
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Street, the street itself named after the man seen as the father of African 
cinema in some quarters, Lionel Ngakane, opposite the house of James 
Mthoba, who introduced ‘experimental theatre’ to these parts and died some 
years ago under mysterious, violent circumstances).   
 
“My mind feeds on human bits and pieces strewn gratuitously about. I have 
carried the smell of blood in my nostrils for as long as I can remember. I 
remember, as a child, saying to my mother than I wanted to be a gynecologist, 
and she was proud…then endless knife-fights and torn flesh, skin pulled 
roughly apart under okapi and butcher-knife tearing, tomahawk-slashings and 
the air heavy, wet and warm in some perverse kind of exsanguination cured me 
of that.  Still…the stench of the life-fluids stays with me.” 
 
Consider these lines of prose from “BURREALITY.  PHEFENI Dawns”: 
 

soweto sons know no butt-slap from parental palms lubricated on the 
streets’ vaseline. It’s an idiotic mentality equates crime with slimed. Get 
the silver rattle & the paper-flash & bask in the shine. The WHY falls in 
line further than second. 
whiteness owes…from da gama salted & peppered snot spiced up nose 
& beyond van riebeeck’s punctured ship rolled up for a push southside 
of things melanin-lack comes with darkest debts. descendant affluence is 
made to pay. designed for the credit-mine. & when knives flashed there 
was clarity about deep-blood diving. 
oppression pushed the cash-balance deeper than flesh-codes. 
public service announcement : townships listen up….tonight suburbian 
has surplus funds for the black dregs…we go collect. 

 
“I grew up watching my mother get her face split under the fists and boots of a 
multitude of men, who, when she (I imagine) could take no more, were pushed 
on to expend whatever excess anger, energy, fury-fueled by their own 
emasculation they had left on me. I carry the scars on my back, face, body as a 
reminder.  Anyway…I am here. What more do you want to know? 
 
“How, after June 16, 1976, I stood at the door of a gutted bottle store, dressed 
in slippers torn so that my toes showed and I had my nose full of tear-gas with 
a case of beer on my head even though I had never tasted alcohol in my 
life…and as I walked out, across the way was police truck…and there were 
teams of uniformed officers-of-the-gore standing there throwing dead bodies 
into the back of that blasted police vehicle? I was 11 years old. 
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“No, scars are not medals. Should never be. Never should anyone’s art be 
‘relevant’ or of consequence because they went through this or that bullshit.  A 
child getting its skull cracked by mortar-fire in Afghanistan, another scraping 
and scratching the lice off trying to grab a crumb of bread in Rwanda and 
another dying because some bureaucRAT, you know, some rabid rodent in a 
high office some place other wiped its arse on 25 million rand should all be 
equally valid.  So too, some kid munching on an apple in some crap American 
suburb praying to the tooth-fairy.  So too, a couple making romantic love as 
some psychopathic misogynist is splitting some woman’s genitalia apart in 
some hidden corner of the world. All those are part of our human experience. 
And here is a thing. That talk of obscenity? Imagine you drop bombs 
someplace in the Gulf, out in the desert, bodies  in bits and chunks all over the 
place, mutilation, here is one with his arm cut off from the rest of him, there is 
a another with her legs meters away from her…and while they crawl to gather 
their limbs you drop food-parcels on them, so they may eat while they are 
about it, THAT to me is pornography… Anyway…yeah, where do I come 
from?” 
 
Doulgas Valentine: What led you to poetry? To writing? Was it the possibility 
for smashing conventions we see in the works of, say, Bill Burroughs? 
 
Lesego Rampolokeng: I grew up in a community where there was not much 
reading happening. On one hand people believed that if you read much you 
were bound to go insane. They would point at a couple of psychiatric-ward 
characters in the street as evidence. At home I had this aunt who would freak 
out if she found a book (I guess she had no defense against schoolbooks) and 
throw it out into the yard where it would get rained on. She said books bred 
rats. And roaches. 
 
Imaginations were locked-in behind those claustrophobic, unfit for human 
habitation structures that were snout to butt, called houses. Throughout that 
age it would never even occur to one to look at the sky, unless if it was to 
check the threat of rain, perhaps. I guess that is why even today I can only 
think of the vegetation in terms of how much it (and all humanity) stands to be 
destroyed by acid rain. And all the filth dumped by capital into the world’s 
waters. I digress…so, rewind…& back & black track it. For proper 
perspective’s sake: 
 
I jumped onto literature like a staffrider on and off those trains carting people 
like beasts of burden to go work in their own degradation in that city powered 
by racism called Johannesburg. 
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Being one of the child-soldiers armed with neither programme of action nor 
ideological vehicle to carry their anger, frustrations, but with the need to go 
against the perverse monstrosity that was dehumanizing them, armed with 
stones and trash-bin lids against armoured vehicles and live bullets I had to 
burst out somehow. The people I grew up, laughed and fought with ended up 
violently dead, in prison or hooked on all sort of killer-chemicals. Drunkards. 
Junkies. Well, a few found religion and…my way out was books. I write. 
 
DV: You use the pen name Bavino Bachana for your prose writing.  “Bavino” 
and “bachana” are terms of endearment among males of your Soweto-
generation.  One is a diminutive of “‘boys,” the other of “nephews.”   Where 
do you live now, what other poets and writers influence you?    
 
LR: Where do I live now? I am a professional parasite and an unapologetic 
hobo.  Well, we can be ‘decent’ about it and say I am a nomad. No matter, I 
carry Orlando West and all the other places I’ve lived in wherever I go.  I spent 
years in various parts of Europe.  I have travelled all about...and still, I remain a 
Sowetan. 
 
No writer influences me. I draw inspiration from across the entire spectrum of 
the world’s literature, fine arts, music... painters Fikile Magadlela, Dumile Feni, 
Lefifi Tladi, Thami Mnyele have always been crucial to my writing. Visual 
artists with social conscience.  And writers who cut out and stomp on whatever 
literary conventions enslave, from Lautreamont, Artaud, Pasolini and onward. 
 
The South African blue notes musicians (Johnny Dyani, Mongezi Feza, Dudu 
Pukwana, etc) and where they took the music of this land, revolutioning the 
euro-jazz scene.  Franz Fanon is my father. The ‘Wole Soyinka’ of Ogun 
Abibiman. I came to black consciousness via Mafika Gwala. Burroughs is 
central as daddy formal innovator, plus. I carry Aime Cesaire in my head. That 
is the company I keep.  Reclusive as I might be.  walking these deserts of the 
soul out here. 
 
My ghetto-youth bibles? Mtutuzeli Matshoba’s Call Me Not a Man and Mbulelo 
Mzamane’s Mzala. Matshoba first dealt with ghetto reality at whitelight, searing, 
excoriating, burn-the-place-down line-them-up-I’ll-shoot-them level, Mzamane 
made me realise that life grows, even at the most despicable, revolting, down in 
the sewer sucking on faecal matter level. Life is and will be affirmed. Even at 
the most below the back of beyond level. This is no romaticisation of 
deprivation but a look full on at how things were, are and will be. Peter Tosh 
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and Fela Kuti said they would be here beyond the ticking of clocks. Millennia-
long & so far...well, they are. 
 
& coming up and out of that, my gutter anthem was the ultimate poem of my 
black consciously-reaching-for-selfhood days ... Afrika My Beginning by 
Ingoapele Madingoane. He died with an axe in his skull, sitting on a toilet. It 
tell stories, that, about our ends. 
 
Anyway, I initially tried to engage with one book by a writer I much respect, 
the Congolese Sony Labou-Tansi, and of course the journal I wrote it for 
rejected it.” 
 
DV: Here are a few samples from Rampolokeng’s “dub writing : sony labou 
tansi’s ‘a life and a half”: 
 

The necropolis and the psychiatric institution meet congestion and 
diarrhoea in this text. Runaway brain mangles much. What beautiful 
ruins. It is a gross-out, scat-splat, liquid fiery shot to the senses whose 
cordite smells like Mondo films in places, yes. And that is a great scent, 
in this context, because this is a gore-fest without gratuity. Rare. And 
raw. An ideology, tentacles flying, multi-pronged/fanged/fangled and 
liquid, seeps out with the human-gravy as this work hurtles, manic, 
through the flesh-draped, doom-laden night of it all, towards an aborted 
dawn, without let-up, breathless.                                               
                             
…. 
 
Omnivorous, Labou-Tansi eats up all schools, fishy or otherwise. Here is 
revolution flying without flags. And sans maps. Carried on the waves of 
a bloody exhilaration into both delirium and tedium. Writing 
schizophrenia even as mass slaughter makes Bataille’s corpses stack up. 
Albee’s corpse here is not content with just getting bloated in the living 
room but multiplies and with Van Wyk’s, floats up, on liquid 
amphetamines, into the courtroom of the world. Repulsive images jostle 
for space with an electric urgency that makes for a deranged read. 
Harnessed lightning. Cumulus, its impact. Writing with both 
sledgehammer and scalpel. Dissect-and-smash, hoof-on-fire all the while. 
No murder like language. This side-show freak should be canonical. 
Poetry of the Damned. Amen-tract. 
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Much of your writing, including your “writing the ungovernable” lecture, is a 
roll-call of revolutionary poets, writers, artists and musicians, set to the rhythms 
and sounds and metaphors of life under the boot. Tell me a little about the 
process.    
 
LR: Each piece I write births itself in its own way and waddles off in whatever 
direction it chooses and after a fashion of its own choosing. the best I can hope 
for is for it to bear the stamp of my ‘voice’. I do not have a ‘piece’ that I believe 
is representative of my work, as such. Let me start out by saying that “writing 
the ungovernable” is not a poem, at all. Robert Berold and Vonani Bila, 
working on new coin poetry journal, decided that it is and wanted to publish the 
whole thing as such. I have no problem with that. Let me run the genesis of it 
down, though. Last year I was writer-in-residence at Rhodes University. Of 
course that institution is named after mister Cecil John ‘I prefer land to niggers’ 
Rhodes. The man without whom the Kimberley Hole wouldn’t have swallowed 
so many souls. The Cullinan Diamond wouldn’t be nestling in the crown of 
that queen in Sinland. Johannesburg wouldn’t have been built on human bones. 
Anyway, they have an MA in creative writing programme there, hence my 
invitation. To engage with ‘workers of/with the word’ in an academic setting. 
As part of that I was to deliver a public lecture. I chose to speak about the 
factors, social, economic, political, cultural etc that had brought me there.  
Central to that, of course, was the artistic food (poisoned and otherwise) I fed 
off as I set out, and that came out as that bit of writing. I was not trying to 
write ‘poetry’ but just track my own steps from the circumstances that led to 
my BEING…to that moment.  
 
These two fragments from my “phefeni note-book” again, bits of my life, 
mutilated, might show something: 
 
Fragment 1 (re-formatted):   
 

my muse Violence incarnate (less tongues lick than castrate) 
I Fell out of Ghetto Con-struction       
(Effervescent blood-on-brain  reminiscent/remembrance 
I crawled out of destruction machinery  
Soweto artillery   
I come from Gut-Excavators      
flesh-incinerators 
n back n front hole–loaders     ball-cutters     
What elevation    no cranes but De-brainers 
(Scissors to bloomers    
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N Jesus they Julius Caesar the screamers 
creamers off frock-lifts on fuck-shifts with force 
then the slaughter-trucks,  
Degraders & Death-wagon stacks 
Where) Baby-boom mean explosion in infanticide      
(they bleed tracks in the wake of the ride 
High-on-a-lie rollers     shot-bawlers are short-life callers 
giant to midget compactors      
Horse-dick headed bosses n faeces-trailers 
So, Eternal mule -dozers n permanent sleepers… 
I bring the sleep inducers from here to hell  

 
Fragment 2: 
 

aborted revolution’s flotsam   dead ideals jetsam … 
Hallelujah chorus of the gone. & the unborn 
liberation come with no virgin-birth   phantom death  a living sham 
stench-filled corpulence   debt to the worm  payment in rot-sum- 
corpses of petty freedoms   putrescence’s reform 
the dream ripper comes debt collect off a capital cursed continent    
souls in corporate vaults      international  perjury fund                                                                                                   
spirits grown rank in the world bank                                                                                                                                 
(i’m coming down the power-hell-way cutting thru earth-crust                                                                                                       
digging for heaven                                                                                                                                                        
past lumps of carrion   otherside my nation’s human-dumps                                                                                           
where) the light went out of life when the lamp came on 
(cyclops)                                                                                   
Kimberley Joburg Cullinan        

 
 — originally published in Counterpath 

 
 
 
 
 
Lesego Rampolokeng is the author of Horns for Hondo, Talking Rain, The Bavino Sermons, Blue 
V’s, End-Beginnings, Blackheart, Whiteheart, The Second Chapter, and Head on Fire. 
 
For information about Doug Valentine and the Political Poetry series, visit his website 
www.douglasvalentine.com or email him at dougvalentine77@gmail.com. Valentine’s latest 
book, The CIA as Organized Crime: How Illegal Operations Corrupt America and the World, is 
available through Clarity Press: http://www.claritypress.com/Valentine.html. 
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OKI SOGUMI  
 
interviewed by Cassandra Troyan 
 
The following is an interview with Oki Sogumi, in which we think through the 
diverse material gunk of the worlds she creates and the possibilities opened 
therein. The work referenced is from her chapbook Smear jelly, Dreaming a goo 
daughter, & Time travel and friendship published by museum of expensive things in 
2016, along with poems published at Queen Mob’s Teahouse.  
 
Cassandra Troyan: One of the most intriguing aspects to me about your work 
is its aspirational genrelessness and how you work between different modes of 
description, knowledge, and sensation to cultivate a form of world building in 
the goo. Yet this is not a stylistic device, as in your poem “smear jelly,” where 
the relationship between a jellyfish and a person being fingerprinted reveals 
smearing to be a means to survival: “These underwater creatures live because 
they are illegible. In that moment between border guard/prison guard and the 
person detained, they managed to squirm out. They wait until the guard looks 
away, to sabotage the data.” 
 
A smudged fingerprint, counterfeit train tickets, “broken down femme,” and a 
daughter hiding under the goo—all serve as counter-logistical gestures working 
against the world that has made them. I think of the Jellyfish babies praying for the 
death of capitalism and the way these acts of survival both build and break down 
worlds without ever resorting to full utopia or dystopia. Is this a distinction that 
feels important stylistically? Politically? Or rather it is an effect of the book as 
capsule, as time machine—a place where the work of the book lets these 
elements collide? 
 
Oki Sogumi: I think the (chap)book or even the poem is a space where I can 
*feel* spaciousness. It helps me think about problems—often political 
problems—nagging things that won’t loosen their grip, won’t let me be empty, 
keeping me glued to the world. This is the goo, the malleable stuff of being. The 
tension between that gooey stuff and the held space of the book or poem form 
is what gets me to write what I find difficult to say. For a long time I was afraid 
of my mouth, that it couldn’t shape things properly, so the writing is a space 
maybe where I feel like that mouth and its wrongness and everything 
surrounding its wrongness can finally thrive. So this space hugs what’s abject, 
but hopefully what’s interesting is not so much the abject object but the 
hugging, and the possibility of what could occur mid-hug. So I’m trying to trace 
that act of imagination and generosity, because I’m really curious about what the 
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wrong mouths want to say. 
 
Thinking about the capsule makes me think of two of these kinds of sticky 
problems that I’ve been obsessed with hugging—  
 
1)      How the insides of a smaller, wilier, yet stressed out formation become 
shaped by an antagonistic relation to a dominant formation. How they don’t. 
 
2)      How in moments of isolation, repression, etc., to be able to hold a sense 
of devotion to a collective project, future, present. 
 
My friend Caroline recently posted a great video to my FB wall of a giant egg 
being cracked into a bowl. As the hands and shell lift away, you can see two 
yolks and a smaller brown egg. They crack the smaller egg into the same bowl. 
An uncanny Russian doll. But there was something lovely and plain about the 
whole thing, like look, you can just crack it. I thought it was going to be a 
cooking video at first. And maybe I aspire to have a similar attitude to genres; 
we can just open up those eggs, and the eggs within eggs. But I also like for 
them to appear, carried by their boundaries. I feel at ease introducing a folkloric 
play into a sci-fi novel, for example, and I want them to collide, but also I want 
them to feel pretty relaxed moving forward together into their conclusion. 
Maybe this speaks to my attitude in political situations too—trying to chill and 
deal with the urgency and edges of the present at the same time.  
 
(also, a sticky note abt eggs without necessary going into them further—*egg 
note: childhood memory of how miraculous eating fresh eggs from a farm, 
Jackie Wang’s use of egg imagery, Marcel Broodthaers, George Bataille’s Story of 
the Eye) 
 
CT: This reminds me of a stress ball (egg) I have with a solid plastic Gudetama 
figurine inside. (I think I’ve seen you post pictures of him before so I believe 
you are familiar with the character.) He floats around in the water of the egg and 
when he gets squeezed to the surface, he sticks to the rubbery shell as a 
protrusion that stretches without breaking it. There is a reversal of materials 
forms as Gudetama is usually represented as a lazy yet malleable egg yolk with 
his hard shell often the barrier he attempts to use in shielding himself from the 
demands of the world. So sometimes you don’t even have to crack the shell to 
get the same results. Or you can just sit and wait until someone hard-boils you, 
turns you into an omelet, a quiche, and be annoyed at having to work but not 
destroyed by it.  
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I didn’t mean to go on a Gudetama tangent, but it seems pertinent for thinking 
about the boundaries and fluidities of genres, along with formulating responses 
to conflict or antagonistic spaces. To be the “soft-soft body” is to be changed 
mid-hug, but it can also be this malleability, this willingness in moving towards 
collision where it might be difficult to see who the “fucked up one” is, as you 
address in your poem Corporeal Punishment:  
 
“In the sliding line between the familiar and the supernatural, it’s easy to 
become the fucked up one. You misheard the lyric and thought about lantern 
light filling a car, bright to a fault. Shooting past the blotted out signs.”  
 
What is possible in the space of writing is not in the political, and an attempt to 
hold these spaces simultaneously in their wrongness or their colliding edges 
often leads to being “the fucked up one” because of misrecognizing what was at 
stake—confusing the genre for the problem, the yolk for the shell. How do you 
think about this collision? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
OS: Yeah! I know Gudetama. I bought a cheap phone case off ebay with an 
image of Gudetama falling out of a shell. But it began to peel almost 
immediately, and the paint came off in my sweaty hands. So it was Gudetama 
falling out of an egg and shivering but the image was scabby and quickly 
disappearing. The case sucked also and I was at a show in Philly where the floor 
was concrete; the phone slipped out from my hand and the screen broke. Then 
I had to keep the Gudetama case until ALL the paint peeled off because it was 
too perfect with the broken screen. So many broken eggs. That was a particular 
time in my life with a lot of breakage going on. I was waking up really early to 
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do nothing. I was also watching a lot of this tv show “Pretty Little Liars” around 
this time, which I soon realized is about these teenage girls being tortured 
through text messages. It was really moving for me to watch during those 
months, to think these girls had a shared language that they were antagonistic 
to—of course it breaks them up too, constantly.  
 
I’ve been thinking a lot about reacting to and from psychic pain. What this leads 
people to do, think, avoid. Malleability is in part a response to psychic pain, 
when you are not yet allowed to die, for some reason. It becomes a tactic of 
subterfuge, to survive whatever is happening to you. I believe in fighting back, I 
do—I admire and fight for that response. But I also know that too many times 
in my life that has been a difficult thing to do. Living in the reality of being 
alienated individuals minus the times of collective action, of supportive 
friendships, and so on. There are times you find yourself alone. When you are 
faced with a power that overwhelms you. And what do you do? Sometimes I 
have lived that moment for years. Aloneness has a frightening capacity for 
stealing away your ability to see how to be with others. But I think malleability is 
a way of stretching the self away from self/aloneness to try to get there, even 
when it seems impossible. Its simplistic to say it is escapism. And I don’t just 
want to weep over the abjection of this surviving body, though I do. Corporeal 
Punishment is about psychically dealing with corporal punishment. It’s about 
what happens when a relation breaks. If there are possibilities there, they feel 
miraculous but submerged, wriggling in and out of boundaries because 
boundaries are what are being imposed in punishment. I think pain can cause 
misrecognitions, and I think that’s right that I see writing as a space to stretch 
out these misrecognitions and loosen the rigid categories that I’m tempted to 
use to navigate life and politics. Writing is the space where I run with the things 
that are difficult and confusing. One such genre collision is the classic 
personal/political collision, but there are collisions within that one that have 
stakes. Whose personal gets to be the political, etc. At the same time, I’m trying 
to unravel those misrecognitions and examine the boundaries and boundary 
collisions, I also have this other things going on where my rage is spilling over 
everything and writing is a space for that too, to let all these things happen in 
relation to one another. It’s like being hit: my vision blurred and then grew 
sharp and clear, moving between tears and glaring, between numbness and 
knowing what to do.  
 
CT: If your writing is a space for stretching out misrecognitions, spillage, and 
unraveling, do you ever think of its trajectory? Where it is taking you or where 
you might like it to go next? (And the where here could meaning many different 
locations.) What you hope to learn? 
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OS: 
 

 
 
Oki Sogumi was born in Seoul, South Korea as military dictatorship ended. She writes 
poetry and fiction, and her forthcoming speculative novella is about giant insects, migration, 
time travel, oceanic feelings, wellness, and both the limits and possibilities of relations like 
friendship. She currently resides in Philadelphia. 
	
Cassandra Troyan is the author of several books of poetry and is currently writing on the 
Iraq War, masculinity, insurrection, state violence, and queer fantasy. They used to live in 
Oakland, but soon they will live and teach in southern Sweden. 
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CARLOS SOTO ROMÁN & FRANK SHERLOCK 
 
No Formal Space  For Int imacy  (excerpts) 
 
 
 

 
HE IS DEAD IS EXHUMED IS ALIVE 
 
 
 

To murder a poet 
is a market correction 

 
Killer cancer     Capital C     capital 
 

 
 

Never around       
to bury the dead      
gone soon after  
metastasis                     
 
 

The blood of campesinos has not dried 
it does not dry, over time 

  
 
     A world that has     
     lived like six thousand years   
     has only hopes for tomorrow 
 
 
I love you just so I can begin to love you, 
to begin anew at the infinite 
 
 
 
 The simple instruments of joy  
 for a death minister can be  
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 found beneath the front seat 
 the timepiece     the tape     the syringe 
 
 
 
A language w/ brutal inflection 
diseases the cards in the rolodex 
infects the desk  stuffed w/ 
sketches of land art as launch pads 
 
 
 
  In this story, only I die today,       
  and I will die of love because I love you 
 
 
 
 
             Dr. Price appears to be 
      a magician   anyone can 
                kill it takes an expert to 
      disappear & kill & disappear  
 
 
 
 
Absence is such a transparent house 
that without my own life, I will watch you live 
and if I see you suffer, my love, I will die again 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The world has lived 
like six thousand years 
has birthed resistant bodies 
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 to be fragged & scattered as a mirror  
 of what was  displayed as totem in  
 the museum of humankind   to multiply   

to be more resistant & of course to sing 
 
 
 
 
 
On my violin that sings out of tune/ my violin declares/ I love you, I love my double bass/ 
my heart, my teeth,/ my light and my spoon,/ my salt of the dim week,/ my clear windowpane 
moon. 
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8:02  The President went to the doctor’s  

office.  
 
 
 

There are two sounds you should know of 
the sound itself and the lack of it 
 
 
Just a simple matter of form and content 
 
The scream and the silence   
that comes right after it,  
 
and 
 
The silence and the scream   
that precedes it 
 
 
 
 
 
Is the scream shaped by the silence  
that surrounds it? 
 
 
or  
 
 
Is the silence emphasized   
by the scream that occurs between the silence? 
 
 
 
 
 
Heads or tails… 
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8:10  The President went to the Oval  

Office. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There’s a blindfolded man in the garage 
beaten to the point of exhaustion 
 
It seems likely he’s not going to make it  
 
We read a house 
We read a room 
 
In our perfect understanding 
that this space builds to a map 
that’ll help us to comprehend intimacy 
 
So together we dwell in the hiding place:  
these dead zones of morality 
 
Although in this fortress 
there is no formal space for intimacy 
 
Just dead rats and rabbits overflowing the basement 
Just sulfur & cyanide particles in gusts of wind 
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9:20  The President met with Richard B.  

Cheney, Assistant. 
 
 
 
 
Líbranos de aquel que nos domina en la miseria 
Tráenos tu reino de justicia e igualdad 
 
Sopla como el viento la flor de la quebrada 
Limpia como el fuego el cañón de mi fusil 
 
Hágase por fin tu voluntad aquí en la tierra 
Danos tu fuerza y tu valor al combatir 
 
Sopla como el viento la flor de la quebrada 
Limpia como el fuego el cañón de mi fusil 
 
 

Plegaria a un Labrador – Víctor Jara 
 
 
 
 
Deliver us from whom dominates us in misery 
Bring your Kingdom of justice and equality 
 
Blow like the wind the flower of the ravine 
Clean like the fire the barrel of my rifle 
 
Thy will be done finally here on Earth 
Give us your strength and courage when in combat 
 
Blow like the wind the flower of the ravine 
Clean like the fire the barrel of my rifle 
 
 
 

 Prayer to a Farm Worker – Víctor Jara 
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10:15   The President met with his Assistant  

for National Security Affairs. 
 
 
 
 
Dear torturer: 
 
when you beat me with your bare hands 
I can see the heaven in your eyes 
 
There is something about 
the sound of my bones crushing  
that makes me feel closer to truth 
 
There is a certain kind of inspiration 
that only comes out of heartaches & pain 
 
A dislocated jaw maybe 
A couple of nails pulled out 
Some knocked out teeth  
scattered on the floor 
 
Are just isolated signs of the  / inevitable / 
 
A hanging body is nothing but a type of rhetoric 
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When not even the whip of electricity 

shaking my whole structure     
striking my own core  

can change this bizarre mood I’m feeling right now 
 
 
The mute sound of the blows  

landing like rocks in the sand 
is meant to be a part of the secret  
is just another example  
 
of our only possible closeness. 
 
 
The language of violence  
                     has such obvious statements 
The language of violence  
                     has such an overwhelming clarity 
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SEPTEMBER 21, 1976  
WASHINGTON DC - EMBASSY ROW 
 
On September 21, Orlando Letelier del Solar (economist, socialist politician, 
diplomat and leader of the Chilean opposition), his assistant Ronni Moffitt, and 
her husband Michael were in a car on their way to work.  Letelier was driving the 
vehicle, Ronni was in the front passenger seat and Michael was in the back 
seat.  As they rounded Sheridan Circle on Embassy Row at 9:35 a.m., a bomb 
exploded underneath the car, lifting it off the ground.  Letelier was immediately 
killed and Ronni Moffitt died shortly thereafter at a nearby hospital.  Investigators 
determined that the blast was caused by plastic explosives, molded to concentrate 
the force of its impact into the driver seat. The bomb was attached by wires or 
magnets to the car’s underside and blew a circular hole, 2 to 2½ feet in diameter 
in the driver’s seat. A memorial to them sits across from Sheridan Circle.  
 
 
 

The words 

JUSTICE – PEACE – DIGNITY 

are inscribed. 

 
 
 
 
 
The original audio version of the full text, with sound arrangement by Kinan Abou-afach , is available at:  
https://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Sherlock/Sherlock-Frank_No-Formal-
Space-For-Intimacy_9-11-13.mp3 
 
Frank Sherlock is the author of Space Between These Lines Not Dedicated (ixnay press 
2014), Over Here (Factory School 2009), The City Real & Imagined (w/ CAConrad) (Factory 
School 2010), and a collaboration with Brett Evans entitled Ready-to-Eat Individual (Lavender 
Ink 2008). He is a 2013 Pew Fellow and Poet Laureate Emeritus of Philadelphia. 
  
Carlos Soto Román is a poet and a translator based in Santiago, Chile. He has 
published Philadelphia’s Notebooks (Otoliths 2011), Chile Project: [Re-Classified] (Gauss PDF 
2013), Alternative Set of Procedures (Corollary Press 2013), and The Exit Strategy (Belladonna 
2014).     
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RYAN ECKES 

Spring 16 Course Assignments 

 
On Thu, Oct 1, 2015 at 7:52 PM, RYAN M. ECKES <eckes@temple.edu> 
wrote: 
 
Hi Larry, 
  
I just learned from Rachael Groner’s email to FYWP about Spring course 
assignments that you’re assigning courses in creative writing and literature for 
next semester. Is there a new availability form to fill out? I’d like to teach a 
course in the Spring. 
  
Thanks, 
Ryan 
 

* 

On Fri, Oct 2, 2015 at 7:08 AM, LAWRENCE VENUTI 
<lvenuti@temple.edu> wrote: 
 
Dear Ryan, 

All spring courses have been staffed. If you send me your c.v., I’ll keep it on file 
in case anything become available. 

Yours, 
Larry 
 

* 

On Fri, Oct 2, 2015 at 1:15 PM, RYAN M. ECKES <eckes@temple.edu> 
wrote: 
 
Larry, 

I’ve been teaching here for 10 years. Every semester I’ve taught here the English 
Department has sent course request forms to adjunct professors to fill out for 
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the following semester. Can you tell me why I wasn’t invited to teach a course 
next semester? 

Thanks, 
Ryan 
 

* 

On Fri, Oct 2, 2015 at 1:23 PM, LAWRENCE VENUTI 
<lvenuti@temple.edu> wrote: 
 
I’m sorry you feel singled out, Ryan. There were fewer courses to staff. 

If you send me a c.v., again, I’ll keep it on file. 
 

* 

On Fri, Oct 2, 2015 at 9:32 PM, RYAN M. ECKES <eckes@temple.edu> 
wrote: 
 
Larry, 

My C.V., credentials, syllabi and evaluations should be on file. I’ve taught here 
for the last ten years. 
 
Will you explain to me why you did not send out course request forms to 
English adjunct faculty for next semester? I am asking because this has been 
done for at least the last 20 semesters, and I was not notified of any change in 
procedure.  
 
Also, it’s odd that you used the term “singled out” in your email because being 
singled out hadn’t occurred to me.  
 
Ryan 
 

* 

On Fri, Oct 2, 2015 at 9:41 PM, LAWRENCE VENUTI 
<lvenuti@temple.edu> wrote: 
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You yourself implied that you were singled out, Ryan, because I had not 
contacted you personally. You wanted to know “why [you weren’t] invited to 
teach a course next semester.” That means that you were expecting a personal 
invitation. 

I don’t plan to send out course request forms to adjuncts. The volume of 
courses is too variable to satisfy all the requests that would come in. 

The department keeps no file of c.v.s for adjuncts. I would like to maintain one. 
If you would like to send me yours, I’ll include it. 
 
* 

On Tue, Oct 6, 2015 at 1:17 PM, RYAN M. ECKES <eckes@temple.edu> 
wrote: 
 
Larry, 
 
On what basis have you chosen to not offer me a course for the Spring? 
 
Ryan 
 

* 

On Tue, Oct 6, 2015 at 1:20 PM, LAWRENCE VENUTI 
<lvenuti@temple.edu> wrote: 

Dear Ryan, 

Your messages to me have been filled with complaints. If you feel that you have 
grounds for complaint, please take up the matter with the department chair, 
Philip Yannella. 
 
Yours, 
Larry 
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chase scene 
 
we’re doing unpaid work in the courtroom while temple university’s lawyer 
attacks us for being poor. his tongue is a wet dollar. you have no power, he says, it 
says so right here in this poem you didn’t write. therefore, you should have no power—you can 
just go home. but we just sit there and we can’t be  fired for just sitting there, for 
being a poet, for being a union. which is an army  of lovers. the lawyer’s tongue 
is then a wet piece of toilet paper. part of it tears off and falls to the floor. pick it 
up, says the judge. the lawyer picks up his tongue and hands it to the provost, 
who puts it in his own mouth and begins to chew. wet shit runs down his chin, 
dribbles onto his tie. the judge orders a five-minute break. outside the provost 
tries to shake my hand, so i hand him a fish, which he begins smacking on the 
pavement, smacking the fish on the pavement over and over and he begins to 
choke, choking on the poem we didn’t write. and we stand there and watch the 
provost choke and choke and then, finally, die. then, on his forehead, we write a 
big fucking F. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ryan Eckes just finished writing a book of poetry called General Motors about labor and the 
influence of public and private transportation on Philadelphians. He has worked as an adjunct 
professor at numerous colleges and in recent years as a labor organizer in education. He’s also 
the author of Patriotismo (Libros del Pez Espiral, Chile), a chapbook translated into Spanish by 
Carlos Soto-Román and Valu-Plus and Old News (Furniture Press 2014, 2011). He won a Pew 
Fellowship in 2016. 
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OLIVE BLACKBURN 
 
Feeling Your Feels, or the Psychoanalysis of Group Critiques 
 
 
In recent years, I have become fascinated by the scenes and spaces of cultural 
criticism—the post-performance Q&A, the group crit in art school, the poetry 
workshop, the conversation that unfolds over drinks at the bar. The social 
dynamics of these contexts seem to shape so much about how these 
conversations play out, who says what and why, how groups can elevate or 
denigrate various works. There are clearly some sociological factors at play: how 
aesthetic dispositions can stand in for race, gender, and class identifications; 
how one’s social location shapes the kind of claims one makes about what is 
good, interesting, and/or liberatory work; how institutional mechanisms and 
material conditions foster certain aesthetics or so forth. There are also what we 
might consider to be a set of psychoanalytic factors, by which I mean the 
emotional dynamics that structure a group and its relationship to an aesthetic 
work. Groups have their own psychoanalytic structures that shape how 
members interact and what will be taken up or repressed within a group. These 
often unspoken emotional dynamics accompany and cut through the intellectual 
or political concerns that drive a conversation’s content.  
 
Andrea Fraser, an artist associated with practices of institutional critique, has 
turned her attention over the last decade to the psychoanalysis of art criticism. 
In the spring of 2015, I participated in a graduate group critique class facilitated 
by Fraser in the art department at UCLA. We read psychoanalytic theory, 
focusing on the work of Wilfred Bion (a key figure in developing what is known 
as group relations). We also had weekly critiques of work by members of the 
class, in which we discussed interpersonal and emotional dynamics that emerged 
in the room. The crit was an experiment in observing how projection, 
introjection, identification, splitting, and repression played out in the here and 
now of the group crit.  
 
For the occasion of my personal crit, I offered a poem to the class titled “The 
Current Climate of Studio Critiques: A Round Table Discussion.”21 The poem 
took the situation of a group crit as its subject matter. What follows is a 
transcription of the class’ crit of my poem, reconstructed from my notes. I have 
changed the participants’ names.  
 

																																																								
21	published in It’s Raining in San Francisco but it’s Sunny in Oakland, Timeless Infinite Light, 2014. 	



	 157	

This exercise gestures to a type of emotional work that is to be done when 
discussing poetry or cultural production more broadly. In addition to engaging 
with work intellectually and politically, we also need to interrogate our feelings, 
our projected and introjected affects, our anxiety and ambivalence towards 
ourselves, and how all of these mediate our relationship to aesthetic works. It 
asks of us a kind of emotional tuning to the situation of criticism: how is anxiety 
distributed in a room, who feels comfortable or ill at ease, who do we want to 
be or befriend or sleep with, who becomes a container for feelings that we 
cannot tolerate within ourselves. When engaging as critics or respondents, one 
can learn to be as rigorous with emotional reflexivity as one is with questions of 
aesthetics and politics.   
 
***** 
 
Annie: It feels like we are slowly wading into this discussion.  
 
Leah: I’m interested in knowing what Kelly wants to talk about.  
 
Kelly: I don’t know. Don’t put me on the spot. I just think we are pretending we 
have so much to say about this so we don’t have to talk about the poem. We 
can keep chatting it out, but it seems like we don’t want to have to deal with it.  
 
Theo: We do have a lot of time for this discussion.  
 
Landon: I share Kelly’s frustration. It feels like we are skirting around 
addressing the poem.  
 
Lauren: I think the group is performing the aggression that the poem brought 
into the room.  
 
Leah: I have a question about humor. The poem was silly as well as aggressive. 
Can we talk about this? 
 
Annie: I want to talk about it, but I am so self-conscious about going step-by-
step as in a normal crit. I’m second-guessing myself. I feel made fun of by the 
poem, its aggression and mockery. I think this is left over from the previous 
class when Olive said she was not in solidarity with me during the discussion of 
Eli’s paintings. She is making fun of individuals in this poem.  
 
Eli: It was published a year ago. She was not writing about you.  
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Annie: It’s the tone of the poem, not that she wrote it specifically about this 
class.  
 
Maalav: I see it as anti-art or an art joke. It’s making fun of itself.  
 
Annie: But it’s at my expense.  
 
Maalav: I think there is uneasiness about how we fit into the poem.  
 
Jasmine: It has a satirical quality. It is more direct and aggressive than the other 
works we’ve seen.  
 
Annie: I see a cynicism in it.  
 
Lauren: Are we splitting what the work wants from what it does not want? 
Doesn’t it also have a positive relationship to art? Doesn’t this ambivalence have 
to be a part of the picture? 
 
Maalav: I don’t see it as cynical, but more of an inside joke. A poem about art 
critiques in an art critique class is a joke that only we can get.  
 
Theo: There is a line in here about the artist who capitalizes off social 
antagonisms. Isn’t that exactly what Olive is doing? 
 
Annie: What about this publication that the poem appeared in? Is it even a 
reputable or viable press? 
 
Landon: We don’t know if it was published. She could have made that up.  
 
Magda: It seems like we are trying to find fault with the poem, because we are 
implicated in what it critiques and don’t want to face that. I read it as a call to 
arms, not a thumbing of the nose.  
 
Gwen: The poem seems to parallel to what we are doing in this class. However 
sincerely or ironically, it asks us how we perform or behave in a crit. I think this 
is actually a valid question.  
 
Aniyah: We asked Olive to read the poem out loud when she made individual 
copies for everyone. Why did we do this? 
 
Annie: She did get up to read the poem. I don’t absolve her of reading it.  
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Eli: I think it’s important to hear a poem through the author’s voice.  
 
Brian: The poem refers to itself as “a round table discussion.” There seems to 
be some tension between the single authorship and the multiple voices in the 
poem.  
 
Lauren: The ambivalence about the presentation of the poem suggests 
uncertainty about what it is, whether it is a poem or a performance.  
 
Brian: If its a poem, do we critique what it is critiquing or do we crit the poem 
itself? 
 
Magda: The poem! 
 
Landon: I asked Olive whether she was going to read the poem out loud. I think 
she is trying to have a meta-critical view and step out of the situation. I wanted 
her to be implicated in the situation, as she implicated all of us. This is why I 
asked her to read.  
 
Annie: Olive doesn’t put herself on the chopping block. I don’t think we should 
give the poem what its asking for.  
 
Magda: Olive does say what she likes, what she advocates.  
 
Maalav: The line ‘that shit is sick’ has an informal enthusiasm. It certain 
provides some spaces of joy and ways out.  
 
Leah: I read it as having a self-deprecating aggression. She is not trying to 
separate herself from the situation. She is not trying to absolve herself or her 
own position.  
 
Maalav: I think our reaction is about Olive’s position within the group. She’s a 
person outside of the art program who is criticizing art critiques.  
 
Gwen: Who do we think the ‘I’ and the ‘you’ are in this poem? 
 
Brian: It’s us, I think. There are situations that the poem describes that have 
happened amongst us.  
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Lauren: What is this poem doing to the dynamics in this room right now? The 
poem wants to be read and it wants to implicate. How is it affecting us? 
 
Magda: It feels like we are finding ways to make the poem be untrue. Or we are 
making the poem be the antagonistic force in the room. Its a container for our 
projected anger. We don’t want to feel angry so we make the poem angry.  
 
Annie: Actually, I am angry at Olive. She said in a previous class that she likes 
work that puts all the cards on the table. Her poem is certainly not doing this. 
This poem is ironic and cynical.  
 
Aniyah: I read the poem as so sincere. It expresses a desire for a type of crit we 
are not having.  
 
Landon: I think the poem activates competition in the room, in its stance as 
knowing more than. Olive’s interventions in the discussions usually feel like she 
is trying to manipulate the group situation.  
 
Chloe: There is an arrogance to it. The poem states “I hate artists” to a room 
full of artists.  
 
Landon: This wants us to get angry. Let’s ignore it and talk about something 
else.  
 
Lauren: I think the poem is being attacked because it activates envy.  
 
Maalav: It ends with a nod towards political struggle. There are things in it that I 
identify with. Do we feel closed to it because the anger is coming from outside 
the art department? 
 
Leah: Is it envy or anger? 
 
Lauren: The poem seems to have two poles: fragility and satire. We are not here 
to read or decode it. We are here to unpack ourselves and work through what it 
has activated in you.  
 
Theo: It feels strange to talk about the work when we are really trying to talk 
about ourselves.  
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Lauren: The presenter is an outsider to the art program. The poem is holding a 
sense of outside-ness for the group. We feel a sense of belonging because of its 
outside-ness. 
 
Lauren gets up from her chair and moves outside the circle of chairs. Leah follows. Eli leaves 
the room. Silence in the group. Annie walks away. Still silence in the group.  
 
Maalav: I feel sad now.  
 
Vlad: Why? 
 
Maalav: I don’t know. Just a sense of melancholy.  
 
Eito: I feel comfortable.  
 
Jasmine: I think we have failed at achieving group cohesion. At the end, certain 
members are still outsiders.  
 
Kelly: The poem has a revolutionary tone. We are too invested in everything to 
take it on, to have that conversation. We have to stomach the art world everyday 
and live the big lie to try to make it. We are not being willing to be vulnerable. 
Eli was willing to be vulnerable, but we didn’t back him up. The revolution is a 
big lie, too. Maybe I’m being a downer.  
 
Brian: Don’t feel guilty.  
 
Gwen: The group has a strong desire for resolution, a way to solve everything. 
The poem does not propose a model. Maybe we could see it as an investigation, 
and the point is not to have the correct position or solution.  
 
Lauren: Let’s follow the affects in this group discussion. Olive’s poem brought 
out aggression. It’s the first time we’ve seen it in the group.  
 
Landon: It seems like when Lauren makes an observation about the group, we 
then enact it even if something else might be happening. I wonder if Lauren 
produces the affect she ascribes to the group.  
 
Leah: I agree. Sometimes I think to myself, ‘we all didn’t say or feel that. Only 
one person did.’ 
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Lauren: Maybe the group makes me responsible because it does not want to 
own these affects. Or the group is uncomfortable asking itself about the feelings 
in the room. Maybe this a good place to end. We started with a crit of the work, 
and it has lead to a crit of the class.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Olive Blackburn lives in Oakland. She likes dance, communism, and group experiences.
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GAIL SCOTT 
 
interviewed by Andy Fitch 
 
 
After publishing my Sixty Morning Talks interview collection, I have begun work on a 
more focused, single-press interview series, offering a comprehensive oral history (a cinéma 
vérité, in prose) of Nightboat Books’ diverse and ambitious output over its first decade of 
publication. For this newer project, it particularly interests me to track interpersonal and 
intertextual constellations that have helped to shape the work done by Nightboat’s authors, 
publishers and designers. This interview focuses on Gail Scott’s The Obituary. 
 
Andy Fitch: Since your epigraph invokes a foundational component in the 
thinking of Nicolas Abraham and Mária Török, the concept of a 
transgenerational crypt, whereby the undisclosed, unprocessed trauma of one’s 
parents (or, more broadly, one’s preceding generation) produces inherited 
(though again unrecognized, misunderstood) symptomatic responses in the 
present, could you discuss how the tacit legacies of European colonization, the 
forced assimilation of Indigenous peoples in Canada, the agonistic 
multilingual/multicultural heterodoxies of Quebec, and/or the Benjaminian 
historical wreckage concretized amid Montréal’s architectural textures manifest 
within The Obituary’s highly distinctive discursive form? We could consider 
gestures of erasure, or the polyphonic ventriloquy sometimes within a single 
sentence, or how the sole photographic entry seems to give this quite playful 
novel additional nonfictional gravitas, or the citations/embellishments/ 
inventions efficiently acknowledged in the afterword, or the feminized image 
of a novelistic space opening “Wide as the legs of a porn queen,” but could we 
somehow trace a cryptology or cryptologies pushing from broader social 
forces to the most localized registers of idiom, syntax, formatting? And 
hopefully along the way we will have provided context for compressed, 
crystalline formulations such as this: “Whole tale’s omissions contributing to 
succeeding generations’ inability to communicate with open-mindedness, 
understanding, steadfastness of principles, consequently, always putting up 
defence walls of near paranoia.” 
 
Gail Scott: It is in fact an interest we apparently share in the question of 
ventriloquy that led me to Abraham and Török. They offered new itineraries 
for my reconnoitering the traces of the unsaid and unsayable in language, 
notably in shifting from emphasis on the interiority of the individual in Freud’s 
bourgeois family, to the scene of the social. I greatly admire the work they did 
on the question of where intrinsic meets extrinsic in language. Your question 
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points, perspicaciously, towards an association with Bergman’s Wild 
Strawberries. I wasn’t thinking of Wild Strawberries while writing The Obituary, yet, 
corny as it may sound, at the age of 17, I danced all the way home after seeing 
the movie in a repertory theatre. It represented, in the period, both license to 
step outside of narrative as concerned everyday life, and a starting point for my 
fledging and long-simmered artistic project. For years I was haunted by the 
grainy death street you mention, and it has reappeared in a current work in 
progress as a space of excess, of excrescence. So yes, in a way, The Obituary’s 
story operates as if the couch—a sleeper’s couch as much as a psychoanalyst’s 
couch—has moved into the grainy death street of Wild Strawberries. If it’s 
death, it’s Death as in the Tarot card, or as in Benjamin’s dialectical image: a 
clash, a risk taken or a great danger faced, offering an awakening, or the 
possibility thereof. I love the Grim Reaper’s grin. Furthermore, to mix up the 
dead and the living in tight syntactic and narrative proximity is to extract 
narration from the Western paradigm, as per, among others, Indigenous story-
telling. I can see no better way of embracing history in the present than by 
allowing for the characters or the figures in this novel to be both dead yet 
moving about the urban space “in the flesh.” And this collapsing of linear time 
was particularly useful for trying to grasp the consequences of forced 
Indigenous assimilation, while remaining consistently in the contemporary.  
 
The question of how to write caused much pain and many years of 
experimentation. Like many left-leaning contemporary authors, I have 
followed the century-long trail of avant-garde interest in cutting up and 
remixing, the better to perform, along the re-sutured space, what is not being 
said—a project more manifest in poetry than prose on this continent. I have 
chosen to work in prose, and what is cut up is forward movement. If one sees 
the spaces between sentences and/or paragraphs, or sections, as cusps where 
the unsayable can emerge, one is closer to poetry. I’m not sure if many readers 
of poetry are aware of how difficult it is to attempt this in a prose context 
where narrative expectation of “progress” from sentence to sentence goes 
quite unchallenged. While stealing from poetry, The Obituary, by virtue of 
length, of attempted interpretation or explanation (however mannerist), by 
virtue of a certain engagement with the social, also places one in the space of 
the novel. Eileen Myles says the difference between poems and a poet’s novel 
is that the latter is long + social. 

What better container, then, than a leaky crypt to contain an equivocal tale of 
both oppression and lust? “What haunts are not the dead but the gaps left 
within us by the secrets of others” reads the epigraph. Information is power: 
the secret, the lack of knowing, scores the figure emerging from the novel 
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space as a hybrid…melancholic, always on a line between appearing and disappearing. 
The novel’s obsession with said line makes of Montréal a perfect novel site, 
since to live in a city of overlapping languages is to live on a cusp between 
tango-ing notions of “real” or “authentic.” (Abraham and Török investigated, 
among other things, the impact on the psychoanalytic itinerary of the Wolf 
Man’s multilingual verbarium). Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project with its 
collage or montage approach, provided a modus operandi for re-distribution 
of narrative. For me the focus is on the re-suture procedure, a kind of 
pretexting of story, rife with failures and fruitful leaks. At the heart of 
Benjamin’s Arcades project is his notion of profane illumination, with its aesthetic 
and revolutionary implications, surfacing with the Surrealists, but rejigged 
through an extremely fluid deployment of certain elements of Marxism, 
notably, the aforementioned dialectical image. The process—and here I 
acknowledge the ghost of modernism—aims less for a thing to be “seen,” than 
for a prise de conscience when moments, concepts, movements collide on multiple 
levels (class, gender, culture, language). My hope in The Obituary was that the 
sparks created by the elbowing of time and voices and cultures and various 
approaches to recounting “the facts” might shed some light on the terrible 
genocide we have wrought, which continues to impact the First Nations 
people of this continent in face of our continued attitude of studied 
indifference. I wanted the novel to be some kind of convulsive space, the 
better to shed light, as does, sometimes, the contemplation of an image—
before we actually attempt to put it into words. 

The photo, by the way, is a picture of my mother, aged three or four. It does, 
for me, as you suggest, tell the story, without comment. 
 
AF: I’d love to hear more about what you elsewhere have described as the 
narrative “counterpoint” constructed by your prose. And given your preceding 
conceptions of so-called serious writing as a form that explores “the question 
of writing in its relation to time,” I wondered if we could outline a model of 
how temporality plays out in The Obituary. Often when the protagonist Rosine 
(fragmented, of course, into multiple personages engaged in various pursuits 
across the city) appears simply as a figure spotted in the window, I recall the 
vertiginous perspectivism by which, let’s say, a Virginia Woolf character 
suddenly might find herself similarly framed. But Woolf’s orchestration of a 
complex urban simultaneity often seems the inverse of the dispersive 
temporality that you present. In The Obituary, Aristotelian unities of time and 
place perpetually dissolve upon themselves. Montréal, as presented in your 
book, juxtaposes all seasons, all histories, within a single scene of story. So in 
terms of cutting up and remixing here, cinematic montage seems perhaps to 
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offer an illuminating model. Or given your past engagements with Paris, a 
story/space like Jean-Luc Godard’s Two or Three Things I Know about Her stands 
out, with its cacophonic (or musical, danceable, depending on one’s sensibility) 
layering of decontextualized vignettes, appropriated set-pieces, ghostly urban 
tableaux and whispered choral presences. Even your two investigators 
ensconced in an internal staircase seem to pick up on the Bouvard and 
Pécuchet figures in Godard’s La Chinoise. We don’t have to dwell on Godard 
or film here, but what other models of montage also anticipate The Obituary’s 
constructions of novelistic counterpoint? 
 
GS: Not everyone sees, as you do, the humor in this work, which playfulness I 
have tried to achieve in part by an abundance of awkward sentences set on a 
somewhat accidental terrain. Right away, this distances me from Woolf. The 
inevitable inconsistencies of a hybrid figure ever trying to please all camps at 
once results in speaking in omissions or displacements that amount to lies not 
quite on the surface, manifesting as the earlier cited “omissions contributing to 
succeeding generations’ inability to communicate with open-mindedness, 
understanding, steadfastness of principles, consequently, always putting up 
defence walls of near paranoia.” Another device was that of recounting social 
and historical factoids from the basement of the story, by a conscientious 
lesbian (she’s the modernist here!) ever trying to keep a modicum of control 
over the ids and the egos adrift in the tale. I should mention that instead of a 
main character you have Rosine divided by three: the maybe-dead woman on 
the bed; her animus, a very horny male fly on the wall; and the aforementioned 
lesbian. The sentences needed to be flexible enough to allow a certain 
ventriloquy, and in a different way this extends an investigation started in My 
Paris regarding the necessary instability of grammar. All that noise, the voices 
from the street, from the past (arising out of the fissures of the site—the 
triplex’s cracked plaster, for instance), arrives in disintegrating utterances, 
blocking the usual novel reader-response of psychological attachment to 
character. The characters become shards of time and culture, embedded in 
uncomfortably conjuncted languages (NOT fragments, as some critics have 
said, but cumulative arrangements, which are different than fragments). This 
approach to composing the “novel” also, as critic Jane Malcolm has written, 
deprives the novel of that old creative-writing school saw of POV. Rather, 
there are “various portholes” through which the leaky crypt’s partial tales are 
perceived. In my most intense period of reading theory, not in the academy, 
but in conjunction with feminist and queer, and in earlier years, left and 
indépendantiste, militancy, I stumbled through a lot of Derrida, and to this day I 
am indebted to notions like: “I absolutely refuse a discourse that would assign 
me a single code, a single language game, a single context, a single situation; 
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and I claim this right not simply out of caprice or because it is to my taste, but 
for ethical and political reasons.” 
 
AF: Of course we have way too much to cover, but could you say more, for 
those unfamiliar with such buildings, about the Montréal Triplex (I know you 
have done this before, but I have to admit that I still have some questions, like 
does everybody share roof access, the same sense of sky)? How does living in 
such a triplex make/echo the differential experience of living in Montréal 
rather than any other city (I realize San Francisco’s residential architecture 
does offer some similarities)? Again, could we consider the triplex, the half-
breed, more broadly in relation to genre—perhaps as a way of situating this 
book within the larger Nightboat catalogue? 
 
GS: As regards the Montréal Triplex, a stand-in for the crypt, I should say 
anecdotally that the novel began for me when a local historian, visiting the top 
floor of the triplex that is my home, informed me one evening that the 
building stood on the old Crystal Palace grounds, the Crystal Palace being a 
copy of a glass-and-iron World Fair building in nineteenth-century London. 
Rich, one imagines, in exhibited fruits of imperialism. Montréal’s Crystal 
Palace was likewise an expression of Anglo colonial wealth + power. When it 
burned the triplexes were built, housing waves of Anglos, Francos, immigrants 
over time—all occupants of stolen Indigenous territory. The triplex 
architecturally fosters both urban density and often unwanted intimacy of 
relations. What is somewhat unique is that the buildings were constructed so 
that each floor is considered a “house” with a private entrance (hence the 
stairs up the outside façades of the buildings). This made of the triplex the 
perfect story crypt (both closed and leaky). From it and within it, various story 
vectors rose and dispersed, as you put it, into the ice storm, into the city. The 
closed-in space allowed as well for an interior temporal collapsing of past and 
present that facilitated a leap over usual novel time. For example, one of the 
cops in the stairwell is surely a ghost, looking for Rosine’s native tap-dancer 
grandfather, with whom he is in love. His police-school student, also in the 
stairwell, with his computer, is skilled in electronic policing. The chapters are 
distinct enough that one need not necessarily read from beginning to end, 
though I believe that to get the picture, as it were, one must eventually read 
the whole thing in whatever order. 
 
Towards the end, a chapter called “The Crypt’s Tale” attempts to bring and 
also refuses to bring the various vectors together. This is my favorite chapter; 
it was mostly written while I occupied a Québec Arts Council studio in 
Manhattan in 2008, and I love the impact on the writing produced by living 
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among the Downtown poets (notably those frequenting the Poetry Project and 
the first edition of the Bowery Poetry Club). Notwithstanding enthusiastic 
critical reception, in Canada I was having some difficulty finding a solid milieu 
of radical prose experimentation, at least what I consider radical prose 
experimentation (essentially devastating relations between usual genre 
components and syntax). A great many radical prose experiments end up being 
marketed as poetry. But I remain attached to the space of the novel. Did I take 
this novel to Nightboat because of its proximity to poetry? What I remember 
is the desire for a publisher whose list I feel at home with; Nightboat, with a 
certain devotion to avant-garde and avant queer work, was a good home for 
the novel in the U.S. 
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ALIREZA TAHERI ARAGHI 
 
interview/review by Rachel L’Abri Tipton 

 
I Am a Face  
(Remix by Rachel L’Abri Tipton) 
 
come  
come and do drugs  
… 
ponder and flee  
flee into streets and bazaars  
climb onto the curb  
stand there and sing  
sing and say not  
say not I know not singing  
speak1  
 
spin and see your heart among the bottles  
back there2 
 
your eyes3  

mustard  
is a big explosion 
that little by little 
… 
Reza is homesick  
again4  
 
 
how much for it? 
my hand 

this is it 
my eye 

this is it  
I am a face  

sympathizing with your grief5  
 
unless she hears  
a rocket whistle  
… 
her sore eyes won’t rest  
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the soldier brought home hell  
hid it in his bedroom  
Are you back?6  
 
a man who doesn’t have but 
five more steps to death 
now you can take steps 
one at a time7 

 
 
I Am a Face Sympathizing with Your Grief: Seven Younger Iranian Poets (co•im•press, 
2015) brings together the voices of seven Iranian poets who were all under the 
age of forty at the time that the collection was published. In the last decade, 
there has been a significant influx of world literature translated into Persian but 
few Iranian literary works are being translated into foreign languages. Not 
interested in developing an exhaustive anthology, editor and translator Alireza 
Taheri Araghi sought to bring less established Iranian poets to an English-
speaking audience, “the underrepresented of the underrepresented,” writers he 
likes.  
 
As the sole translator of the poets selected, Araghi was able to guide the poems 
into English with a certain degree of coherence across the collection. Face’s 
voice ranges from a raw unbridled energy, as in the opening poem, “Shitkilling” 
by Arash Allahverdi, to the careful focusing of an equally intense energy in the 
poems of Ahoora Goudarzi inspired by Tarantino’s Kill Bill films.  

_________________________________ 

1Arash Allahverdi, kicking off I Am a Face in “Shitkilling” (3) with a series of relentless imperatives. He hails 
from Shiraz and works as a manager at a language institute.   
2 Sodéh Negintaj is a college instructor living in Shiraz. “Circle of Elephants” (36) explores themes of love, 
relationships, and the poet self in a world hinting of the Orient. 
3 Babak Khoshjan studied philosophy and currently lives in Tehran. The asterisk in “A Poem for You” (57) 
represents everything the meanness of public morals censors. 
4Ali Karbasi works as an engineer and publishes his poems in online journals. “Burning Steaks & Ribs” (66-67) 
is a war poem.   
5 Mahnaz Yousefi is a poet and law school graduate from Rasht. The title of this collection comes from her 
poem “[in me a hand]” (97-98). 
6 Shahram Shahidi wrote “[unless she hears]” (114) and “[the soldier brought home hell]” (115) about the Iran-
Iraq war. He lives in Tehran, writes columns for a number of newspapers and magazines, and works as a civil 
engineer. 
7Ahoora Goudarzi is a poet who, among other things, explores the historical and political situations of Iran and 
its connections to film. “Kill Bill” (135) is part of a series of poems inspired by Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill 
films.  
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Reading Face was a refreshing experience. The poems are longer than I 
expected and, while not unwelcoming, certainly foreign terrain. While perhaps 
at moments seemingly rough-hewn, given the poets’ outsider positions, I found 
a deep satisfaction in Face. It is an invitation to encounter poems written not 
for immediate recognition but because the poet needed to write them. These 
are not poems that give themselves away on the first read. They ask something 
of the reader: time, thought, and an attempt at understanding. 

As a translator and poet, I was curious about the making of Face. In the 
following interview, Alireza Taheri Araghi shares his insights on language, the 
translation process, his intention behind I Am a Face, and his take on the 
Iranian literary world.  

Rachel L’Abri Tipton: In the introduction to Face, you explain that you first 
started translating from Farsi into English when you founded the online journal 
PARAGRAPHITI. Before that you were translating from English into Farsi. 
Could you talk a little bit more about this shift? How did you negotiate inherent 
challenges?  
 
Alireza Taheri Araghi: I started learning English at a young age. Actually the 
very first sentence I remember ever reading is not in Farsi, but in English. 
“Made in Czechoslovakia” was wood burned, or somehow engraved, on a ruler 
I had when I was very young. My mother says I learned to read Farsi and 
English by myself before I went to school. I have a vague memory of me in a 
car trying to read a difficult word on the first page of a newspaper on the way 
to kindergarten. I started going to English classes when I was twelve and never 
stopped learning ever since.  
 
I had been an English teacher for about five years before the idea of 
PARAGRAPHITI came to my mind. So when I started translating from Farsi 
to English (first to apply to Creative Writing MFAs for Fall 2010 and then for 
the PARAGRAPHITI), I felt I could decently handle the projects or at least I 
could find projects I could decently handle. At the same time, I was aware that 
I was nonetheless a non-native speaker of the language and mistakes would be 
almost inevitable. That’s why I reached out to Ryan Smith 
(PARAGRAPHITI’s current poetry editor) and Bryant Davis, who were then 
MFA Creative Writing candidates at the University of Notre Dame, and Natasa 
Durovicova from the International Writing Program at the University of Iowa. 
They were kind enough to help me and my friends in Iran polish up our 
translations for publication in the journal.  
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So I wasn’t inexperienced in Farsi-to-English translation when I started 
working on I Am a Face. What made my job easier, in some ways, was that I 
wasn’t dealing with a published book. I was putting together a collection of 
works that a) I believed was good poetry, and b) I trusted I could translate. 
There were a number of poets I would have loved to include in the book, but I 
was uncomfortable with what would be “lost”, if you will, in the translation. 
There was simply too much wordplay and historical and social references for 
me to be able to do justice to the poems.  
  
RLT: Did this project change your relationship to these two languages?  
 
ATA: In terms of my relationship to Farsi and English, I think I might be in 
the process of a lingual immigration. I haven’t written in Farsi since I moved to 
the States. Of course I’ve posted Facebook statuses, made grocery lists, and 
sent emails in Farsi, but no heavy lifting. I finished the first draft of my first 
novel last year. I’m currently rewriting it. A short while ago, I was struck with 
an idea that seemed brilliant at first: If I rewrote the novel in Farsi, I could 
concentrate on the structure, plot, and characters, and finish it faster. Then I 
could re-do it in English and worry about the language. Since the novel is set in 
Iran, it sounded like a good idea. I started off in Farsi, but I could write no 
more than a paragraph. I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’m forgetting my native 
language or I’m more proficient in English than Farsi, because I’m not, but it 
was like I didn’t know my way around Farsi in that specific case. It seems to me 
that when it comes to writing, I’m currently more at home in English. 
 
RLT: You mention wanting to keep this work “comfortably foreign.” Could 
you talk a little bit more about this “foreignizing” intention and how it shaped 
your decisions as a translator?  
 
ATA: By “comfortable foreign” I was trying to refer to my overall translation 
and editing strategy in approaching the collection. What I was doing was 
translating works from the margins of an already underrepresented literature, 
and I thought the strangeness could easily alienate my potential audience. My 
hope was for the reader to enjoy the book while/in spite of being aware that 
this is poetry from a faraway land and culture. To do so, I had to make a 
number of decisions with regard to both the selections and the translations.  
 
Like I said before, there were a few other poets I wanted to include in the 
book. Ali Asadollahi is one of them. The problem was that his poems are full 
of outside references of the sort that my translations would totally have killed 
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them. There were also works by the poets in the collection that didn’t make the 
final cut. What works in the original doesn’t necessarily work in the translation.  
 
The other end of the spectrum would have been selecting poems that would be 
rather free of allusions to the Iranian culture, society, and history. I could have 
maybe found as many as I wanted. But I aimed for as much specificity as 
possible. So picking the “right” poems was the first decision towards a 
“comfortable” read: something with a taste of the foreign, but approachable. 
 
With the translations, I tried to stay somewhere in middle on the foreign-
domestic spectrum, maybe a little bit towards the domestic end. That’s how I 
believed I could get the “comfort”: the content would be unfamiliar (but not 
crazily so) and the translation would help the reader ease his/her way into this 
unknown world. I aimed for a smooth translation. I refrained from notes 
unless necessary so there’d be fewer superscripts.  
 
Let me try to clarify with an example: In Arash Allahverdi’s “Decay,” end of 
line 8, the original reads “Haft-e Tir.” “Haft-e Tir” means “seventh of Tir” and 
“Tir” is the fourth month of the Iranian calendar. Tir 7 would be June 28 on 
the Gregorian calendar. Haft-e Tir is also a well-known square and 
neighborhood in Tehran. To tackle the Persian “Hatf-e Tir” I had these 
options in translation: 
 

1) “Hatf-e Tir” 
2) “Hatf-e Tir” with a note 
3) “Hatf-e Tir Square” with a note 
4) “Hatf-e Tir Square”  
5) “June 28 Square” with a note 
6) “June 28 Square”  
 

In my opinion, these are roughly ordered from the more foreign to the more 
domesticated. With 1, the reader would have had almost no idea what these 
words were supposed to mean. He/She could have guessed it might be some 
place, but nothing more. Number 6 would have given the most information in 
the text: that the poem is talking about some place, the place is a square, its 
name is a day in the summer, and the actual day is June 28. Number 5 would 
have given even more information; I could have explained the incident on July 
28, 1981 that left seventy-three people killed at the headquarters of the Islamic 
Republic Party in Tehran. But that would have been a less smooth reading 
since the reader would have been distracted from the text with unnecessary and 
unrelated history. When people talk about Haft-e Tir today, they rarely think 
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about what’s behind the name. They’re just talking about the neighborhood. In 
the six-option spectrum above, I placed my translation on 4: the Persian words 
make it foreign, the addition of the word “Square” facilitates reading, and it 
doesn’t distract the reader with an unnecessary note. I may (or may not) be able 
to explain my every translation choice in the collection, but that’s what I mean 
by “comfortably foreign:” somewhere in the middle, leaning towards 
domestication and fluency. 
 
RLT: What’s your translation process? Are you working on a computer right 
away or with texts on paper and scribbling out the lines by hand? Perhaps a bit 
of both?  
 
ATA: Over ten years ago, when I worked in libraries, it was paper and pen and 
hefty, unabridged dictionaries. But these days all my translations start and come 
to fruition on a computer. Nothing handwritten, which is a shame. I sometimes 
miss putting a pen on paper waiting for the muse to strike me with the right 
word or sentence. But using a computer is more convenient. Plus, I tend to 
lose my papers. 
 
RLT: In your introduction, you say you were aiming for a cohesive voice. How 
did this voice develop? Was the process organic? 
 
ATA: The voice didn’t come organically. I translated a bunch of poems by 
some other people and made a pool of works by even more poets before I 
finalized the collection. Correct, I was aiming for a cohesive voice, but at the 
same time I didn’t want the poets to sound too similar. One of the reasons I 
picked Ahoora’s “Kill Bill” was that it was doing something the other poems 
were not. The “Kill Bill” poems are different even from Ahoora’s other works. 
When I read them I felt they had to be part of the collection.  
 
One concern I had was that the book might be taken as sort of an echo of the 
Iranian poetry scene today. This is not the case. If you pull random books off 
the shelf at the poetry section of a bookshop in Tehran, or if you browse 
random poetry websites, chances are not high you would come upon works 
similar to what’s in I Am a Face. You’d find tons and tons of ghazals, which are 
still a popular form, scores of pages of free verse by all kinds of poets ranging 
from aspiring to big names like Ahmad Shamloo, Forough Farrokhazad, Mehdi 
Akhavan-Sales, and of course there are many books and websites on Persian 
classical titans such as Rumi, Hafez, Saadi, and others.  
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An anthology representative of the contemporary Iranian poetry would have 
been a much thicker collection than I Am a Face. The purpose of this book was 
not to provide that kind of representation.  
 
I think the rather cohesive voice of the book, if I have actually achieved it, 
should actually be an indicator of its not being a representative sample. I had to 
ask around, find new people, and do some cherry-picking before the voice 
developed. 
 
R LT: As I read through the collection, I tried to look for remnants or hints of 
poetic devices or forms. Repetition stood out to me.  
 
ATA: Persian literature, in general, is not averse to repetition either in form or 
content. There’s a concept in classical Persian poetry called “radif”; radif is a 
word that comes after the rhyme. So in a ghazal of, say, thirteen lines, radif is 
repeated fourteen times (because in a ghazal both half lines are rhymed and 
“radifed.”) Here’s what it might look like: 
 
Without radif: 
 
(line 1) Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum rhyme 1  

Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum rhyme 2 
(line 2) Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum dum   

Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum rhyme 3 
(line 3)  Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum dum   

Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum rhyme 4 
… 
(line 13) Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum dum   

Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum rhyme 14 
 
With radif: 
 
(line 1) Da-da-dum da-dum rhyme 1 radif  

Da-da-dum da-dum rhyme 2 radif 
(line 2) Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum dum   

Da-da-dum da-dum rhyme 3 radif 
(line 3) Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum dum   

Da-da-dum da-dum rhyme 4 radif 
… 
(line 13) Da-da-dum da-dum da-dum dum   

Da-da-dum da-dum rhyme 14 radif 
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This is just one specific example of how repetition is embraced in Persian 
literature and culture. Other examples can be found elsewhere, everywhere, like 
in Islamic art and architecture where the repetition of motifs create a certain 
movement or rhythm.  
 
RLT: Could you talk a little bit about war poetry in this collection?  
 
ATA: Shahram, and also Ali Karbasi, has a series of war poems specifically on 
the Iran-Iraq war. The war broke out in September 1980 and lasted for eight 
years. It was the longest war of the 20th century. It was devastating. I was 
especially interested in Shahram’s war poems which are usually short, 
portraying very deep, human moments. The narrators of the poems don’t 
usually pick sides; it’s not like we’re the good ones, and the Iraqis are evil. The 
poems are snapshots of saturated feelings. They look deep into souls of people 
in the poems or that of the narrator. At the same time they’re simple. Like 
when the narrator’s wife can’t sleep because there are no rockets whistling over 
the town. A number of cities, including Tehran, were regularly bombed by Iraqi 
fighter planes. Many air raids happened at night. I remember some myself. The 
image of a woman who is so used to the fear of rockets fired at her city that she 
can’t fall asleep in their absence is golden.  
 
RLT: Talk about the sonic space these poems emerge from. Would a modern 
Persian speaker be able to understand the Persian of Hafez or Rumi?   
 
ATA: Modern Persian is a branch of the Indo-Iranian and ultimately the Indo-
European family of languages. So there is some degree of affinity between 
Farsi, English, German, and Latin languages. The main sounds that don’t exist 
in English are a consonant that sounds like the way “ch” is pronounced in the 
Hebrew “l’chaim” and two that are close to the French pronunciation of the 
letter R. Of the six vowels, I’ve found only one to be a little hard for some 
Americans to pronounce and that’s how the French end the word “café”—I 
mean what comes after F. In general, the music of the language, I’d say, is not 
too weird to an average English speaker’s ear. 
 
Modern Persian is a descendent of Old Persian, the oldest existing samples of 
which are from the Achaemenid era (about 600-300 BC), and later Middle 
Persian (roughly 224-654 AD). They won’t be intelligible to Farsi speakers 
today especially since they use different alphabets (Old Persian was even 
written from left to right as opposed to the right-to-left Farsi today). 
Ferdowsi’s Shah-Nameh (The Book of the Kings) is the country’s most prominent 
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epic in verse. It’s written in modern Persian over a thousand years ago. There 
are, of course, words in it you might not know, but people still read it today. 
Rumi and Hafez come a couple centuries later, respectively, 13th and 14th. 
They are widely popular. I don’t have exact numbers, but I’d claim that Hafez’s 
Collection of Ghazals is the second most popular book in Iran (second only to the 
Quran). 
 
Iran’s lingual map is not a homogenous one; Turkish, Kurdish, Gilaki, Baluchi, 
Arabic, and maybe some other languages are spoken in the country. That’s on 
top of the dialects. There might even be people who don’t speak Farsi at all. 
Unfortunately, I don’t speak any of the languages I named. Farsi has the most 
speakers. It’s the language of education all over the country and most of Iran’s 
contemporary literature happens in Farsi. 
 
RLT: Do any of the poets in Face present their work in public or private 
spaces? What is it like to be part of a writing community in Iran?  
 
ATA: I need to begin this with a disclaimer of some sort. I know only a small 
fraction of the Iranian literary scene. Within the past five years, I’ve been back 
only once and things change pretty fast. My experiences are limited only to the 
capital (and not even the whole city) and what I read here and there on the 
Internet  
 
The literary scene in Tehran is more or less dynamic: fiction and poetry 
workshops are thriving, literary translation is booming, and there are many 
publishers dedicating their work to literature. There are reading events here and 
there—many in universities—but not as widespread as in the US. Book tours 
are not very common yet. Book signings though are starting to become a thing.  
 
Every once in a while I see photos of events on Facebook where people (many 
hip, young people) gather in a publisher’s bookstore (many publishers, 
especially the bigger ones, have bookstores of their own) where the writer or 
translator gives a talk and signs books. There might be refreshments and 
bouquets of flowers to celebrate.  
 
Although there are a couple of good literary journals around, like Dastan 
(Persian for “story”), I wish there were more. As for the poets in the collection, 
I’m not aware of any readings they might have given. My feeling is—and I 
could be wrong—that the public events are mostly put up for the more 
established writers and translators. 
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Literary awards seem to be growing, too (although I don’t have the exact 
numbers). I attended a poetry awards ceremony the past summer, when I went 
back after four years. It was held in a bookstore on the third floor of a five-
story new shopping mall in the rich part of the city. Writers, translators, and 
critics are also very active online. 
 
RLT: Thank you so much for your time and your thoughtful responses. Before 
we go, what are you reading currently and what projects do you have 
underway?  
 
ATA: These days I’m trying to read and reread the classics in English. I think I 
need to have a better sense of the English language through its history and add 
to the repertoire of my active words. I’ve recently read Cervantes, Austin, 
Whitman, Shakespeare, Robert Frost, and Fitzgerald. I’m also reading 
Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping. 
 
I’m translating Arash Allahverdi’s book of poetry, Conquest. It’s his first paper 
book, a slim one of eighty pages. I’m hoping be done with it by the end of fall. 
Meanwhile, I’m working on my first novel. In it there are cats, people who 
don’t die, and a great-great-great-grandfather who lives in a plane tree. If 
someone said the novel is reminiscent of Marquez, I wouldn’t be offended. 
 
Thank you. It was a pleasure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alireza Taheri Araghi is the editor and translator of I Am a Face: Sympathizing with Your Grief 
(co.im.press, 2015). His translations have appeared in such journals as Asymptote, Hayden’s 
Ferry Review, and RHINO. His fiction has been published in Prairie Schooner, Green Mountains 
Review, and Notre Dame Review, among other places. He’s a PhD student in Comparative 
Literature, International Writers Track, at Washington University in St. Louis. 
 
Rachel L’Abri Tipton grew up in northwest Indiana and currently lives in northern France. 
She has self-published three handmade poetry collections. Her work has appeared in Descant 
#159, LunaLuna Magazine, and collaborations with The Enemies Project. Several of her poems 
on the Calais Jungle refugee camp were recently published in French in Conséquences #2 and 
English in Lute and Drum Issue 10. Other work is forthcoming in Magma 68 and on the 
Modern Poetry in Translation website. She tweets occasionally @rawbri and Insta’s often 
@thequietfight. 
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SODE ́H NEGINTAJ  
 
translated by Alireza Taheri Araghi 
 
 
Have You Thanked Yourself 
 
do you remember yourself? 
Saturday Shahrivar the third with stiff knees 
sprawled in patient clothing 
with Nars 
with Samira 
with a few others who shone flashlights at the golden stall by the Hemmat 

Highway 
with your long-gone-dead suffering that passed you by on a motorbike 
with your friend’s dead head stuck in the hinge of the car 
        was laughing and was nothing  
but a funny hand light in the hand of another dead 
that made-happy 
that defective miss 
flung into the scraps of moon and visits and turkey stew 
that lonesome sweetheart 
with a treasure of grasses and glasses 
that flashing signal light that was swollen in the bed and remembered you 
you soared and remembered it 
Ana Ana Ana 
have you thanked yourself 
and the house from the Saljuqi era that pissed in a chest 
skinnier and skinnier and skinnier 
and the trembling that flung you from terrace to terrace and from there to 

another and from there to another 
lavender and green and sometimes even white 
and who the fuck do you think you really are 
but the roar after a Barcelona game 
but continual late payment notices 
and an eye in which there was nothing but dusty metal 
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and nothing 
and really nothing 
do you even remember me 
cute and dumbass, with a neck longer than the galaxy 
standing in front of Sadi Hospital with legs and arms and shoulders and ass 
smoking and laughing on the trunk of your car with seven sequins in my neck 
saying, I’ll crawl to Sadi in August and be back 
what do you even remember except the tree and the sky and your pain 
who do you even remember except the creaking of that door that opened and 

closed opened and closed opened and closed 
do you remember me, as if you were sunk in an ugly swivel chair barking orders 
get my pills 
get my dentures 
get a handful of storks and stars 
get the rope 
get the lighter 
get my keys 
get my chocolate 
get my bugle 
get my glamor 
get my wings 
get my fighter 
get my grave 
go now go go go 
go and leave the door ajar 
 
 
 

 — edited by Drew Kalbach 
— originally published in PARAGRAPHITI 
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It’s Nothing 
 
should upside-down stand 
should by-prior-appointment stand 
should extraordinary, like a ballerina on tiptoe, stand in front of you 
should ordinary, like misery, very ordinary, stand in front of you 
should the crushing of thousands of workers’ fingers in the wheels of industry 

stand in front of you 
should oppression stand in front of you 
should the swinging of a woman’s arms and legs every night with the intention 

of throwing her on the asylum bed stand in front of you 
should wrapped-in-the-sheets, wrapped-in-chocolate, with a bloody mouth 

among washers of the dead and juice boxes and camphor stand in front 
of you 

should Bin Laden with a hole in his head in a six-bed bedroom stand in front 
of you 

should the Middle East casualties stand in front of you 
should the sun in his new pajamas stand in front of you 
should your empty account on the ATM screen stand in front of you 
should three thousand shitty images of the houses you rented stand in front of 

you 
should all the landlords of the city stand in front of you  
should the real estate brokers of Ma’ali Abad / Eram / Atlasi / Zerehi / even 

Airport Square stand in front of you 
should Shiraz stand in front of you 
should missed calls from all the meat-eaters / plant-eaters / man-eaters / 

angels / flying-things / crawling-things / predatory-things / jumping-
things / photos / dishes / dresses / even Prince of England stand in 
front of you 

should Nars’s trembling voice at the end of the line stand in front of you 
should 
 your forged documents 
 your forged poems 
 your forged this  
 your forged that  



	 182	

  stand in front of you 
should your vain migrations stand in front of you 
should Café Jeanne d’Arc and the hasty smoking of your last friend stand in 

front of you 
should Peyman’s math graphs in your every fall stand in front of you 
should your unfinished tasks stand in front of you 
should the mild earthquakes in your temples stand in front of you 
should objects left from your last paycheck stand in front of you 
should your lost states of mind stand in front of you 
should the “colorful-eyed” people from the Soltaniyeh Complex who won’t 

pull it out of their family friends stand in front of you 
should all of Sadra’s loves stand, blossoms-in-hand and successful, in front of 

you 
should Irancell’s welcome tune stand in front of you 
should the Internet speed like an ancient, groomed horse stand in front of you 
should the Lake’s charlatans’ shorts stand in front of you 
should acting-freak, auteur-freak, canary-freak wusses stand in front of you 
should the inscrutable brown sky 
putrid staircases of all government organizations stand in front of you 
even the friendship comedy 
the friend with three lanterns on his head and three goat horns in his eye 
the friend who leaps through a hoop into your arms–squeaking 
who leaps from your arms onto Facebook–squeaking 
who leaps from Facebook into the next hoop–squeaking 
who leaps through the next hoop into your arms–squeaking 
glorious, ripped, outrageous 
squeaking and circular 
should the repeating of friendships stand in front of you 
should the pristine moments of befuddlement stand in front of you 
should  
 the bullshitting fascist 
 the bullshitting ruler 
 the bullshitting boss 
 the bullshitting intellectual 
 the bullshitting citizen 
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 the bullshitting doctor  
   stand in front of you 
should the new symptoms of the cured disease and its unsubsidized costs stand 

in front of you 
should atrophied muscles of the clock hands stand in front of you 
should fucked-up art, fucked-up mind, fucked-up dream, fucked-up act, 

fucked-up homeland, fucked-up language, fucked-up poem, fucked-up 
stomach, fucked-up body, fucked-up generation stand in front of you 

should you stand in front of you 
should you throw up between two fingers 
two antlers 
two teeth 
two thighs 
two breasts 
two shooting stars asleep on a cloud 
should you gush onto stars and carcasses 
onto nervous signs 
should you gush onto ooh-la-la things 
ooh-la-la metamorphoses 
ooh-la-la biographies 
ooh-la-la speeches 
ooh-la-la losses 
ooh-la-la traumas 
ooh-la-la censorship 
ooh-la-la bras 
ooh-la-la broodings 
ooh-la-la falls 
ooh-la-la fears 
ooh-la-la laws 
ooh-la-la brawls 
ooh-la-la leopard dresses 
ooh-la-la truths 
ooh-la-la ass kissers 
ooh-la-la hairstyles 
ooh-la-la graves 
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ooh-la-la pains 
ooh-la-la virgins 
ooh-la-la footsteps 
ooh-la-la winters 
ooh-la-la spruces 
ooh-la-la trees 
ooh-la-la sunsets 
ooh-la-la deaths 
ooh-la-la things 
ooh-la-la things 
ooh-la-la things 
ooh-la-la things 
the world is an ooh-la-la metaphor it stands in front of you 
the missing photos are metaphors 
this is it 
this is laughter 
with fine punctured wings hanging from its tail 
     it’s nothing standing in front of me 
 
 

— edited by Thade Correa 
— originally published in Hayden’s Ferry Review 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sodéh Negintaj is from Shiraz, Iran. She is a poet and translator. Her book of poetry, 
Sepasgozari kardei az khodat aya [Have You Thanked Yourself] has been published by H&S Media. 
She studied Mechanical Engineering and Urban Design and is currently a college instructor.   
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ANDRÉS ANWANDTER 
 
selections from Mater ia Gris  (Grey Matter) 
 
 
letras de cambio 
 
hago un colgado 
con la palabra 
 
empresario 
que mis hijos 
 
no sabrían 
deletrear 
 
las atrocidades 
cometidas 
 
ni las deudas 
que heredarán 
 
según los medios 
merecen 
 
castigos peores 
a los que nunca 
 
jamás reciben 
en realidad 
 
más que en las hojas 
de papel 
 
donde jugamos 
una tarde 
 
lluviosa 
de enero 
 
la radio prendida de fondo 
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letters of credit 
 
 
i do the hangman 
with the word 
 
entrepreneur 
that my children 
 
couldn’t 
spell 
 
their atrocities 
nor the debts 
 
they will inherit 
according 
 
to the media 
they deserve 
 
punishments worse  
than the ones 
 
they never really 
receive 
 
save for 
the papers 
 
where we play 
one damp 
 
afternoon 
in january 
 
the radio on in the background 
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contra adorno 
 
 
pude al final escribir poesía 
y no creo que haya sido barbarie 
 
después de ver imágenes de gaza 
salí a gritar por las calles 
 
bajo la lluvia          junto a mi hija 
clamando por otro poco 
 
de justicia               recibiendo 
instrucciones de un megáfono 
 
pasamos un momento a los baños 
del mall               todos mojados 
 
con banderas deslavadas 
de palestina sobre el pecho 
 
la gente nos puso unas caras 
incomprensibles 
 
y volvimos felices 
a la marcha          con un chocolate 
 
oscuro          sembrado de granos 
de sal en la boca 
 
pude escribir poesía quizás  
pero no deshacerme 
 
realmente jamás de la prosa 
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against adorno 
 
 
i could write poetry indeed 
and i don’t think it was barbaric 
 
after seeing images from gaza 
went out to shout on the streets 
 
under the rain     with my daughter 
for a bit 
 
of justice          getting 
instructions from a megaphone 
 
we went to the loo 
in the mall          all wet 
 
with pale palestinian flags 
on our chests 
 
people made puzzling faces 
and we  
 
happily returned 
to the march           
 
chocolate sprinkled with salt 
in our mouths 
 
i could write poetry 
perhaps 
 
but never really  
get rid of prose 
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el peso de la noche en el oído 
 
 
un  
solo 
sonido 
vale más 
 
que mil imágenes 
 
un millón  
de palabras 
menos 
 
nos podríamos 
ahorrar 
 
los eternos 
diálogos 
de sordos 
 
con los gritos 
grabados 
 
de un torturado 
 
en el estadio 
víctor jara 
 
transmitidos 
por cadena 
nacional 
 
o con solamente 
concebirlos 
 
en lo profundo del oído 
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the weight of the night on the ear 
 
 
one  
lone 
sound is  
worth more  
 
than a thousand images 
 
a million  
words 
less 
 
we could 
save 
 
the eternal 
dialogues 
of the deaf 
 
with the recorded 
screams 
 
of the tortured 
 
in the víctor jara 
stadium 
 
transmitted 
by national 
network 
 
or just with 
conceiving them 
 
in the depths of the ear 
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Andrés Anwandter was born in Valdivia, Chile, in 1974. He studied Psychology at 
Pontificia Universidad Catolica de Chile, did an MSc in Public Policy at UCL-London, and is 
currently completing a Doctorate in Education at the University of Bristol. He has published 
the following books and booklets of poetry: El árbol del lenguaje en otoño (1996); Especies 
intencionales (2001); Square Poems (2002); Banda sonora (2006); Chaquetas amarillas (2009); 
Amarillo crepúsculo (2012); and Adverbios terminados en mente (2016). Selections of his poems, 
translations and visual poetry have appeared in various magazines and poetic anthologies. He 
is one half of the sound poetry duo “Motor Nightingale,” along with poet Martin Bakero.  
Both Especies intencionales and Banda sonora were awarded prizes in Chile (“Premio Municipal 
de Poesia” and “Premio de la Critica”, respectively), while in 2014 he received the Premio 
Pablo Neruda for his poetic achievement. He currently lives in Bristol (UK). 
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AJIT CHAUHAN 
 
Seven Works 
 
 
 
 
1. Talking Away 
Typewriter ink, pencil on paper, 8 1/2 x 8 inches 
 
2. (M.U.) Concrete Is Not Always Hard 
Typewriter ink, pencil on paper, 8 1/4 x 11 3/4 inches each 
 
3. Nessus Shirt 
Typewriter ink, pencil on paper, 5 3/4 x 7 3/4 inches 
 
4. Swimming Past You 
Typewriter ink, pencil on paper, 5 3/4 x 7 3/4 inches 
 
5. with Fifteen Cents 
Typewriter ink, pencil on paper, 8 1/2 x 11 1/2 inches  
 
6. Polar 
Typewriter ink, pencil on paper, 8 1/4 x 11 3/4 inches 
 
7. The grass we might walk on 
Typewriter ink, pencil on paper, 11 3/4 x 8 1/4 inches 
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Ajit Chauhan (b. 1981 Kansas) lives and works in San Francisco. www.ajit-chauhan.com 
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JEANINE ONORI WEBB 
 
Bodies That Swerve and Resist 
Lisa Robertson’s “The Venus Problem” and Feminist New Materialisms 
 
 
The young Karl Marx, writing his doctoral dissertation, saw a radical possibility 
in the atomism of Epicurus as represented by Lucretius in his (counter)epic 
philosophical poem On the Nature of Things (Der rerum natura). Wrote Marx, “it 
can be said of the atom that the declination is that something in its breast that 
can fight back and resist.”22  The Epicurean school was radical in that it 
admitted both slaves and women (one famed alum, Horace, the son of a freed 
slave, is known for “carpe diem”—“seize the day”—and “ut pictura poesis”—as 
painting, so poetry). Lucretius’s poem, which begins with an invocation of 
“Venus, the giver of life,” advocates, amongst other things, free love, and 
affirms an embrace of sensual life. To read Lucretius’s poem is exhilarating and 
I recommend it to any poet with a mind still open, or to any thorough reader of 
Marx or the Classics, or to any curious person; for Lucretius’s originality and 
sensuality in visualizing concepts of physics, for poppy seeds and endives, 
volcanoes and rivers, the sea and the stars, for radical discussion of the folly of 
the fear of death, proofs of the mortality of the soul, for how the potential of 
matter and “material” was understood pre-Marx and pre-Hegelian idealism, for 
its discussion of the physics of the preservation of matter understood in the 
philosophy of Epicurus, pre-figuring modern laws of physical science. The 
poem is in many ways a sustained paean to change itself, to flux. 23 
Epicureanism, transmitted through Lucretius is absolutely vital to Marx’s 
thought and these ideas were tremendously important to him and to his ideas 
about change and resistance and understanding collective systems. For Marx, 
the swerve of atoms in the clinamen (the unpredictable swerve and swirl of 
atoms in space) is precisely what rescues materialism from determinism.24 For, 
as he says, the entire Epicurean philosophy “swerves away from the restrictive 
mode of being wherever the concept of abstract individuality, self-sufficiency 

																																																								
22 http://marxists.anu.edu.au/archive/marx/works/1841/dr-theses/ch04.htm 
23 And if one actually reads Lucretius’s long poem, one easily and quickly discovers that the ideas within neither 
prize purely a secular Renaissance humanism against a false “dark age” (as Stephen Greenblatt, in his bestseller 
The Swerve (Norton, 2012) would incorrectly have it) nor “indifference” (as Morgan Mies, with a sort of terror of 
equality, argues in his scathing review of Greenblatt’s book in N+1). The historical reality and the poem itself is 
so much more interesting than either of these accounts, in fact.  
24 Here I paraphrase an idea taken in part from a lecture by Page duBois, UCSD, Winter 2015, in her excellent 
“exploratory” graduate seminar “Thing Theory.”	
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and negation of all relation to other things must be represented in its 
existence.”25 
                 
One of my primary research topics is gender, the state, and the epic: I’m 
looking mostly at the work of poets writing modern and contemporary epic 
poems, often in response to ancient epics’ narratives of patriarchal statecraft 
and teleological narratives of conquering and dismembering the wild or 
uncontrollable feminine. My research into epic focuses on anti-state and anti-
patriarchal epic, or what I call modern and contemporary counterepic, in an era 
of late capitalist market economy and raced and gendered systemic violence. I 
apply the term here to Lucretius’s ancient poem in the sense that the poem’s 
form and content represent a radical departure from other major epics of his 
time. De rerum natura, On the Nature of Things, rather than focusing on the doings 
of heroes or the praise of the State, deals instead with matter itself, nature and 
natural philosophy, physics and metaphysics, and the interconnectedness, the 
morphology (in all senses) and composition of all things, bodies and vibrant 
matter26 in the universe. 
 
Lisa Robertson’s counterepic27 poemic essay, or creative-critical hybrid project, 
“The Venus Problem,” published in Triple Canopy’s Issue 14: Counterfactuals 
(2011),28 considers the relation of freedom from disturbance and freedom of 
self-mastery (we might look to Isaiah Berlin’s excellent dialectical discussion of 
both “negative” and “positive” freedoms, and Eric Fromm on the same)29 and 
living within contradictions under capital.  
  
Robertson’s poem deliberately situates itself at the nexus between Marx and the 
Lucretian tradition, which would later inspire the feminist new materialists. 
Though the poem borrows and troubles its concept of ataraxia (or 
“equanimity,” sometimes translated as inperturbability) from Lucretius—who 
in turn is referring to the Epicurean tradition, which Marx loved, and its 
ancestors the Phyrric Skeptics including Sextus Empiricus—this essay will 
argue that the form of Robertson’s poem and its theme reflect a both 
celebratory and skeptical engagement with the notion of clinamen, the swerve 
of atoms in Lucretius, in which Marx saw the spark of resistance. I will argue 
furthermore that in this sense, Robertson’s poem creates a contemporary 
																																																								
25 Marx, Diss., http://marxists.anu.edu.au/archive/marx/works/1841/dr-theses/ch04.htm#11b 
26 Cf. Bennett, Jane. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Duke University Press, Durham, NC: 2010.  
27 See note 1. 
28 Full title: “The Venus Problem: Or, On Physical Real Beginning and What Happens Next by T. Lucretius 
Carus, an Essay on Translation.” The poem can be advanced and read online by clicking on the plus sign to the 
right of the page: https://www.canopycanopycanopy.com/contents/the_venus_problem 
29 Berlin, I. (1958) “Two Concepts of Liberty.” In Isaiah Berlin, Four Essays On Liberty (1969). 	
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feminist new materialist dialectic between two elements of what it calls “Marx’s 
massive problem, the reason he goes to Lucretius”: practice and material conditions, 
and that this dialectic intersects a confluent debate on use and utility in art. Says 
Robertson’s lyric, invoking the second person, “Practice arises from 
conditions/ Yet these are the conditions we must change.” This phrase of 
course echoes Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach: “the point is to change it.” 
 

 
  
The structure of the poem—which also calls itself an “essay” in the full title 
(“The Venus Problem: Or, On Physical Real Beginning and What Happens 
Next by T. Lucretius Carus: An Essay on Translation”)—elegantly shifts 
between contrasting motifs of lyric couplets, historicizing research quotations 
and visual or concrete sections of verse in Latin and English arranged in echo 
of the swirl of atoms or the swarm of the collective. The “word cloud” shape 
of the visual or concrete section of the poem, containing the invocation to 
Venus from Lucretius’s original Latin “Aneadum genetrix, hominum divomque 
voluptas,” while echoing the swerve of atoms, further echoes the shape of the 
sea-waves and foam from which Venus was said to have emerged.30 The verse 
sections of the piece at times take up variations on syllabic verse and reference 
the dactylic hexameter (or epic, heroic meter) of De rerum natura, popping 
spondees, for emphasis, at times into the arsis and anceps.  
																																																								
30 Thank you to Jamie Morrow for this interpretation. 
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The poem takes as one of its jumping-off points the Epicurean philosophy of 
Lucretius’s On the Nature of Things and Marx’s interest in Lucretius’s text. Not 
only did Marx engage with the alternate materialist tradition through Lucretius, 
he wrote his dissertation on the “Difference Between [the] Democritean and 
Epicurean Philosophy of Nature.” Robertson’s poem considers political 
possibility, love and insoluble material conditions. It considers the moral 
problem of making art in conjunction with politics or political action. Lucretius 
was a figure known, perhaps apocryphally, for doing philosophy at a distance, 
for watching raging battles from a cliff top while writing and pursuing the 
Epicurean flavor of ataraxia. How and where should the poet intervene, and to 
what, extent, if at all, is art politically efficacious? The poem also calls into 
question all these ideas about Lucretius and his circumstances as possible 
constructions or exaggerations of his political enemies, showing that in fact 
where he lived was not actually safer or removed. By foregrounding 
“translation” in her full title, “An Essay on Translation,” Robertson draws our 
attention to the interaction of various historical texts and historical facts, of 
what is lost or unknown or given life by historical processes of “translation.” 
  
The poem is haunted by the image of the goddess Venus, of “plenty,” 
“breezes,” the affect, the “feeling” which cannot be kept aloof. Venus comes to 
represent both the Epicurean pursuit of ataraxia, and the almost violent 
intrusion of desire into struggle. This image of Venus’s plenty is also kept at a 
somewhat distance from Robertson in the poem. Rather than embracing the 
image fully, Robertson intersperses her poetic essay with prose passages that 
describe the historical background of the texts she is reading and responding to 
within the poem. These interspersed factual passages express a skeptical mode, 
and like Sextus, Robertson is concerned with the fluidity of meaning and of 
sign and signifier, semiotics, in these passages, and how these features of art 
have material effects in the real world: 
  

The “aesthetic act of ‘empathy’” that Warburg opens up as the motive 
and expressive agency linking the Italian Renaissance to the pagan world 
describes also the hypogrammic mode of reading that Saussure explored 
in his notebook entries on Lucretius. For a moment in Saussure’s 
research, the sonic body of Venus itself conceived the poem. He was 
later to abandon this research. For both Warburg and the Saussure of 
the notebooks, meaning circulates in culture as a charged, discontinuous 
material presence whose iteration brings freshly to life the presence of a 
historical vitality. The artist or the reader—and for both, reading stands 
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as an active art, with an art’s techniques, cultural pressures, and diverted 
economies—reinscribes this vitality in the present as style.31 

  
At the same time, Robertson brilliantly diverges from the Skeptics in 
acknowledging the instances in which this feeling, this onrushing affect (and 
these semiotics of meaning, which reinscribe vitality, the sonic body of the 
goddess as represented in the present as “hypogrammic” text) cannot be kept 
aloof.  
  
A small subset of hardline Marxists, those who relentlessly work to demystify 
everything, sometimes ad absurdum (a few are my allies), sometimes dismiss all 
new materialist theory as “OOO” or “Object-Oriented Ontology” and oppose 
this tradition, quite ironically, to the true scientism or the true historical 
materialism of Marx. An exemplar of this type of argument would be Julie 
Torrant’s essay in Red Critique,32 which argues that new materialist feminism 
should be discarded as “liberal” “bourgeois” and “ruling-class” (should all of 
Marx also be discarded? His own material origins are wealthy and upper 
middle-class, if we were to enact this exclusion by dint of radical purity). 
Torrant dismisses new materialisms as “disenabling for feminism in that they 
are forms of spiritualism which displace critique.” While there are points of 
Torrant’s critique that are certainly quite trenchant, especially her points about 
the limits of some of the solutions proposed by new materialists like Grosz, yet 
positioned next to Karl Marx’s words on the Lucretian “swerve” of atoms in 
the Epicurean material as precisely against the restrictive mode of being 
commonly represented by bourgeois morality and “abstract individuality,” the 
irony of the radical purity argument’s basis becomes even more keen. The irony 
continues with the claim of new materialist feminism’s “spiritualism,” for, 
again, this tradition’s radix grows out of what was considered in its time a 
radically more secular tradition surrounding matter; the Epicureans taught that 
the gods were indifferent at best, did not believe in a separate life after death 
and emphasized the interconnectedness of the matter of life over an abstract 
immortal soul.  
  
This Orthodox Marxist argument collapses all of new materialism into an 
argument with Timothy Morton or a shadowbox with a phantom of Bruno 
Latour, rather than reckoning with a close reading of the historical texts and the 
emergent thought underlying the incredibly useful writing by feminist scholars 

																																																								
31 Robertson, Lisa, “Venus Problem,” unpaginated. 
32 Torrant, Julie. “It Is Time To Give Up Liberal, Bourgeois Theories, Including New Materialist Feminism, 
And Take Up Historical Materialist Feminism For The 21st Century” in Red Critique, 
http://www.redcritique.org/WinterSpring2014/historicalmaterialistfeminismforthe21stcentury.htm 
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in the new materialist tradition which seeks to relate interconnected 
oppressions, dismantle subject/object binaries and describe ecologies as well as 
complex, porous and open collective systems and the motion of what I like to 
call bodies that resist (materially, categorically, definitively). In fact, as we’ve 
begun to see, the basis of this Lucretian tradition on matter and animacy not 
only predates but is actually vitally and integrally intertwined with Marx; and 
rather than dismissing all philosophical enquiry into matter and being 
(ontology), in reality, Marxists should rather be willing to see the ways in which 
materialism through Lucretius actually formed the basis of Marx’s early and 
later thought. And really, it’s ok to read a book! (or to blend radicalism with 
spirituality and mysticism for that matter...). In fact, far from dismissing all of 
this “other” tradition of matter and materialism of Epicurean thought through 
Lucretius, Marx wrote his dissertation on it, seeing in its core arguments non-
hierarchical, revolutionary and radical thought.  
  
The reawakening of contemporary interest in this school of matter recently by 
some brilliant thinkers (Mel Y. Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and 
Queer Affect; Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter; Arjun Appadarai, The Social Life of 
Things) and revolutionary collectives (Black Orchid Collective and others) 
marks a turn toward a materialism which is intersectionally feminist, combining 
elements of queer of color critique, disability studies, biology and the physics of 
matter, Deleuzian and Marxist thought. Says Chen, “Animacies interrogates how 
the fragile division between animate and inanimate—that is, beyond human 
and animal—is relentlessly produced and policed and maps important political 
consequences of that distinction. The concept of animacy undergirds much 
that is pressing and indeed volatile in contemporary culture, from animal rights 
debates to biosecurity concerns, yet it has gone under-theorized. This book is 
the first to bring the concept of animacy together with queer of color 
scholarship, critical animal studies, and disability theory.”33 
  
In Vibrant Matter, Bennett argues for feminist materialities that resist the 
hierarchies of capital and which represent not bourgeois individualism but a 
complex understanding of individual things in time and how the collective 
swarm represents, like Marx’s resistance within the atom’s breast, “...sounds 
and sights that echo and bounce far more than would be possible were the 
universe to have a hierarchical structure. We at first may see only a world in our 
own image, but what appears next is a swarm of ‘talented’ and vibrant 
materialities (including the seeing self).” (Bennett, 99) 
  

																																																								
33 Chen, Mel Y. Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2012, p. 2 
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First: let’s historicize. I’m really interested in the ways this debate about the 
uses of art in politics, as it plays out in poetics, often names and opposes its 
terms: reflection vs. embodiment. Embedded in this vast and fascinating 
question is not just the question of what it means for a poem to reflect or 
embody, but also the further question as to the materiality of language, and 
how poetic form represents, or might represent, or even change, larger 
economic realities and economic tensions. In some ways this question is a 
question about the purpose of art in relation to politics. Reflection and 
embodiment in Poetics, it turns out, have been opposed in a dialectic as above 
in Western understanding since antiquity. This double-form of reflection vs. 
embodiment, economic vs. aesthetic, revolution vs. art, use value vs. exchange-
value, materiality of language vs. economic materiality, spectacle vs. 
performance, representation vs. performance (and sometimes unsatisfyingly as 
the false dichotomy of conceptualist vs. “affective” or lyric—as in Calvin 
Bedient’s analysis defending the “poetry of affect” in “Against 
Conceptualism”34) is repeated again and again in different but in related flavors, 
tones and weights particular to their historical periods and economic systems. 
This repetition of these oppositions is highly significant. I contend that the best 
poetry and poetics both reflects and embodies the material divisions— 
aesthetic and economic—of its time.  
  
While I have intentionally rooted my understanding of Robertson’s poem’s 
relation to these debates about art to contemporary categories and according to 
a contemporary understanding of poetry and political economy, I would like to 
show how the debates’ categories and formations are rooted in some very old 
and dusty texts as well. I want now to consider the ancient debate about the 
uses or abuses of poetry and grammarians (or teachers of letters) and place the 
ancient claims of Skeptic philosophers and Epicureans alongside two recent 
contemporary debates amongst radical U.S. poets over both poetry and 
political action, aesthetics and economics, and whether the two are reconcilable 
or useful to one another.  
  
The question of reflection vs. embodiment in art is a very old one. Recently, 
reading the ancient Greek philosopher Sextus Empiricus’s polemical Against the 
Grammarians, I was struck (like Odysseus with the spine of a stingray, perhaps, a 
narrative device from the eponymous poem Sextus mocks in the former work); 
with the enduringly contemporary nature of many of the ancient philosophical 
debates therein—debates about the uses and meaning of art, the supposed 

																																																								
34Bedient, Cal. “Against Conceptualism: Defending the Poetry of Affect” in The Boston Review, 2013.  Calvin 
Bedient is a great editor and this is a fine essay. The dichotomy laid out in this essay is, I think, not quite right.  
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dangers of poetry and poets, about expression and false knowledge, control of 
metaphors and what might be considered ideology, and about the sometime 
failures of linguistic explanations or solutions to material problems.  
  
A raging debate since antiquity concerns to what extent poetry and the 
language arts are useful or entirely useless (quipped Oscar Wilde, “all art is 
quite useless,”1 and says Sextus in what appears to be a somewhat playfully 
punchy tone, referring to the argument of the Epicureans, “poetry is not just 
useless for life, it is actually quite harmful”).2 Is this verdict of the philosopher 
rooted in a claim against art as deceptive spectacle only or does he think that 
there are some cases in which poetry, art and song can be useful or worthy of 
study? Is the nature of poetry—though one had better avoid an argument by 
nature yet or be skeptically demolished—to seduce away from the truth, or is 
the grammarian “industry” of “supercilious” teachers of letters the primary 
barrier to the truth? Or is it poetry and myth or the grammarians themselves 
which are the primary barrier, more fittingly, to ataraxia? But this is actually a 
false dichotomy, and even the skeptic Sextus actually thinks neither.  
  
So what does it mean for a poem to reflect, or to embody, the material 
economic conditions of its era? Perhaps the earliest form of this dichotomy—
or more accurately, dialectic—of “reflection vs. embodiment,” can be found in 
the opposition of mimesis vs. catharsis in Plato and Aristotle. In Plato’s 
Republic, the rationale for banishing poets is the way in which they participate in 
the mimetic, seductive qualities of art (wearing its cosmetics and feminine 
disguises!), which he opposes for epistemological as well as moral reasons: 
poets, spreading their imitative lies, are sure to corrupt youth to dissolution and 
melancholy. He bases his critique of poetry’s mimetic representation on the 
form of the theatre, then the most prominent place to see and hear poetry in 
public. In the Phaedrus, Plato does see some benefit in writing, as a help to 
remembrance, but distrusts poetry’s power over affect and mind. For Aristotle, 
in Poetics, the argument is that art and poetry are good because the arts of 
poetry and theatre are useful to the social not simply as false mimetic spectacle 
but as sites of knowledge and purgative catharsis, aids to understanding of 
realities which are not our immediate landscape. At the same time, this 
purgative catharsis may serve not simply to arouse “pity” and “fear” but also to 
inform and educate, as well as provoke empathetic understanding. 
  
Fast forward—or rewind—to the eighteenth century. The question of use and 
utility also has a long history in the theory of political economy. In his The 
Theory of Moral Sentiments, writing in his chapter on Utility, the political 
economic philosopher Adam Smith hints at the way he believes capitalist social 



	 208	

and economic divisions should determine the value of art and moral character: 
 

The characters of men, as well as the contrivances of art, or the 
institutions of civil government, may be fitted either to promote or to 
disturb the happiness both of the individual and of society. The prudent, 
the equitable, the active, resolute, and sober character promises 
prosperity and satisfaction, both to the person himself and to every one 
connected with him. The rash, the insolent, the slothful, effeminate, and 
voluptuous, on the contrary, forebodes ruin to the individual, and 
misfortune to all who have any thing to do with him. The first turn of 
the mind has all the beauty which can belong to the most perfect 
machine that was ever invented for promoting the most agreeable 
purpose; and the second, all the  deformity of the most awkward and 
clumsy contrivance.35  

 
For Smith, the capitalist philosopher, the ideal of the most beautiful art is now 
an elegant, not clumsy, “contrivance”—”the most perfect machine”—sober, 
active and resolutely cismasculinist, while the feminine, extravagant queer and 
rebellious qualities, voluptuous, dangerously soft and effeminate, associated 
with “deformity,” chaos and fears around disability and disabled bodies, is 
symptomatic of ruin. Smith takes the Platonist argument and runs with it to the 
“impartial” overseer (or his “impartial spectator”) of the factory floor.36    
  
By considering Lucretius and Marx together through an emergent new 
materialist feminist tradition, Robertson’s poem responds to the failures of 
Marx’s or Hegel’s dialectic, of Freud and of the Aristotelian/Platonic tradition 
on the uses of art to fully reckon with their reproduction of value judgments 
against “feminine”-coded problems of desire, affect and psychology on a mass 
scale. The poem also responds to ancient epic’s roots in Empire: “The 
imperium’s fucked up / So how can I screw or work?”  In a complex reference 
that nonetheless speaks of its own complicity, Robertson writes of this 
“problem” of capital’s contradictions: 
 
 Sometimes I need a record 

Knowing it doesn’t matter 

																																																								
35 Smith, Adam, and Dugald Stewart. The Theory of Moral Sentiment. Aalen: Zeller, 1963, 187. 
36 Marx’s own wry critique of the idea of “use value” under capitalism in Capital is a partial critique of the basis 
of this capitalist philosophy, which sees as “useful” only that which contains objectified or congealed labor for 
social “use,” i.e. the manufactured commodity form. The Marx and Engels Reader. Capital, Part I. Oscar Wilde’s 
quip “all art is quite useless” affirms and queers the same theme against capitalist utility and use-value. 	
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 And sometimes I need 
 A flower machine.37 
 
This imagery references one of the primary images which undergirds 
Lucretius’s poem, of Venus, “giver of life” with her “springtime’s radiant 
face”38 and the swirl and swerve of the physics of atoms, also described in De 
rerum natura. The poem’s self-aware complicity in the “flower machine” shows a 
feminist materialist awareness of how even desire and longing can become 
embedded in systems of embodied exchange and feminine labor. The double-
entendre of “record” demonstrates a similar self-awareness of the way in which 
the lyric subject is embedded in ideology and in structures of feeling. Another 
double-entendre on “matter” draws our attention to the ways of songs, and of 
records, historical and musical, to their material and immaterial effects. 

 

 
 
 
At the same time, Robertson’s poem’s speaker also seems to retain a great 
longing for and a hope after the resistance that Marx saw in Epicurean 
materialisms through Lucretius, and sees the invocation of the “engram” of 
Venus which is “entirely secular” by Lucretius as a “stance against all reductive, 
life-diminishing economies of sadness,” “a physics of change.” This “opening 

																																																								
37 Robertson, “Venus Problem,” unpaginated.	
38 Ibid. 
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to the rhythmic inventiveness of material life” must be considered as the 
potential of the collective. 
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MEGAN KAMINSKI  
 
Leslie Scalapino’s “Lovely City”: mapping the body in urban space 
 
 
Leslie Scalapino’s treatment of the body in movement through the city maps a 
poetics of relation and also a poetics of the self (or selves). At first this 
notion—a poetics of self that is also a poetics of relation—might seem 
contradictory. One often thinks of the self as an independent thing, a type of 
interior knowledge or kernel of being that makes possible a special sort of self-
knowledge. On this view, a poetics of the self would necessarily be a poetics of 
the interior. Scalapino’s exploration of the self in her poetry runs contrary to 
this notion.  
 
People, subjects, and characters in her work are constructed through a 
combination of movement and interaction and reaction to the world that 
envelops them. Very rarely are we given access to some sort of unmediated 
interior space—the space that we might imagine as being the center of self-
knowledge. So, if the subject is not self-sufficient, then ways of knowing about 
it also need to change.  
 
While the poems resist giving the reader access to inner space, that doesn’t 
mean that Scalapino believes that space doesn’t exist. Rather, she deflates the 
traditionally privileged role of this interior space. The self’s interior reflections 
are no longer the authoritative source of self-knowledge or the source of a 
coherent and unchanging self. By making the interior/private reflections and 
desires visible, by enacting them in action or speech, Scalapino places them as 
one of many components that comprise a self, as opposed to being markers of 
a deeper unchanging consciousness that dictates a sense of personhood.  
 
In Scalapino’s poems, the interior is made exterior—the self is composed of its 
actions and impulses and relationships with the world, not through some sort 
of magical soul kernel. Scalapino’s poetics of relation presents the self as always 
in flux as it moves through parts of the city, interacts with other entities 
(human, animal, and machine), and situates itself through various architectures. 
With the city serving both as site and actor in this evolving construction of self, 
Scalapino’s urban spaces are fertile ground for an examination of these 
relationships. And rather than seeing this constructed self as lacking coherence 
or as being less than whole, Scalapino, in prefacing Way with physicist David 
Bohm’s remarks on the interconnectedness of entities, asks us to recognize that 
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a self is always in flux and engaged in a series of “reciprocal relationships” and 
conditions that create and comprise it:  
 

What I’m interested in in poetry is to try to get to what actually is 
there, so it does involve in a way deconstructing a sense of self, as 
not being real, as not being what is actually happening. 

Frequently, when people make a dichotomy between these 
things, they are saying that one thing is social and one thing is 
personal. I tend to use the word individual or interior as opposed 
to external, or what we take to be external. It’s not that one wants 
to push the writing, or push one’s apprehension into a place that 
is only social, or only interior. 

What I’m really interested in is contemplation, or 
observation or apprehension, in terms of the interior, and action, 
and to make these things come into the same space, so that 
they’re going on in the same time. There is something that is 
possible to occur in people’s understanding of what they’re 
reading, what they’re experiencing, something that is neither social 
nor private, that enters some other realm, that becomes itself, and 
gets past any of those kinds of categories. (Scalapino in interview 
w/Maggie Golston)39 

 
What Scalapino is getting at here, and what this essay is largely interested in 
exploring, is the construction of a self embodied in the public world, and a 
body that is comprised of observation, thought, and sensation translated into 
immediate exterior action—a body that is as much architecture and movement 
as meat and brain. This emphasis on the body and its distinctive materiality 
further deflates the idea of a special inner space. In merging the personal with 
the social or the interior with the external, she creates a way of understanding 
what it means to be a subject that takes into account various reciprocal 
relationships with external entities (architectures, humans, animals, machines, 
etc.) in the creation of that self. The self becomes a subset of a larger structure, 
rather than a separate and coherent entity.  
 
In Scalapino’s poems, the city serves as that larger structure in which the 
individual selves can be subsumed. Scalapino’s cities amalgamate buildings, 
roads, and other physical architectures with systems of people, animals, and 

																																																								
39	Maggie Golston, “An Interview with Leslie Scalapino,” EOAGH, Issue 7 (2011), 
http://eoagh.com/?p=1014). 
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flora. The various entities intersect and recombine throughout her works to 
offer explorations of various permutations of the city organism in flux.  
 
Architectures 
 
Scalapino’s presentation of these subjects/selves dictates the way in which we 
as readers build a sense of the self. More specifically, the methods in which we 
are able to perceive the self through her writing give further evidence of the 
nature of that self. By resisting a unifying narrative voice and the construction 
of a coherent narrator—a narrator in which action and thought generate out of 
some larger sense of self (e.g. Jane is lazy; therefore, she leaves dishes around 
her house and skips work)—by having each emotion, thought, and action 
seemingly generated by animal impulses, a real-time reaction to the world 
around them, the subjects of Scalapino’s poems present a very different model 
of selfhood.  
 
As the various architectures of the poems make clear, we are presented with a 
model of a self that is constantly in flux as a function of the world around and 
inside it. At a time, there is no single, simple account to be given of what a 
(particular) person is, and over time, no account—no matter how complex and 
messy—continues to be valid. Throughout Scalapino’s writings during the 
eighties (and also in her work throughout her career), we see human subjects 
defined and constructed by their relationships with the world around them. 
And since these subjects are themselves engaged in endless series of 
relationships with other entities also in flux, the human subjects will themselves 
be in flux. There are an infinite number of factors determining what any thing 
is, and they are constantly changing over time. 
 
Each subject’s very limits and attributes are only sketched out for us through 
their movement against the background of the city, their conversations with 
various entities while moving through the city, and their reflections on their 
own defining features (such as gender, class, violence, compassion, and 
sexuality—but even these markers seem capable of flux throughout the 
poems). In doing this, Scalapino disrupts the narrative of the self. 
 
Scalapino’s poems further play out this idea of a relational subject in their 
architectonic coupling of a syntactic architecture and a recurring recourse to 
descriptions of architecture proper. The model of a self that is constantly in 
flux in accordance with the world around and inside it plays out syntactically 
throughout Scalapino’s writing. Her syntactical architecture furthers this 
relational building of persons through elisions among grammatical shifters, 
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pronouns, tenses, and subject-verb relationships. The subject position in the 
sentence, line, and larger narrative is just as shaky and in flux as the particular 
subjects themselves. Scalapino uses the very structure of her language to 
unsettle the reader’s relationship to the world of the poem. One realizes quickly 
that attempts to pin down a static map or define a static set of relationships in 
the poem are in vain. This destabilization through an emphasis on contingency 
helps reveal to the reader the changing nature of the self.  
 
When various entities occupy the subject position grammatically, they do so 
only tenuously for a given moment or space in time. The syntax of the 
sentences is often pushed to the point of breaking:  
 

“But once”, she said, “the man whom I was with and I, 
 out on a walk together, out distanced the one who followed me 
 by circling the block (in order to see him from behind). We 
 saw him, unaware of us staring at him, simply raise his hands 
 (up to my chest) and, at the spot (I thought, if her were I) 
 where my breasts would be, cup the air with his hands. 
 Just seeing him”, the woman confessed, “moving his hands  
 so slowly, up and down, the way a woman’s breasts will move 
 as she walks (as if she were loping in slow motion), made me 
 imagine, suddenly, that I was seeing myself for the last time”.40 

 
There are four bodies/subjects in this passage: woman relating the story (1), 
our narrator (the “I” of the passages, who is intermittently dislodged from the 
“I” position here) (2), and the two men from the story (the companion and the 
man who is simultaneously following the pair walking and being followed by 
them) (3 & 4). The bodies/selves are shuffled about like still frames from a 
movie piled on top of each other, at once obscuring and re-contextualizing 
relationships, agency, and perspective. This slippage creates a destabilizing 
effect for the reader—the ease with which one body becomes another, one 
perspective is taken on and cast off (“if her were I”), bodies move from being 
subjects to objects (is the man following the couple, or are they following 
him?)—each character imagining the self as other in the same moment when 
the reader (and perhaps the characters, too) might wish to delineate the 
physical body. We know, on some level, that there are four distinct bodies here, 
but through various slippages the boundaries that distinguish those bodies are 
blurred and the various selves start to meld together, becoming re-arranged/re-
lineated.  

																																																								
40	Leslie Scalapino, Considering how exaggerated music is, (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1982), 8.	
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The shifting grammatical points of view in this and various other passages 
throughout Scalapino’s poems allow space and time and bodies to overlap and 
recombine. At the most basic level, Scalapino disrupts our notion of time. 
There is a sort of perspectival simultaneity that occurs with the flattening of 
time—the syntactical structure creates a particular kind of instability that allows 
the various subjects to move through time easily, at once being in the narrated 
past tense and in the present tense of the moment of recollection (“the way a 
woman’s breasts will move/ as she walks (as if she were loping in slow 
motion)”). Moreover, the syntactical structures allow the sense of space to 
collapse as well, as if various places in the city conflate, too, across hours and 
years (“we saw him…simply raise his hands/ (up to my chest) and, at the spot 
(I thought, if her were I)/ where my breasts would be”).  
 
Bodies merge into other bodies, simply due to likeness—a shared perception, a 
similar experience, even a resemblance allows one body to become another, 
one moment to become another, one place to become another. Bodies change 
depending on their relation to the city architectures, and architectures proper, 
around them: 
 

I’m in one of the buildings in a confined place—a man who’s else- 
where and who was very old, dying, he’d wanted to die and so it’s all 
right. The woman in the domestic setting wishing to feel that way  
and being very old herself. I walked down the hill, swinging my arms,  
and am in the train: and am therefore even further away from the 
woman—one who’s not old—who’s behind the buildings.41 

 
A chance observation or a swinging of the arms might transport the subject to 
a train, or to a building with a dying man. That sensation of dying transports 
the subject from the man to an older woman—from the “confined place” to a 
“domestic setting.” The subject moves further from these buildings, perhaps 
away from feelings of constricted space, and the old woman is replaced by a 
younger one “behind the buildings.” Boundaries between time and spatial 
difference dissolve, as do boundaries that traditionally demarcate the body and 
the self. There is a sense of architectural reverie in this passage and elsewhere in 
Scalapino’s work. There is also a very real sense of the self being constructed 
through its habitation in the built world. The bodies that house grammatically 
slippery selves in Scalapino’s poems move among the built city, shaped by the 
very structures that they inhabit. The architectures of the city shape the way the 

																																																								
41	Scalapino, that they were at the beach, (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1985), 9.	
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self builds thought and memory and in turn become subjects themselves, rather 
than just built objects. 
 
This sense of contingency and the reality of multiple shifting subjects (human, 
non-human, and structural) are things that can make Scalapino’s work so 
difficult for readers first encountering it. Even the characters in her books (if 
we can call them that) are so shaky and in flux that it seems at any moment that 
they might dissolve into the world around them. In the poem hmmmm, for 
instance, Scalapino breaks down the boundaries of self and the boundaries of 
the body. Describing this moment in the essay “Disbelief” as “one not being 
oneself,” she explains:  
 

In my poem hmmmm, a man is seen at once to be a seal; he’s replaced by 
a seal, but both are there. A man is seen at once (both present) to be a 
man and a baboon, etc — that erupting (interrupting) of /as undoing the present 
— in relation to a state of being (that’s not present) as an act of hope — is ‘state 
outside one’s being that would be future.42 

 
In so doing, Scalapino forces us to reconsider our own ideas of what comprises 
a self, a subject, a body in motion. What does it mean for our own force of will, 
our own sense of subject-hood, to be only a minor player in the construction of 
the self? The man in hmmmm becomes a seal and a baboon, not through the 
force of his will, but through resemblance, through outside perception. So in 
many ways, the self loses the agency that we had once ascribed it, which leads 
to the unnerving revelation that a significant shift could occur within the 
subject without the subject desiring it, or perhaps without the subject even 
being aware of it. The city itself around the subjects moving through it 
comprises and creates the self as much as any kind of idea of coherent 
unchanging identity:  
 

inside and outside coming together destroying/as being that which is at 
once one and public, the permeation of the violence of the outside 
society by [its] altering seeing and (therefore) altering all 
occurrence. There was no separation of one from outside.43 

 
The built world encroaches on the self, not just in the gentle way in which one 
might say that one’s environment shapes the way one feels (as a person 
choosing to live in a house with an open floor plan might say that openness 

																																																								
42	Scalapino, “Disbelief,” EOAGH, Issue 4 (2008), http://chax.org/eoagh/issuefour/scalapino-disbelief.html.	
43	Scalapino, “Disbelief.”	
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gives her “room to think”). Instead, the architectures in Scalapino’s city—both 
the built spaces, the physical buildings, and the syntactical architectures of the 
city of words that exists in the poems themselves—assert themselves on the 
self in a way that constructs the subject, whether the subject wishes it so or not. 
Moreover, social architectures—conditions like class, gender, profession, 
location, and sexuality—are themselves non-permanent, created as much by the 
situation or relation as they are by any sense of essentialism. 
 
What distinguishes one particular self from another in the poems has more to 
do with the collection of actions, positions in space and time, subject or object 
position in a sentence, movement and volition that create a particular self, as 
opposed to essentialist qualities that might be traditionally used to define a self. 
The various particular selves in Scalapino’s poems are constantly changing in 
composition as they move through space and time, so that any future state of a 
self fails to resemble the present exactly—as Scalapino writes, “state outside one’s 
being that would be future.” This quality of flux, the sense that each particular self 
is defined only through an “inexhaustible set of qualities each having a certain 
degree of relative autonomy,” is what creates the idea of a self more 
generally—this is what all selves have in common, what makes it the case that 
they are subjects.44 
 
While Scalapino writes of “deconstructing a sense of self,” the end result is not 
just a scattering of the odds and ends, the ruins of individual subjects. Entities 
are instead re-defined by qualities that are always in flux—there is no longer a 
sense of a static self; however, there are still unique and particular selves, 
defined by the ever-changing conditions, architectures, and reciprocal 
relationships.  
 
Contemporary city of disruption and disarray 
 
Leslie Scalapino’s cities, while sites of disruption and disarray, do not, however, 
function as wastelands of lost coherence. The modernist’s desire to master and 
dominate the city space or to experience the city in a coherent and integrated 
manner is absent from Scalapino’s renderings. While a modernist like T.S. Eliot 
might portray the self as fractured and irreparably damaged, and view the city 
as a background for this rupture, or perhaps even a plausible source of rupture, 
in Scalapino’s poems there is no sense of a lost coherence. Rather than working 
to recover and reconnect a traumatically fractured self, the poems convey a self 

																																																								
44	David Bohm, from preface to way. Leslie Scalapino, way, (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1988), front 
matter.	



	 218	

that is very much constructed, but has always been that way. There are no 
herculean efforts required by the author/self to cobble a self out of pieces. 
Scalapino’s poems display neither nostalgia for the idea of the unchanging self, 
nor a mourning for the past (such as past literary cities of coherence and order).  
 
Moreover, Scalapino is not working to deconstruct or dismantle the self in 
order to prove that it does not exist. The city is not merely a site for celebrating 
the slipperiness of self; while Scalapino does deconstruct a certain idea of self, 
she doesn’t just leave the idea of a self in tatters, reveling in its dismantling. 
Instead, we have a materialist re-construction of the self that is very much tied 
to the body, with its various desires and impulses, and the city as architecture 
for a myriad of reciprocal relationships. Scalapino’s poems give us a material 
account of what it means to be a self/a body in the world.  
 
In her insistence on the corporeality of the self, her focus on the body and its 
animal impulses, Scalapino raises the question: what is it about the city that 
conditions this more reactive/impulsive/instinctual self that one might expect 
to be found in a more rural and “natural” place? Through her presentation of a 
notion of self that is very much constructed, Scalapino denies the sense of the 
self as an uncomplicated and “natural” thing. She further denatures the self by 
placing the selves’ thoughts and complex and changing understandings of their 
worlds at the forefront. They are more than just animal impulses in that they 
are comprised of additional things—but neither is this just a privileging of the 
mind over the body. The self is very much made of meat, and full of instincts 
and animal impulse, but the self is also made of various neural patterns, other 
architectures. By situating these selves in a particular way, she also challenges 
the common literary construction of cities as centers of rationality and order. 
The cities in Scalapino’s poems present their own sort of wilderness, 
conditioning the beings that inhabit them into impulsive and instinctual selves.  
 
Leslie Scalapino’s cities and the bodies/selves that inhabit them can also be 
seen as forerunners to a larger inquiry into the treatment of the body in the city 
within contemporary poetry. This inquiry is related, at least implicitly, to issues 
of gender—whether as an exploration of the feminine body or subjectivity, or 
as the rendering of city as feminine geography. There are a number of 
contemporary books of poetry by women that seem particularly interested in 
the body in urban space—works like Rachel Levitsky’s Neighbor, Barbara Jane 
Reyes’s Poeta en San Francisco, Kate Schapira’s How We Saved the City, Marcella 
Durand’s Traffic & Weather, Renee Gladman’s Ravicka Trilogy (Event Factory, 
The Ravickians, and Ana Patova Crosses a Bridge), and Lisa Samuels’s Gender City. 
Scalapino’s poems challenge the way female bodies are often naturalized and 
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pastoralized, while male bodies are civilized/urbanized, and perhaps start the 
process of making room for these inquiries in later works by women writers. 
This treatment of the self and the way that it is embodied in the poems 
challenges and complicates the dualistic equation of women with nature and 
men with highly rational civilization that has been so prevalent in Western 
literature.45 
 

— an earlier version of this essay was presented as a talk at the National Poetry 
Foundation’s 80s Poetics Conference, where I received valuable feedback from 

Nathaniel Mackey, Charles Bernstein, and Dale Enggass, among others 
 
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Megan Kaminski is the author of two books of poetry, Deep City (Noemi Press, 2015) 
and Desiring Map (Coconut Books, 2012), and ten chapbooks, including most recently 
Providence (Belladonna*, 2016). She is an assistant professor in the University of Kansas’ 
Graduate Creative Writing Program and an Integrated Arts Research Initiative Faculty 
Fellow at the Spencer Museum of Art. She also curates the Taproom Poetry Series in 
downtown Lawrence.  
  

																																																								
45	See Hélène Cixous’s The Laugh of the Medusa and other works for a thorough and compelling discussion of 
this dichotomy.	
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MARCELO MORALES 
 
excerpts from El mundo como ser  / The World as Presence  
 
translated by Kristin Dykstra  

 

11 

 

Hace años que no escribo, me digo. En la calle, a mi lado, un taxi amarillo.  

 

En el horizonte el sol se mueve como un huevo. El fin de la historia, paso el 

túnel, rayas de separación, el sol, una yema violácea. Nada por lo cual morir. El 

fin de la historia, digo. Cansancio. Bandada de yanquis, zapatos blancos, medias 

blancas, tenis, todo blanco, the cuban marrracas, the cuban artist. The Cubans. 

El centro de la fruta es el hueso, leí. El centro de mí. Entro a un bar, ahora 

todo es privado, gente cool, gente rica, ahora todo es privado, diseño, ahora 

todo es diseño. Hay muchas maneras de suicidarse, me dicen. Cerrar los ojos es 

una. Salgo del bar, el sol me abre la frente, me abre la frente lo real. Después de 

mirarlo por un rato, la compañía violácea. Necesidad terrible de un poema, 

necesidad de arte.  

 

Escuchar tu voz en soledad, la voz de tu espíritu, hay maneras de no estar, de 

anularse, me dicen, cerrar los ojos es una, creo, cierro los ojos, la masa violácea 

flotando en mi retina. Una o, un cero violeta, un círculo trazado por una 

realidad violenta. No podrán decir que yo acepté el abuso. No podrán decir: La 

raíz de su amor dejó de luchar en la frontera. No podrán decir, que yo acepté 

esta nada. 
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11 

 

I haven’t written for years, I say to myself. In the street next to me, a yellow 

taxi.  

 

On the horizon the sun wobbles like an egg. The end of history, I pass the 

tunnel, dividing lines, the sun, a violet-colored yolk. Nothing for which to die. 

End of story, I say. Exhaustion. A gang of Yankees, white shoes, white socks, 

sneakers, everything white, the Cuban mahh-racas, the Cuban artist. The Cubans. The 

center of the fruit is the pit. I read that. The center of me. I go into a bar, now 

everything is private, cool people, rich people, now everything is private, 

designed, now design is everything. There are a lot of ways to kill yourself, they 

tell me. Closing your eyes is one of them. I leave the bar, the sun strikes my 

forehead, reality strikes my forehead. After looking at it for a while, violet 

accompaniment. Terrible need for a poem, need for art.  

 

Listening to your voice in solitude, your spirit’s voice, there are ways to not be 

there, to void yourself, they say, closing your eyes is one way, I think, I close 

my eyes, the violet mass floating in my retina. A letter “o,” a violet zero, a circle 

drawn by a violent reality. They won’t be able to say that I consented to the 

abuse. Won’t be able to say: The source of his love gave out at the end of an 

era. Won’t be able to say I consented to this nothingness. 
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17 

 

Las hormigas trabajan por algo importante: comida. 
—Jack Spicer 

 

Tenías que enfermar para que algo cambiara. 

 

Mis dedos en la lata azul. Taxi Ford del 48. 

 

Los políticos trabajan por cosas importantes, 

 

las hormigas por comida, hacen hilera en la loza. 

 

Tenías que enfermar, mis dedos en la lata azul, 

 

basura en las esquinas, lineamientos. 

 

Mis dedos en la lata azul, mis dedos en. 

 

La dirección política de tu vida. 

 

Los políticos trabajan por cosas importantes. 
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17 

 

Ants work for something important: food. 
—Jack Spicer 

 

You had to get sick for something to change. 

 

My fingers on the blue can. Taxi ‘48 Ford. 

 

Politicians work for important things, 

 

ants work for food and make a line across the tile. 

 

You had to get sick, my fingers on the blue can, 

 

garbage on the street corners, guidelines. 

 

My fingers on the blue can, my fingers on. 

 

The political direction of your life. 

 

Politicians work for important things. 
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18 

 

En la oscuridad vi las luces de la base naval. Recordé el avión de Barbados, 

“eran sólo unas negritas”. “Le conozco las entrañas”. La perla conserva el dolor de 

la arena. 

 

 

 

 

 

18 

 

In the darkness I saw lights from the naval base. I remembered the bombing of 

Flight 455, “They were only a few negresses.” “I know its entrails.” The sand’s 

sorrow is kept by the pearl. 
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21 

 

¿Qué estás pensando? 
—Facebook 

 

1. 

Yo pienso en todo ese humo contra los mosquitos, en todas esas cadenas de 

oro falso, en mi esqueleto en una caja allá en La Habana, en todas esas rayas 

que dividen la calzada y pienso en el destino y en las moscas que tropiezan 

contra el vidrio y en todos esos bancos de hospitales bajo el alma y en mis 

padres que envejecen y en mis padres juntos y pienso en el amor, sobre todo, 

siempre pienso en el amor, más que nada, pienso en el amor, más allá de todo, 

siempre pienso en el amor y pienso en gente llevando flores a los muertos y 

pienso en las flores y en los muertos y en lagartos que se tragan a mosquitos y 

en mosquitos, y pienso el Big Bang como acto de violencia y en el mundo 

como acto de violencia y en los collares de la cobra* como un acto de violencia 

y pienso en las almas gemelas, en estados que nos llevan hacia el miedo y 

pienso en el miedo y el poder, sobre todo siempre pienso en el poder, el punto 

azul de la bomba, el punto crítico. Y en el amor, sobre todo, siempre pienso, en 

el amor. 

 

*José Álvarez Baragaño 
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21 

 

What’s on your mind? 
—Facebook 

 

1. 

I think about the fumigation smoke for mosquitos, about all those chains of 

fake gold, about my skeleton in a box there in Havana, about all those stripes 

dividing the road surface and I think about fate and flies that smash into the 

glass and about all those hospital benches below the soul and about my parents 

getting older and about my parents together and I think about love, more than 

anything, I’m always thinking about love, above all else, I think about love, 

beyond all else, always thinking about love and about people carrying flowers to 

the dead and I think about flowers and about the dead and about lizards who 

swallow mosquitos and about mosquitos, and I think about the Big Bang as an 

act of violence and the world as an act of violence and the coils of the cobra* 

as an act of violence and I think about twinned souls, in states that transport us 

toward fear and I think about fear and about power, more than anything else I 

think about power, the blue point on the bomb, the critical point. And about 

love, more than anything, I’m always thinking, about love. 

 

*José Álvarez Baragaño 
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22 

 

Malecón, Habana, olas blancas, el mar rompiendo contra el muro, resaca, lo 

que el mar da, lo que devuelve, esponja, deuda, frente frío, los viejitos con sus 

huesos, frío, los viejitos en sus huesos, lo que el mar da, lo que devuelve. 

 

 

 

 

22 

 

Malecón, Havana, white waves, the ocean breaking against the wall, undertow, 

what the ocean gives, what it returns, sponge, debt, cold front, little old people 

with their bones, the little old people in their bones, what the ocean gives, what 

it returns. 
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27 

 

Cuando toco mi cráneo es lo más cerca que llego, 

lo más cerca de mi yo, que llego: la materia crea cosas a ella distintas. 

En la calle, derrumbes, libretas de racionamiento, colas. 

La posibilidad capitalista. El cambio político trae un cambio físico. 

 

 

 

 

27 

 

When I touch my skull that’s the closest I get, 

the closest to myself I can get: matter creates things other to itself. 

Along the street, collapsing buildings, ration booklets, lines of people. 

Capitalist possibility. Political change brings about physical change. 
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34 

 

El puntilleo constante del ser dentro de ti. 
—Artaud 

 

Un tanque de basura con humo, una moto que se enciende. Una bicicleta con 

letrero Marco Polo, en la radio, I want to know what love is. La niebla toca las 

flores como si no existiera. En Neptuno, un río de desempleados. La manera 

en que el terror funciona. El puntilleo constante del miedo dentro de ti, del 

amor dentro de ti. En la bodega estatal, un gato sobre la pesa de comprobación, 

un negocio privado, dos mundos que se encuentran, por primera vez, en 

mucho tiempo. Portales, calle Reina, suciedad del piso en mi cabeza, lozas 

partidas y mugrientas. Detrás de los cristales, héroes socialistas, flores plásticas. 

La niebla toca las flores como si no existiera. Un papel sucio flotando en la 

calzada, humo. En la radio, I want to know what love is. 
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34 

 

The constant stippling of presence within you. 
—Artaud 

 

A garbage bin spilling smoke, a motorcycle that catches fire. A bicycle with a 

Marco Polo sign, on the radio I want to know what love is. Fog grazes flowers as if 

it didn’t exist. On Neptuno Street, a river of the unemployed. The way in which 

terror functions. The constant stippling of fear within you, of love within you. 

In the state-run corner store, a cat on mechanical scales, a small private 

business, two worlds meeting for the first time in a long while. Portales, Reina 

Street, the filth from the floor in my head, tiles split and grimy. Behind the glass 

windows: socialist heroes, plastic flowers. Fog grazes flowers as if it didn’t exist. 

A dirty paper floating across the road, smoke. On the radio I want to know what 

love is. 

 

 

 

 

 

Marcelo Morales Cintero (b. Cuba, 1977) is a member of a generation of writers who came 
of age in Havana during the island’s “Special Period” of severe post-Soviet economic crisis. 
In 2016 the University of Alabama Press published the first book-length English-language 
translation of his work, El mundo como ser / The World as Presence (translated by Kristin 
Dykstra), from which these excerpts are taken. Morales constructs books of prose poems 
over the course of years, so he has earned awards for segments of larger works in progress. 
For example, excerpts that later comprised his 2006 El mundo como objeto won the 2004 poetry 
prize from La Gaceta de Cuba, as well as Honorable Mention in the Julián del Casal 
competition and a coveted finalist position with Casa de las Américas. Morales is also the 
author of poetry collections El círculo mágico (2007), Cinema (1997, Pinos Nuevos prize) and 
Materia (2008 Julián del Casal prize), among others. His novel La espiral appeared in 2006.  
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TANYA HOLLIS 
 
PARCH 
 
 
Inspired by the view from the top of Telescope Peak looking out over a 
landscape altered by California’s ongoing drought, grounded in the belief that 
there is no distinction between environmental and humanitarian concerns, the 
diptych PARCH is an attempt to articulate to the viewer the intensity and terror 
of that which is already in motion: cataclysmic change that has etched itself 
visibly into the land, seas, and skies with an alarming rapidity.  Rather than in 
some unforeseeable future, we are already witnesses to what may be the 
irreversible summation of human history.  As writer Rob Halpern describes the 
work: “Tanya Hollis’s stunning PARCH offers a horizon from which we can 
see beyond the perils of our anthropocene. Like homeopathic medicine for the 
eye, the work’s elemental vision and geologic scale inform a feeling of drought 
as if transfigured from space, allowing us to see our own condition as if for the 
first time. Hollis’s sculptural canvases—exquisitely rendered with plaster, 
acrylic paint, pigment, iron, and salt—are parchments from an archive of the 
present. You cannot not see this work without risking oblivion.” 
  
  
PARCH 
Diptych 
Acrylic, plaster, pigment, salt and rust on wood panels 
60" x 66" 
2015 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Visual artist Tanya Hollis lives in San Francisco and works as an archivist at the Labor 
Archives and Research Center at San Francisco State University. 
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ELEANOR PERRY  
 
Two Reviews 
 
LO-FI FRAGS IN-PROGRESS  
Frances Kruk 
Veer, 2015  
 
Composed of five related sequences—some of which have previously appeared 
as stand-alone pamphlets from yt communication, Veer Books, Dusie and 
Punch Press—this collection’s title implies insurrection against military-
industrial structures of power, but one that is both ongoing (in-progress) and 
deliberately unpolished (lo-fi). Frag indicates the act of murdering a superior 
officer—particularly one who is fanatical in their desire for bloodshed—by 
throwing a fragmentation grenade at them. This theme is reinforced by the 
epigraphs within the collection, which include quotes from poet and Palestinian 
rights activist Samih al-Quasim, who was jailed for dissent against Israeli 
government policies; Major Motoko Kusanagi, a cybernetic-human from Ghost 
in the Shell and leader of law-enforcement, counter-terrorism and intelligence 
division Public Security Section 9, a department permitted to act without 
government consent; and Iraqi Kurd poet Salah Faiq, imprisoned for his part in 
the Kurdish liberation struggle. The collection also includes a section based 
loosely on Chants des guerres by French experimental writer and National 
Liberation Front activist Danielle Collobert. Raw, continual insurgence and 
dissent against military-industrial frameworks or right-wing government 
systems is a motif that underpins the collection.  
 
The sequences negotiate various sites of contemporary ruin: bare rooms, boiler 
rooms, storage spaces and basements; factories and cubicles; the “waiting area 
bleached / the pitiless colour of provisional crimes”; “the concrete, the meat, the dust of sick 
& rat piss” of urban modernity; plus post-industrial seascapes, rotting forests 
and marshes. These are “frights of landscape” marred by war; the brutalized spaces 
of industrial capitalism. An anti-pastoral endlessly repackaged as utopian idyll, 
in which “the orchids are fake”; a “no place” driven by   
 

…nostalgia  
for:  
silence  
crusted abattoirs  
neon lights above  
circles.  
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bombs. 
 
And, just as the spaces of modernity exhibit symptoms of damage, so does 
time. It is “crk’d”; a vast and relentless present where “there is no event, only mud”; 
a present temporally severed from the future—”the inconvenient later”—and 
slowly stagnating. It bears the scars of an uroboric cycle of military spending 
driven by bureaucratic and corporate involvement. And it marks the point 
where “we inserted a history & now it won’t stop”. This hellish “Fourth World” is not 
a post-apocalyptic spatial abstraction but an incisive critique of our socio-
cultural reality. It is the “naturalized state / of emergency” embodied by the rhetoric 
of a global war on terrorism that was started by Reagan in 1984 and has 
continued ever since. In DWARF SURGE, Kruk writes  
 

(the zone always a tyrant  
the inner  
the powerlessness Construction 
 
and later,  
 
a circle comes at night & has  
no reason for its borders 

 
Nothing could be more relevant—in our contemporary moment of European 
and US anti-migration rhetoric and racially-loaded nationalism—than a poetry 
which so fiercely fights against the administrative demarcation of arbitrary 
boundaries.  
 
Likewise the unremitting corporeal fragmentation throughout the sequences is 
less an examination of what language can do to the body and more a registering 
of the damage that both military-industrial and capitalist violences inflict upon 
it. The human form is constantly and continuously sliced, torn, plucked, 
cleaved, fractured, butchered, shattered and broken down into parts: “offal, 
ossicle, epidermal crumbs”; hair, kidneys, blood, tongue, bones, organs, mouths, 
jaws, guts, lungs. This violence is not theoretical; it is a tireless account of the 
way in which these violences exert a depersonalizing and dehumanizing force 
upon the body. There are the literal violences inflicted in the name of 
‘intelligence,’ examined in passages which evoke the CIA’s post-9/11 
‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ of systematic torture that include water-
boarding (“Water hates Water hates Water wants a hum sans the skin-bag interruptor”), 
sleep deprivation (“now troubled days, numbers, lungs & lungs of Sleep & wake”), 
food deprivation (“what am I to ask you if I need something to eat”), electric shocks 
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(“wire fused to hands”) and other violent questioning methods (“I wish / to question 
vertebrae til they puke / their secret ice”). “[T]he shock & awe of blink” implies the 
tactical violences of war, specifically the post-Cold War rapid dominance 
doctrine which focuses on instant and overwhelming displays of force designed 
to destroy an opponent’s will to fight (a policy based on the atomic bombings 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which famously encourages the annihilation of a 
community’s infrastructure and overlooks civilian casualties). Further,  
 

the EPR/2.5 Limpet  
mine, gentle  
splits & shimmer  
in the fishfoam  

 
refers to an Italian-produced post-World War II naval mine used to attack 
unarmoured ship hulls. Finally there are violences inflicted by the state, for 
instance the history of brutal and corrupt police violence implied in the lines  
 

…Circles 
& circles of pigs fed evidence  
piece by piece under no body’s supervision  

 
In its exploration of these violences, the collection is a heart-breaking parody of 
the well-worn ends-means equation, where the means are the “hell quack boot 
stomp”, the “blood of procedure / quietly leaking standards in responsible walls”, and 
“data-packed / False triangles, charts, Glam & berserks”; while the ends are “sick 
nostalgia”, “the white hush of pathological ellipses / slammed into a fuzz”, and “the mass 
gum of result not worth discussing”. Kruk’s speaker registers the way in which the 
horrifying imbalance of this equation is dismissed as necessity by those who 
enforce it, asking “what necessary things are harmless”. Within the mechanisms of a 
capitalist war machine—where “peace amounts to nothing / but a waste of 
equipment”—the individual is simply an instrument in the service of infinite 
violence.  
 
Conflicting questions of accountability within this structure are raised: on the 
one hand there are phrases such as “& anyway they did it” and “or in other words / 
denial face”, which comically circumvent individual culpability. In places, 
complicity is offered and then retracted: “I do, I do do, / I have never done, I will 
never do”.  On the other hand, these are counteracted by the chilling 
acknowledgement that such unremitting violence can only breed further 
dehumanizing violence. The line “who has heard the basement song & not practiced 
agony thereafter” implies that we are all complicit. Much as we might like to deny 
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it, we are all both vulnerable and culpable. And though we may be fed a 
narrative of “collective / responsibility”—as the speaker acknowledges in LO-FI 
FRAGS—this responsibility is for preserving the capitalist system—”there’s 
work to be done in the woods”—and not for registering the damage that this system 
exerts.  
 
This damage takes its toll on the individual, who at some points is apathetic 
and detached (“I’m - / Description Shut, / indifferent as sun”), while at others seems 
to be working against the forces exerted upon them and the procedures they 
are required to carry out (“do not become a radius”); or at the very least, 
questioning them (“am I to / be a zone, / believe in all these tubes”). Towards the 
end of the collection, the “I” has become plural, fictional, mundane and 
dehumanized (“I / am mythic ordinary people / with hearts of plastic, wire & nail”); 
merging with the spaces of urban modernity (“I am the room”) and striving 
towards an agency that derives from the very process of dehumanization they 
have endured (“When I am the blood I’ll be / the Thing & I / ‘ll decide you”).  
 
Likewise, throughout the sequences, the apostrophized “you” is equally 
dehumanized (“you happen as a thing / during a picnic”) and consumed to the point 
of annihilation: 
 

now they eat you now they  
Bring you and they x you in  
your faces dotted lines every time  
& no not  
even the dead are safe.  

 
The “you” becomes a featureless, demonized void; a “noisy zero, a diabolical 
nothing hole”. Functioning as other, the “you” becomes a displaced mass lacking 
in identity (“those shelled things hiding / from their burning homes”) signified only by 
their body parts and uncertain orifices (“Those listed organs / mouths that are not / 
mouths”). This annihilation of the other extends outwards to any wider sense of 
community or kinship identity within the sequence, which Kruk registers in the 
“we” which has “been confiscated”. All sense of commonality—or communality—
has been removed and impounded. The continuous cycle of harm has 
precipitated a total collapse of the “collected self” into a “drift & drift of hookless 
being”.  
 
Interspersed within the text are striking pieces of collagic visual work (“basement 
songs”) which fuse body and landscape with industrial diagrams and the 
language of capitalist production. These images punctuate the sequences with 
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visceral and haunting reminders of the capitalist and military-industrial damage 
explored within the text. Their otherworldly quality signposts just how 
inhuman our humanity has become; a point at which “[t]he most Pathetic poem is 
small people on fire”, and “history’s deaths mean nothing”.  
 
One of the work’s central questions seems to be: what becomes when—as 
Yeats claimed in ‘The Second Coming’—”the centre cannot hold”? Kruk 
reimagines Yeats’ anarchic post-war vision for an age of brutal and relentless 
austerity and horrific global inequality; a world made up of “partitions in the form 
of radii” in which “procedures move persons in common narrative of ribs”; a world of 
unrelenting borders and endless dislocation. In LO-FI FRAGS IN 
PROGRESS—as in Yeats’ A Vision—reality is an unremitting cycle of 
contradictions, but here the Yeatsian “motionless centre” is not a whirlpool but an 
oubliette—a secret dungeon or forgotten place—made up of “hard splayed skin”.  
 
These poems are unyielding in their intensity. They are bleak, beautiful and full 
of heart, even if that heart has been cut into pieces. Towards the end of the 
collection, we are asked to imagine  
 

a Moment of geometry ends  
in backdraft.  
radius in ash. 

 
If the reality of our contemporary moment is a punishingly unremitting cycle of 
military-industrial and late-capitalist harm driven by bureaucratic and corporate 
intentions—in which the preservation of arbitrary boundaries leads to large-
scale dehumanization—then Kruk’s searing collection is an incendiary device 
designed to set it all on fire. And reading these poems feels like an invitation to 
imagine it burning to the ground.  
 

— originally published in The Shearsman Review 
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Meat  
Sophie Seita 
Little Red Leaves Textile Editions, 2015 
 
The fact that this carefully-crafted, hand-sewn pamphlet is a beautiful object in 
itself is an important gesture. Meat is a sequence that interrogates the very 
framework in which an object is understood as something beautiful to be 
looked at. It is a searing critique of our codified linguistic system, and the 
metaphysical and patriarchal thought-structures upon which that system is 
based. The poetry interrogates the ways in which language creates distance, 
how cultural conceptions of meat—embedded within language—distance us 
from the horrific realities of animal industries, and how this process of 
distanced consumption is inextricable from notions of patriarchal dominance, 
feminized objectification, and Western colonialism. In stating  
 

hemmed & hog-tied by hand 
limited choreography 
is learnt by restriction 
by catena  in which sweet dependency grammar 
is clearly stored by the greater collocation 
and cools in a positon of rest  

 
Seita highlights the way in which we are conditioned by language—by its units 
of composition and its habitual associations and contiguities—and how this 
conditioning is a form of constraint. Our accepted and inherited linguistic 
systems have a pacifying effect; they are a “sedative” that permits no possibility 
of repair, but rather drive us to a point where “we just quietly recede into downs”. 
For Seita, adherence to the structures and discursive associations of metaphor 
is a form of obedience; “a shaped offering […] to the alter / which you keep clean and 
uplifting The profanity of our avant-garde intentions”. Linguistic systems of 
comparison are “the first step to unreality”; they create a distance between what is 
said and what is felt.  
 
Crucially, it is the division of subject and object that Seita is interrogating, and 
she does so in order to rethink notions of intimacy; in order to question the 
liberal idea that “knowledge of the world is bound in your skin”. Section III of the 
sequence is in dialogue with Marina Abramovic & Ulay’s The Lovers—The Great 
Wall Walk, in which the artistic collaborators and former lovers walk from 
opposite ends of The Great Wall of China to meet in the middle and break up 
forever. As a couple who famously spoke of themselves as part of a two-
headed body—and who formed a collective being called ‘the other’ during their 
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relationship—Abramovic and Ulay signify a resistance to the violence that 
separates subject and object; a rethinking of subjectivity as something which 
can be communal and collective. The Lovers signifies a splitting of that 
intersubjectivity. In response to this splitting, Seita variously examines 
conditions of touching and being touched throughout the sequence, from the 
“pure transfer” of Abramovic swimming dream-like with otters, to an exploration 
of love as “imaginative caress”. However, property, distance and boundaries all 
work against such possibilities of cohesion and togetherness. Further, the 
inability to think beyond categories of gender and species prohibit us from a 
radical understanding of commonness through which a Cartesian division can 
be overcome.  
 
This subject-object division permeates the sequence through a recurrent 
examination of the object as that which is displayed or exhibited. Seita 
repeatedly troubles the cis-male gaze as that which positions the non-masculine 
or non-human as something to be looked at through glass. For instance, the 
lines “5 Chinese sturgeons en route to Hong Kong / 2 Aldabra giant tortoises from the 
Seychelles to Shanghai” depict firstly five fish presented to a Hong Kong aquarium 
to commemorate the Beijing Olympics, and secondly two rare tortoises 
donated to a Chinese zoo prior to the Shanghai World Expo. These images of 
captivity for the purposes of display are followed by a section that returns to 
the figure of Snow White, already considered earlier in the sequence as a “vitrine 
untouchable”. Here, however, she is mentioned in relation to “Fairy-Tale Putin’s 
she-goat”, (a reference to a number of goats killed by the tigers Putin released 
into the wild in 2014) in which the “cherished symbol behind glass” is linked to 
Hélène Cixous’ heavily-gendered description of wolf and lamb (where Cixious 
discusses the “unexpected sweetness” in masculine violence), and “Action-
man” Putin’s hyper-macho photo shoot in 2010, in which he is depicted 
shooting a whale with a crossbow.  
 
Later, a list of women looking at objects (“women looking at cabinets / women 
looking at ankles turning in new boots”) builds like a mise-en-abyme of the subject-
object relation, in which the cis-male gaze becomes a subject looking at an 
object looking at another object, and so on. Further, Seita also emphasizes the 
way in which this gendered subject-object relation is embedded within 
language, and within the ways we talk about language. In the lines “dense prose / 
thick prose / tough prose / tenacious prose / hardy prose / rare prose / manly prose / this 
is not a message / it’s just what you prefer”, she signposts a tendency within analysis 
to equate supposedly ‘masculine’ traits with positive ones. In her interrogation 
of pronouns throughout the sequence, Seita emphasizes the way in which this 
dubious binary prohibits the possibility of rethinking potential commonality. In 
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asking, “why this we? carried away in little battleships we chirp, sloppy, but gracious”, she 
underscores the impossibility of a collective predicated upon divisions that 
associate masculinity with strength, bravery and aggression, and femininity with 
shrillness, chaos and beauty.  
 
In stating “[N]ever noticed these pronouns so acutely / that’s of interest”, Seita draws 
explicit connections between language and notions of profit and ownership. 
However, it is principally through the writing of John Locke that the sequence 
examines problematic linguistic structures in relation to ideas of property. The 
poems contain references to Locke’s Letters, and to his 2nd Treatise of Civil 
Government (1690), particularly the idea that property is created through a labour 
that removes it from its common state of nature. For Seita, Locke’s view of a 
human nature characterised by reason is inextricably linked with the 
problematic subject-object relation, and to Western humanity’s tendency 
towards appropriation and colonialism. The lines 
 

to understand the all-round-and-ever pauses and gazes 
as adventurous dispossessions not fearful but as sail-making 
vestiges-to-come Complexity’s stalemate as tracks or grooves or touches 
not vested interest but channels and notches for holding 

 
imply that the subject-object dynamic is the model upon which colonial 
‘journeys of discovery’ are based; in which an object is something to be 
encountered, studied and observed. To understand this movement as bold, 
daring or simply as exploratory overlooks the inherent violence within it (often 
performed in the name of a sovereign who remains in a position of safety), and 
the principles of ownership and financial gain that motivate it.  
 
As Carol Adams has pointed out, meat consumption is “a symbol and 
celebration of male dominance”, and, just as the ‘feminine’ is understood 
within the subject-object relation as something to be looked at, non-human 
animals are understood as consumable; as dominated by what Foucault calls 
“the principle of desiring man”.46 Thus the figure of meat is founded on the 
same subject-object duality, in which the subject is associated with properties of 
masculinity, autonomy, activity, rationality and agency; and the object is 
associated with passivity, subordination, compliance and femininity. In her 
poetic fragments, Seita not only explores how this duality is embedded within 

																																																								
46	Carol J. Adams, The Sexual Politics of Meat—A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory (New York: Continuum, 
2010), p. 58. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 2: The Use of Pleasure, trans. Robert Hurley, 
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Viking (Penguin), 1986), p. 5 	



	 244	

our use of gendered language, but also the process by which the animal-as-
object is subjected to a violent fragmentation both literally (through butchery) 
and figuratively (through metaphor). Objectified through language, they are 
severed from their referent point as lived animal or subject-identity. Thus the 
cow becomes “my dear bovine high-duty battery”—an energy supply existing for 
human consumption only, providing “those little deaths” which “pleasure the 
mouth”—and “thou living Magazine of Flesh, Milk, Butter, and Cheese”, a storehouse 
or receptacle whose purpose is purely commercial. In the lines “cram me in There 
are 100 of me We sit on shit Can’t spread wings / Kiss of my nose with a hot blade” Seita 
further highlights the horrific conditions prevalent within the poultry industry, 
while her description of the practice of “selling pig gut for calamari” emphasizes 
just how removed we have become from the origins of the food we eat.  
 
Each line of Seita’s poetry has a precision that is razor-sharp, though each 
carries within it multiple complexities that warrant the kind of unfolding which 
cannot be accomplished in a single reading. However, despite its rigorous 
critique, Meat is fundamentally a poetry of care. Rather than working towards 
totalizing judgments or conclusions, the six-part sequence offers an opening-
out through the idea of love as a “mental expanse” and “imaginative caress”, as 
opposed to the fixity of “through-and-through givens”. It is working against the 
“logomachy of plausible peons” and towards “the part of speech that would make it 
scream”; towards a recognition within language of its own violent structures. 
Like the “pulse of wasps throbbing in secret nests” beneath the surface of language, 
Seita’s sequence has a vital force, a surge of uncontrollable life that vibrates 
beneath it. It is a movement towards something hopeful and radically 
collective, even if the language it critiques is not yet able to adequately register 
that something’s existence.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eleanor Perry’s publications include Of Parasites & Proximities (Contraband Books, forth-
coming); Meat · Volt · Interruption (Oystercatcher, 2015); and Venusberg (Veer Books, 2015). 
She co-edits the online poetry zine DATABLEED with Juha Virtanen, and teaches at 
University of Kent.  
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KATHY LOU SCHULTZ 
 
Cartographic (Dis)Location in the Work of Bloch, Kaminski, and 
Tremblay-McGaw 
 
Valley  Fever  
Julia Bloch 
Sidebrow Books, 2015 
 
Deep City  
Megan Kaminski 
Noemi Press, 2015 
 
Dear Reader   
Robin Tremblay-McGaw 
Ithuriel’s Spear, 2015 
 
If you’re looking for familiar maps to help locate yourself inside any of these 
poetry collections, you’ll need to be patient because Julia Bloch, Megan 
Kaminski, and Robin Tremblay-McGaw are constantly redrawing them. City 
maps, anatomical charts, and literary lineages tilt, reverse, disintegrate, and are 
remade. To structure a lineage, these women have chosen epigraphs from the 
following diverse array of writers: Virginia Woolf (Bloch), Honoŕe de Balzac 
and Young Jeezy (Kaminski), and Saint Augustine and Robert Glück 
(Tremblay-McGaw). 
 
Given the epigraphs Tremblay-McGaw chooses for her highly intertextual 
project, one might presume she possesses the drive to confess. The Saint 
Augustine quote she selects, however, describes a person beginning to read a 
book and immediately thereafter bursting into flame, while New Narrative 
writer Robert Glück, in contrast, describes a body made of words: “My unmade 
body / is made again” (7). Writing, then, possesses the power to both destroy 
and reconstruct. 
 
Tremblay-McGaw’s work is so densely allusive that it quickly becomes clear 
that the book can be read as a map of the poet as reader. In fact, as in the title’s 
mode of address, Dear Reader shows the book is very much a conversation 
among a complex web of readers. The range of texts quoted from or referred 
to is impressively vast: The book is invested as much in the work of 
contemporary poets as it is in Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), proclaimed the “last 
of the Gothic novels” (31). “The Melmoth Letters,” an epistolary that closes 
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out the first section of Tremblay-McGaw’s book, inserts contemporary writer 
Jim Brashear’s poem, “The Proportion between Offenses,” into Charles 
Maturin’s original novel and also adds a new female character, Wanda. As 
much as Melmoth the Wanderer contains stories within stories, Tremblay-
McGaw’s “Melmoth Letters” might also be considered an epistolary inside an 
epistolary; the entire book specifically reaches out to you, the reader of the 
book. One of the letters closes as follows: 
 
 xo 
 Wanda 
 the wanderer 
     wand 
     wan 
     dear 
     reader (37) 
 
The poem thus always makes the presence of an outside reader known. It 
makes the reader aware of herself. 
 
This method of taking apart and rearranging individual letters of words carries 
over in a more explicit fashion in “making mARKS,” a long poem that 
comprises the second half of the book. This mode of deconstructing is 
invested in deftly rooting out and exposing hierarchies, those hierarchies 
contained in lineages once (or now) commonly accepted. For example, the law 
of primogeniture creates a lineage that Trembly-McGaw seeks to expose: 
  
 pRimOgeniTure. The rot in such a system. (12) 
 
These laws of property protected the first-born son, laws that do not even 
comment upon the rights of women, for women were also property. 
 
From small apparently lyric gestures (“after Oppen & Howe”), to letters, to 
blasts of words that use the entire page as a field, Tremblay-McGaw finds new 
ways to address a woman poet’s necessity to create, for “she / who will not 
write / seeps troubles the rest” (18). Through the poems, she maps pathways 
for possible connections, not arriving at conclusions about the “troubles,” but 
opening necessary conversations to enable the construction of communities 
that can exist inside vexing, problematic systems. 
 
Likewise, Kaminski’s long poem “The Cities,” which opens her book, explores 
the architecture of cities, bodies, and language. At times all three merge into 
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one another as in the following selections: “dear city I want to crawl inside your 
chest / ply rib by rib by rib and slip soft / extol your innerworks colder 
sounds” (14) or “city built line on line body on body / alphabet buried beneath 
the street” (15). The body of the poem is found within the body of the city, 
which in turn reflects the bodies of its creators. “The Cities” is putatively an 
epistolary, addressing various others such as “Dear cabbie, dear comfort” (11) 
and “Dear neighborhood, dear block” (14) and through this address, attempts 
to gather together the community that is the poem. 
 
In the second section, “Apocrypha,” lines start to stretch out and poems 
inhabit more space (both black and white) on the page, but the themes of the 
first section are carried forward: “As chief cartographer for the city / he maps 
systems” (38). In the same fashion that Kaminski’s lines often proceed by 
sound (repetition, alliteration) the cartographer does the same: “catalogs stolen 
memories / models depths of the bay / presses his ear to the wall and listens 
for coordinates” (38). This mapping, the poet/cartographer’s work, crucially 
insists on listening in order to orient the self/city. 
 
The poet/cartographer then moves to the process of writing to locate the 
reader: “it is the key to understanding today / or maybe visit my house” (39). 
Keys, directions, and codes offer possible paths: “enter the code / three flights 
/ knock twice” (47), but sometimes “there were other signs birds / circling the 
parking garage the tea cabinet in / disarray delayed flights into Memphis” (61). 
Can the poem serve as a stronghold against disarray? Kaminski prompts us to 
ask. 
 
The previous quote is from the last section, “Collection,” poems that coalesce 
into neat boxes, then rain down waterfalls, and finally rearrange neatly into 
boxes once again. Kaminski has a keen sense of form: “we were / wooed by 
architecture wooed by other things” (61). She creates an architecture to 
structure sense. 
 
In contrast, Bloch’s tightly structured poems paradoxically mourn the lack of 
structure: 
 
 We drive unharmed 
 beneath tinted windows 
 in this apparently  
 structureless city. (71) 
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In Los Angeles, which the poet tell us “is always moving,” yet “never moving” 
(71), tinted windows, dust, white noise, “yellow mist,” rain, always rain, that 
smudges but never cleans, all cause the speaker’s senses to blur, catch, and 
become obscured. 
 
 ………. I’m sorry for the subject 
 line in the email, the window opened 
 and a hard piece of metal flew 
 in from the street, I think 
 that must have been what happened, just 
 the dirty structure of everything. (61) 
 
In this poem, “Apology to Los Angeles,” as in the rest of the collection, Bloch 
focuses on the often absurd concrete details of the everyday—“the peacocks at 
Hollywood / Forever walked around and around / in caged circles” (61)—
while showing us the difficulty of ever grasping the whole or drawing an all-
encompassing conclusion. Indeed what sense is there to be made? 
 
 …………….Then 
 one person says “Your body 
 is like an anatomy” and 
 another feels the city reel past 
 anything calendrical. (30) 
 
In the same fashion that Bloch’s tight writing structure reveals the failure of 
structure, her sharp grasp of detail highlights the ever-present breakdown of 
perception. Here, the body is not only reduced to its anatomy; rather it is “like” 
not just anatomy, but “an anatomy,” a disembodied anatomical chart or 
textbook. The body, then, is twice estranged from itself: it exists only in parts, 
and those are recorded in a text. Moreover, the city exists outside the structure 
of time—“anything calendrical”—which would allow the speaker to chart and 
order experience. 
 
Bloch’s poems are situated between cities–many take place on a highway—and 
between relationships. “Now she says we were never married / My hands go 
bone-dry” (25), bone-dry as the actual (not imaginary) California. Though many 
musical compositions, art objects, and literary texts are researched and quoted 
throughout the book, Bloch also leaves us with the possibility of full perception 
that does not require this allusive work: “This is a love poem / and I did not do 
any research,” (79) gesturing toward a lyric interiority that her work continually 
complicates.  
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Through the work of these three contemporary women poets, the reader can 
contemplate such relationships as those between self and other, reader and text, 
body and city, structure and decay, while also meditating upon a wide array of 
careful forms that these poets have invented to put these collisions into action. 
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Nest and Strangers :  on Asian-Ameri can Women Poets  
Timothy Yu, editor 
Kelsey Street Press, 2015 
 
reviewed by Grace Shuyi Liew 
 
 
The unsavory memory of a white male poet who wore an Asian pen name gave 
new life to a tired discussion: (How) should poetry be read in relation to the 
poet’s identity? 
 
This particular white male poet stole an Asian name, ostensibly, to game the 
publishing process. Never mind the tacky, textbook case of confirmation 
bias—the premise is a familiar one nonetheless: whiteness and its nominal 
representations are predicated as the default (and thus invisible, free) position 
from which poetry and art originate. Non-whiteness, by contrast, stands out as 
an indelible mark, an obstacle, attention-getting foil, to be transcended, excised, 
disappeared, as evident in the way the white poet shed his ethnic moniker after 
doing the deed.  
 
As when water finds its shortest path toward the ground, the English-speaking 
poetic tradition, too, self-regulates toward this prejudice. To renounce the 
name-stealing white poet would be to admit that his fake Asian name was 
instrumental to the reading of a work, an act that is—has to be—somehow 
reproachable.  
 
This feels especially gut-punching for the Asian American poet who cannot 
drop and pick up names and identities. Even if we could—who among us is 
interested in merely overcoming rather than self-determining?  
 
Dorothy Wang pushes this question in her book Thinking Its Presence: Form, Race, 
and Subjectivity in Contemporary Asian American Poetry, when she asks, “[h]ow then 
does an Asian American poet situate herself in an Anglo-American poetic 
tradition when she is marked as constitutively alien and unassimilable…?”  
 
In that vein, Nest and Strangers, out in 2015 from Kelsey Street Press in 
conjunction with the press’s 40th anniversary, traces the work of Asian 
American women poets from 1970s onward. The anthology collects four 
critical essays on four prominent Asian American women poets, locating the 
poets squarely within their socio-politico-cultural identities, while emphasizing 
the disunifying ways by which their works attain literary prowess. The four 
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poets discussed in this book—Myung Mi Kim, Nellie Wong, Mei-mei 
Berssenbrugge, and Bhanu Kapil—all deal with varying subject matters, write 
in disparate styles, and ultimately reject the kind of easy, fixed personhood 
prescribed by a reductive poetic tradition. 
 
Timothy Yu opens his introduction to the anthology by cautioning against the 
temptation to categorically reduce Asian American poets into only those 
“whose writing most frequently wore its politics on its sleeves.” The essays that 
follow not only challenge that assumption, they radically expand the scope of 
self-representation from the margins. Here the tide turns—identity markers 
shape-shift and resist mutual recognition; cultural loss and yearning find 
expression beyond discrete lyric affects; the disembodied self refuses to accrete 
even as its fragmented representations grow; innocent interlocutions amass into 
structural alienations. When the path to a “marked” poetics is revealed to be 
layered and many-forking, this multiplicity can be felt reverberating through the 
entire foundation of poetry. 
 
In her essay on Myung Mi Kim, Sarah Dowling juxtaposes Kim’s poetry against 
the modernist tradition of fragmentation. Unlike the modernist reconstituting 
impulse that collects in order to remake anew, Kim deploys fragments in order 
to sustain “an absent center.” It is the impulse to reduce or reconstitute 
marginal identity that must be overcome, not the marginal identity itself. And 
even when Kim’s work can sometimes be mapped onto a temporal plane, it is 
less concerned with becoming than it is with how one is “prevented from 
becoming” by the annihilating violences one faces. 
 
Kim writes, “Now tell me, who is the president of the United States? / You 
will all stand now. Raise your right hands.” A following stanza begins with: 
“Do they have trees in Korea? Do the children eat out of garbage / cans?” 
Through documentary fragments, Kim expertly demonstrates the inherent 
contradiction between legal acceptance and social acceptance. One not only 
does not ensure the other; it often detracts from the other, the way intentional 
assimilation heightens awareness of differences. 
 
Dowling’s essay is followed by Merle Woo’s treatise on Nellie Wong’s political 
life and poetic oeuvre, and how existential complications of an engaged life 
inform the making of poetry. Wong’s poetics reflects her involvement with 
class and racial struggles, juxtaposed against a white capitalist America that 
produced Walt Whitman’s self-centering “I.”  
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Mei-mei Berssenbrugge’s poetry, often framed within phenomenological terms, 
is given additional depth by Sueyeun Juliette Lee, who situates Berssenbrugge’s 
poetics within her larger involvement with Asian American community-
building. Berssenbrugge’s poetics’ central characteristic is perhaps its long lines, 
often creating a visually lyric affect yet maintaining—unyieldingly—its 
paratactical composition. Identity, again, is not located in fixed objects, but 
emerges through shifting relations, some of which constitute “racializing 
processes.” 
 
In the book’s final essay, Dorothy Wang’s essay mirrors Bhanu Kapil’s 
destabilizing form. The subject is effervescent, often disappearing and 
reappearing. Kapil’s poetry crosses oceans, makes and unmakes the colonial 
subject, and is tinged with a nostalgia not for a time past, but toward a 
possibility of self-determination and self-knowing. In a clarifying moment, we 
are told that “[t]he route to semi-human (cyborgian) status necessitates the 
mastery of English; otherwise, one undoubtedly remains a monster.”  
 
MG Roberts’ afterword recaps the need for a recursive and inclusive attitude 
when discussing Asian American poetry. She writes, “I am reminded of the 
ways in which the phoneme and the lyric are actualized through the page—an 
event much like chewing the bud, a recurrent conversation.” 
 
This anthology shows us a way out of the binary that forces a reader to either 
anticipate tawdry performances of identity on the page or to invisibilize it 
altogether. Rather, the web of shifting real-life relations, out of which poetic 
truth emerges, must not be flattened to fit a dominating mode of poetry-
making. Consequently, the proverbial pure, untainted white poetic self, when 
juxtaposed again its imperialistic and colonial injuries, may then begin to 
address its own unmaking, as blood stains darkening a bandage.  
 
 

— previously published in Waxwing 
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Inc idents  o f  Trave l  in Poetry :  New and Sele c t ed Poems  
Frank Lima  
City Lights, 2016 
 
Li fe  in a Box is  a Pret ty  Li fe   
Dawn Lundy Martin  
Nightboat, 2015 
 
reviewed by David W. Pritchard 
 
 
“War is abstract 
the world will be destroyed 
but I will die only for poetry, that will save the world”  
 
These lines from Allen Ginsberg’s 1957 poem “Death to Van Gogh’s Ear!” 
productively founder on the question of salvation. In them, the poet’s death is 
distinguished from the destruction of the world by the conjunction “but,” 
which suggests that the latter could take place without necessarily causing the 
former, but more importantly distances the poet from the world itself. From 
this follows a crucial ambiguity that hangs on Ginsberg’s caesura, the comma 
after “poetry”: is it that the poet’s death, reserved for poetry, will save the 
world? Or is the poetry the poet will die for that which will save the world? 
Moreover, is he dying in service of poetry, or as potential grist for its mill (a 
question raised by the fact that in this poem Ginsberg fixates on the deaths of 
poets directly and indirectly caused by the state—Mayakovsky, Lorca, and Hart 
Crane)? And what does this have to do with the abstraction of war? Is not 
poetry, here, equally abstract, to say nothing of Death, so philosophized to 
death by Heidegger and his fanatics? 
 
This brief consideration of Ginsberg, complete with its unanswered questions, 
helps lay the groundwork for thinking about the two books under 
consideration in this review. Specifically, it helps us attend to how these books 
interrogate the kinds of subjects one can possibly produce through such a 
writing, and what their status, their social stake in the world, might be. Such is 
the concern that I see running through both Frank Lima’s Incidents of Travel in 
Poetry and Dawn Lundy Martin’s Life in a Box is a Pretty Life, and it’s what I want 
to think about in reviewing the two books together. 
 
I’ll start with Frank Lima. Incidents of Travel in Poetry is a volume of new and 
selected poems spanning forty years of literary production, much of which 
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hitherto has been unpublished. It is a welcome book, and sets the standard high 
for single-author editions of the sort, not least because both the introductory 
biographical essay by Garrett Caples and the afterword by David Shapiro take 
to heart the ambivalence that the Ginsberg caesura above enacted. Certainly 
both Caples and Shapiro think that Lima’s poetry speaks for itself: you read it, 
and it does what poetry does (on this score I am inclined to agree with them). 
Even so, they are suspicious of their own intuition, in ways that do not 
overstate what claims they make about the significance of the body of work 
they are introducing. It’s a fitting reservation to have, one that dovetails nicely 
with Lima’s own suspicions of the kind of poet-roles he inhabits and moves 
through in his own work. 
 
It’s hard to quote from Frank Lima, at least under the pretext of “representing” 
his work. Just now my copy of Incidents of Travel fell open to a page I wrote a big 
exclamation point on, with a poem called “Poem From Amor,” which seems as 
good a place as any to start:  
 
 There are no bones in poverty and 
 pain.    You advise me to write poems of 
 insanity, poems of a face eternally hidden 
 
 by laughter.     Spain’s greatest architect 
 slept with you a quarter 
 of a century ago.     Now I am your youngest poet, and  
 
 fill your bed with ink.     In the other world, in 
 other words, I threw away my shoes looking 
 for you on the throat of a  
 
 flower.     The eyes of the brolacchan lack 
 the great gentleness of paradise.     And I live in the vague 
 terror you will call and offer me a summer song and coffee.  
 
A reader of the more canonical New York School poets—especially Koch and 
O’Hara—will instantly recognize what Lima has in common with these writers. 
The poem moves paratactically from statement to statement, embedding the 
question of poetics within a larger sense of other art forms and the question of 
how all this links back up to interpersonal desire, which has the capacity to 
terrify the poet. The terror at the end of the poem effects a gentle self-critique 
of the bed being filled with ink, making it as much a figure of an animal, hiding 
and running away, as one of the poet pouring out his libidinal enthusiasm. Here 
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already we see how Lima creates some distance between himself and a poet like 
Koch, for whom everything resolves itself—must resolve itself—on the event-
horizon of excitement and exuberance. No such affirmation here: indeed, Lima 
is suspicious of the poem that hides forever behind laughter, though I don’t 
think he means to negate a writer like Koch so much as remediate the problem 
of poetry’s relationship to joy in terms more suited to his own complicated 
access to that feeling-tone. If there is something uplifting or redeeming in 
poetry, the poet attains it as a result of a struggle with and through poetry.  
 
With this in mind, I want to add that if Lima “critiques” Koch, he does so 
sympathetically, not rejecting but repurposing the poetics that attend the latter’s 
signature affect and situating them in the context of a much more pronounced 
struggle. When we consider that Lima, unlike Koch, was not a “career” poet—
for which here read also “academic”—the stakes become clearer. How can 
someone without institutional cushioning, someone whose “profession” is not 
bound up in his literary production, attain (and maintain) a celebratory tone? 
What happens if there are material barriers to that New York poet hallmark 
insouciance? Thankfully, Lima’s response to those barriers is to blow them up: 
the preceding poem demonstrates, if nothing else, a conviction that Lima views 
poetry as something that “has something for everybody,” as he says of destiny 
in “Ode to Things about Destiny” (a poem dedicated to Koch). Thus, it is not 
enough to say that you’d have to be Kenneth Koch to feel about poetry the 
way Kenneth Koch does (although this might be true…). Lima takes up the 
question of enthusiasm rather than simply throwing it out. What would it look 
like if poetry had something for everybody? How does one write a poem in 
which that is the case? Or, as he says in “The Daily Nose,” “There are many 
kinds of lovers in the world, I assume I am one of them.” It’s a serious and 
daring assumption, to the point where I am tempted to call it democratic. Lima 
wants everybody to be a kind of lover, to generalize the conditions that make 
poetry feel close to life and vital and pleasurable. That generalizing endeavor 
constitutes the core of his writing, of the reason for writing at all, as the answer 
to the question what is poetry for? 
 
I don’t know if Lima thinks poetry can save the world. Or, if he does, it’s a 
thought that comes with all the ambivalence we saw in “Poem for Amor” and, 
in a different way, in “Death to Van Gogh’s Ear!” by Ginsberg. I don’t think 
“ambivalence” means a diminution in the seriousness of the question about 
poetry’s relationship to world-saving, but it does entail having constantly to 
swirl back around to the question, to pose and re-pose it in a number of 
different ways. This characterization leads me to Dawn Lundy Martin’s Life in a 
Box is a Pretty Life, which is nothing if not a sustained enactment of ambivalence 
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about not only poetry but language itself. If, the book wonders, language is so 
imbricated in the violent exclusions along lines of race and gender and sexuality 
that characterize our world, how can we expect it to offer any consolation—let 
alone liberation—from the world in the first place? The abstractness with 
which I’ve posed this question diminishes some of its urgency. It is a question 
relevant to the present, to what is happening right now. Hardly anyone needs to 
be reminded of this, and yet it feels important to say it nevertheless, to say the 
redundant thing that is nevertheless essential to keep saying.  
 
Perhaps this is a good way to think about Martin’s response to the problem of 
language’s deep-seated involvement in the violence her book contends with. 
About two thirds of the way through the book, she writes: 
 
 We labor in our attempts at rebirth. Remain inside enclosure, wooden  

box. 
 
 Felt mostly in legs becoming sausage pipes. 
 
 We stand, again, with our heads hanging outside apartment windows, 
 hope to catch breath, to redo trained breath, heavy quick work. 
 
 We expect the baby deer to die before a certain age.     Who—  
 
 Willing force. Food security.  
 
 On corners, the despised Jehovah’s Witnesses in bad suits and 
 conviction. A window, they say, and draw the shades. 
 
 I will not sing to you. I refuse to sing to you. 
 
In the final line of this passage, it’s not quite clear who the “you” is. Is it the 
“despised Jehovah’s Witnesses in bad suits and conviction” in the previous 
line? Is it one of the many implied interlocutors threading throughout the 
book, interlocutors whose casually dehumanizing language Martin frequently 
presents to her readers? Is it someone intimate with the speaker, perhaps 
someone in the “we” that also peppers the poem? This address to a “you” 
comes after the introduction of a number of windows onto the social world 
and its attendant violences: reproductive labor, state-sanctioned murder, the 
willful refusal to acknowledge these things and any number of others in the 
name of a particular “conviction.” I think this clarifies how “refusal” works in 
this poem, since it is a rejection of the world as it is, but not a turning away 
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from it. Martin traces the contours of a subject position that opposes the world 
in which it is necessarily inextricably embroiled, from which tracing she can 
draw only one conclusion: refusal.  
 
I don’t think it’s an accident that she refuses specifically to sing to this “you” and 
its world. Poetry is in some sense hived off from violence, even as it 
meticulously notes its omnipresence. Thus I can’t help feeling that the 
“Reviewers” that elsewhere Martin says “want these poems to be more 
hopeful,” whether or not they exist, are wrong precisely because hope is the 
main theme of Life in a Box is a Pretty Life, however parallaxed it may be with 
respect to the material it addresses. Here we find a tonal parallel to Lima: 
Martin does not so much reject hope or poetry as wonder what allows one to 
have the privileged relationship to those things that these reviewers might have. 
I recognize the danger of talking about this line about reviewers in a review, 
and I think that’s another fascinating component of Martin’s poem. Its main 
figure is the example, the illustration, the diagram, the schematic. It traffics in 
the trappings of scientific knowledge. It anticipates a response that reduces and 
categorizes it. It anticipates its reader’s responses, and attempts to reckon with 
those and forestall them. Is it possible to do so? Who knows. But the attempt 
calls our attention to the gap between the poem and our response to it. Martin 
never lets us forget this mediation, indeed makes it central to the unfolding of 
what she writes. At the risk of sounding outrageous, I think this formal 
maneuver has much the same effect as the comma in Ginsberg: it introduces a 
hesitation, we stumble slightly over our conceptions of poetry and poetics and 
thus must reconsider those conceptions in the course of reading Martin’s book. 
It’s a cop-out of sorts to say that Dawn Lundy Martin is a hard poet to 
“excerpt” or “quote,” but I’m going to cop out and suggest that if what I’ve 
said doesn’t satisfy, then Life in a Box is a Pretty Life most certainly will. 
 
This brings us back to the question with which I opened and that I’ve danced 
around throughout. Namely, what is the relationship between poetry and 
salvation? For Lima and Martin alike, the answer is, well, that poetry can’t save 
the world. But it also has the capacity to call our attention to the fact that, first 
of all, the world is in some sense in need of saving; and, second of all, that 
poetry can give us a sense of what positions we might take in order not only to 
see that need but to address it. Maybe addressing it will not take the form of a 
poem. Maybe no poetry will serve. But it can at least alert us to the possibilities 
we have at our disposal. If this sentiment is Utopian, then perhaps it’s good to 
expect Utopian things from poetry, which will save the world.  
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arr ive  on wave 
Gil Ott 
Chax Press, 2016 
edited by Trace Peterson, Gregory Laynor, and Eli Goldblatt 
 
reviewed by Chris McCreary 
 
 
I’m not sure when I first because aware of Gil Ott as either a poet or publisher, 
but I know that by the early or mid-1990s, as I was trying to patch together a 
personal grid of the contemporary poets whose work I found most striking, I 
kept coming across his work in local bookstores, and by the time I met him a 
few years later, I fully understood his reputation as one of the most crucial 
people to bring together the Philly poetry community. When Ott passed away 
in 2004, we lost a fierce champion that can never be replaced. 
 
I thought I’d done a reasonably good job of collecting his work over the last 20 
or so years, but the publication of arrive on wave, Ott’s collected poems, has 
most certainly proven me wrong. In addition to including the titles most readily 
available during his lifetime, co-editors Trace Peterson, Gregory Laynor, and 
Eli Goldblatt have brought together Ott’s work from sources such as magazine 
supplements and leaflets as well as previously unpublished poems. (If I have a 
quibble with this book, it’s a relatively minor one: an index of poem titles 
would’ve been handy to have with a book this sprawling, especially since the 
table of contents does not include the titles of individual poems. What an 
embarrassment of riches this tome must be, though, for me to ask for 
additional guidance through its 300+ pages!) 
 
*** 
 
arrive on wave leads off with Light Series, a batch of self-published poems from 
1978. In this and Ott’s other earlier work, a kinship with Robert Creeley’s terse, 
tightly wound lines is readily apparent: 
 

an air 
specific 
 
to refine love’s riddle 
that this 
all happens 
 



	 260	

in fear 
find the thickest 
progress. 

 
By the time he wrote the run of books that includes Public Domain (1989), The 
Whole Note (1997), and Traffic (2001), Ott had not so much found his voice as 
discovered a way to torque it further, switching between prose and poetry while 
modulating diction along the way, something Peterson refers to as the 
“intentionally disrupted, disarrayed quality” of Ott’s work. As Ott writes in 
Public Domain’s  “Introductory,” “The true site of all language is in the pairing, 
writer to reader, speaker to listener. The poem is public event, host to a 
multitude of private entries, a defined anarchy.” However, rather than setting 
up his work to aggressively confront the reader as in some avant-garde 
traditions, he invites the reader to stand alongside him and sing:   
 

I am calling forth a poem. 
I am calling forth a poem. 
 
Come help me sing the song. 
Come be with me the poem. 

 
The Whole Note remains the work that I return to most often, always finding 
new paths through it. Reading his body of work as a whole now, I am struck by 
how often the narrative voice is literally on the move, often across city streets, 
but in this collection that means exploring where land and water meet. Indeed, 
the book begins, “Our sea, to rough trade cautiously approached. Pea green 
and troughing, sounds like poetry.” By turns essayistic and lyric, The Whole 
Note’s syntax suggests the narrator’s halting walk as he leaps from abstracted 
thought to keen and specific observation, seeking always to “scrape up art from 
surfaces unbidden.” “Weed be beautiful,” Ott writes as he sends his “(p)oem to 
another auditor: prayer, chant, lecture lovingly assembled.”  
 
Ott struggled with kidney disease throughout much of his adult life, and as his 
friend Goldblatt puts it in his introduction, “Gil lived in that hurt body and 
danced damn well inside it.” While Ott would likely chide me for reading his 
work at all autobiographically, I can’t help doing so as The Whole Note comes to 
a close, and I can’t help being moved each time I return to this passage, either: 
 

Prone to the observance, a formal end only, blurred with or without 
morphine decides to live. I have made a mistake, a meandering 
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stasis, down a notch and starting over. Someone else’s surgery pulled a 
knot out, left a hand handled roughly 
 
bumped and thrown what dirt brackets. Possessed of this violence, a 
plea remains. Fed on seed here, a small black bird 
 
far and still admissible. I will build a body of utterance, that fooled me. 
The odor will stay, and I  
 
will walk away. 

 
*** 
 
The work that follows in arrive on wave is more stylistically varied. I’m not sure 
to what extent Ott bothered with distinctions between poetry and prose, but if 
some of the pieces in here read as fiction, they’re akin to the work of Beckett, 
Borges, or Kafka, often relying on an unsettled and unsettling first-person 
narrative voice. Other work, such as the piece “Heaven,” push at the 
boundaries of clear utterance.   
 
The author’s note to this piece describes it as being a monologue that is “a 
composite of several shelter residents who I have known over the years,” and 
with its stuttered lines often suggesting phonetically written dialogue, “Heaven” 
is best savored when read aloud: 
 

t’endure 
common inhumanity and neglect 
t tier n tier yr 
 
step measuring light a gain 
strew holiness strain 
sa frosted window 
less aperture 
 
‘sall around us, the light, ever 
she finds everly 
dust magnified t’hit n ent her 
up here eh among d 
d zzi glorious err t terror 
 
atop a tower 
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*** 
 
Between Goldblatt’s Foreword, Peterson’s editorial introduction, and Chax 
Press publisher Charles Alexander’s Afterword, new readers with find plenty of 
useful context for Ott’s work, and longtime fans will likely gain some insight 
into the poet, publisher, activist, husband, father, and friend whose writing was 
rarely revealing of personal details. (Should you seek to gain further insights 
into Ott’s life and work, I’d suggest the form of our uncertainty: a tribute to Gil Ott. 
Edited by Kristen Gallagher, this 2001 publication by Chax Press and 
handwritten press contains an extraordinary range of responses to his life and 
work.) 
 
What would Ott have thought of this age of building of our individual brands 
as poets? His magazine Paper Air brought together the likes of Nathaniel Tarn 
and Leslie Scalapino, Cid Corman and Jackson Mac Low, and while he and his 
work certainly brushed up against Language poetry and numerous other 
movements or factions, he never fully threw in his lot with any one of them. (If 
he had, I wonder, would he already be regularly anthologized, his work more 
widely taught in college classrooms?) When Ott was in the process of 
generously publishing a book of poems by Jenn McCreary and myself, he 
suggested a few editorial changes, all of which I immediately agreed to. “That’s 
the problem with your generation, brought up working in the service industry,” 
he said. “You’re trained to say ‘yes’ to everything. But what do you really 
think?” I learned a great deal from this man who never hesitated to speak his 
mind, and if you never had a chance to meet this tough, loving, and exceedingly 
talented individual or his work, well, now is the time, and arrive on wave is the 
book. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chris McCreary’s most recent book is [ neüro / mäntic ] (Furniture Press 2014). A high 
school English teacher, he lives in Philadelphia with the poet Jenn McCreary and their 
brood. 
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Buck Studies  
Douglas Kearney  
Fence Books, 2016 
 
reviewed by Saretta Morgan 
 
 
Revival and Survival in Buck Studies  
 
Douglas Kearney’s Buck Studies opens with a poetic retelling of the story of 
Stagger Lee and Billy Lyons—a mythologized folk narrative based on an actual 
account of black-on-black violence—framed through the lens of Herakles’ 
parricide and subsequent twelve trials. Each of the 12 vignettes that comprise 
“Stagger Put Work In” re-catalyzes the work of poets, artists and musicians 
such as Rita Dove, Nick Cave, and Maxwell (to name a few) with multiple 
registers of riffs, quotation and allusion.   

 

This is the conversation-straddling Amaud Jamaul Johnson acknowledges on 
the front interior flap of Buck Studies, where he insists that the collection be 
entered “at midnight, only after listening to Public Enemy’s Fear of a Black 
Planet on repeat, skimming Pindar, Uncle Remus and the Bible, and eating at 
least two bowls of Count Chocula.” True to Johnson’s word, Kearney’s multi-
linealogical range spans western classics to east coast rap and diverse canons in 
between.  
 
As suggested by the book’s epigraph, a Petey Pablo lyric from “Raise Up (All 
Cities Remix),” this collection is for us! us! us!—Black people. Drawing from 
artists across diverse forms and various socio-economic and racial backgrounds 
(Eazy-E, Anne Carson, Saidiya Hartman, Robert Rauschenberg), Kearney’s 
cacophonic re-contextualization gives shape to a nuanced and necessary take 
on identity politics. I think of this form as Black-to-Black Sampling—the 
practice and progression of an interior conversation in which Black artists 
revisit and re-contextualize experiences in and through art.  
 
Kearney’s contemporaries in this practice are many. Similar re-animation 
unfolds in Ja’tovia Gary’s short film An Ecstatic Experience, an excerpt of which 
rotosopes archival footage of actress Ruby Dee as she dramatizes a narrative 
collected from the formerly enslaved African-American woman, Fannie Moore, 
during the Federal Writers Project.  
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Ruby Dee pauses, reflects and recites through a brim of tears as she revives 
Moore’s recollection of her mother’s mental break into hysteria, laughter and 
declarations of her own freedom, which were met with—though not 
interrupted by—a brutal beating on the Carolina plantation where they had 
been enslaved.  
 
I imagine Kearney and Dee’s particular variety of sampling—akin to re-
embodiment—as a form of intimacy: a means to hold our beloveds in our own 
bodies. Whether on the page, on the screen or in song, the re-animation of 
Black life fosters a productive ventriloquism as one body invites possession by 
the words of another, thus carrying (literally) their story forward with new voice 
and gestures.   
 
Such conjuring provides conditions for both pleasure and harsh realization—
the lush intimacy of invocation serving as a reminder of what has been lost.  
This tandem expression of loss pulses through much of black artistic 
production, as it does through Black life.  
 
Another example: a camera slowly panning down Assoto Saint as he caresses 
his body in a red and black striped dress shirt during a voice-over of Saint 
describing how he came to learn he was H.I.V. positive, in Marlon Riggs’ 1993 
documentary, Non, Je Ne Regrette Rein. The knowledge of his body’s (at that 
time, quickly fatal) disease becomes a cause for celebration of its erotic and 
desirous possibility.  
 
These seemingly incongruent expressions ask us to consider mourning as an 
unbound feeling capable of presenting itself as intense pleasure and/or  pain—
both perhaps the result of an irresolvable desire to hold closer that which one 
cannot. As in the final poem of Buck Studies, “Headnote to a Done Poem,” we 
are compelled to such oscillating expressions of loss.  
 
The name of this elegy to the poet Wanda Coleman alone produces a linguistic 
teetering. Kearney starts and stops, gives and almost gives, his condolences to 
the city of L.A. (himself included) for the “funkless, bereft loss” of, among 
other things, its “…gut bucket-busting with Birds of Paradise, church socks, 
with coffee grounds…” 
 
His poem tenderly tracks the traces of L.A.’s late, great (Honorary) Poet 
Laureate—through attention to her history of inhabiting the city and affecting 
its infrastructure. For example: 
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Dear Civic Offices of Wrung Hands and Ringing Lines, 
I regret to be informed of this new Earthquake cure.  
That our smogscrapers won’t come to shiver 
with pleasure, with terror, with snits. 

 
Kearney privileges Coleman’s body by protecting her from view. The reader 
has her, and doesn’t have her. As opposed to the dead black male body that 
opens the book, and the tortured Brer Rabbit at its core, Coleman is refracted 
through a spectral and material landscape, as if her body were shielded by a 
mirror to the city she once reigned over without notice until, too soon, she 
became,  
 
  …all what’s left below folding chairs,  
  in garage-rotting boxes,  
  and by the final curb,  
  her words where her picture would be,  
  the picture where her words.  
 
Kearney’s treatment of Coleman ripples back through the collection and offers 
another way to consider Kearney’s commitment to (a re-focused) identity 
politics. Identity politics as a discourse around the way WE do, as opposed to 
who WE are. The former as a means to explore the connections between what 
groups of people under similar or shared conditions and registers of oppression 
and neglect have been moved to do/affect/create. 
 
A more ocular approach to this concept presents itself in the seven-channel, 
silent video installation, Live (2014), created by Glenn Ligon (a contemporary 
of Kearney’s), where each screen in a dark, soundless room displays a different 
area of Richard Pryor’s body (including a frame dedicated to his shadow), from 
the 1982 recording of Pryor’s performance, Live at Sunset Strip. Ligon’s removal 
of audio allows viewers to focus on the zoomed in screens of Pryor’s body 
parts, drawing attention to the nuanced postures and gestures that accompany 
the comedian’s delivery.  
 
Kearney’s live performances are as nuanced with attention to gesture and 
timbre. The variations of tone and volume, his lightning fast asides, and his 
motion around the room or behind the podium track and amplify the 
movement of the work and its many voices through his body.  
 
It matters how we move through the world. How we express ourselves, and 
how deeply. When I consider Fannie Moore’s mother, I wonder if her feelings 
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of euphoria represented a kind of mourning she could inhabit as opposed to 
alter. I think of her and think maybe ecstasy is what we call an interior schism 
we can live through, and grief when we cannot.  
 
To consider a form of mourning that moves us through the world is to look 
closely at our rhythms, movements and soundings. It’s to ask: what will make me 
possible, today? And to re-imagine that possibility the next day. Then the next. 
This ritual requires innovation as well as the wealth of survival-inspired gesture 
and language remembered in black life and art. It’s why we need artists like 
Douglas Kearney, whose work—its pressures on the page as well as in 
performance—ushers conditions of possibility with each parenthetical (!), 
superscripted-tic, jumbled WELL HUNG and KA-BOOM. Ever-evolving, his 
visual soundscapes continue to create and draw attention to the new, imagined 
and recalled spaces our bodies might (over)fill.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Saretta Morgan’s work engages relationships between intimacy and organization. She has 
designed interactive, text-based experiences for The Whitney Museum of American Art, Dia 
Beacon, Tenri Cultural Institute, and as a 2016-2017 Lower Manhattan Cultural Council 
Workspace resident. Her chapbooks, Elegy Against an Obscured Interior (2017) and Feeling Upon 
Arrival (2018) are forthcoming from Portable Press @ Yo Yo Labs and Ugly Duckling Press, 
respectively. 
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On All  Things Said Morator ium 
Marianne Morris 
Enitharmon, 2013 
 
reviewed by Katharine Peddie 
 

 
The subject seems to be the battleground of contemporary poetry. If 
Language poetry often, and conceptualism always, vaunts the erasure of a 
subject-creator speaking themselves and prioritizes, well, language and 
concept, its polar opposite dominates other magazines and scenes: the lyric, 
first person poem of recounted experience. This division is not so neat of 
course. It cannot contain, for example, Lyn Hejinian. But experimental 
poetry, or at least the kind that has come to dominate critical discussion, 
particularly in the States, has long been suspicious of the subject, the domain 
of the confessional. This is old news. 

 
However, the news stays news, we keep writing about it. In her 2007 book 
Women, The New York School, and Other True Abstractions, Maggie Nelson says: 

 
In his 1993 book After the Death of Poetry, for instance, [Vernon] Shetley 
compares the chilly poles of New Formalism and Language writing to 
conclude that poetry’s cultural reputation has been lost, and can only 
be restored if it manages to strike some kind of balance between the 
two extremes – that is, if the poetry of the future can ‘bring together 
the authority of skeptical reflection with that of experience. Neither is 
adequate by itself ‘ (191).47 

 
“Some feminists,” she says, “might scoff at this fuzzy, seemingly outdated 
dichotomy of ‘reflection’ vs. ‘experience”’. I would say they are not the right 
terms, as would Marianne Morris, whose countering of Wordsworth’s 
concept of poetry as emotions recollected in tranquility in “The Mutilation of 
Irony’’ says as much: 

 
A pinprick. Languages 
sing in their dictionaries, the covers shut, considering the 
soft fervor moments take on once they have passed 

																																																								
47	Vernon Shetley quoted by Maggie Nelson, Women, The New York School, and Other True Abstractions (Iowa 
City: University of Iowa Press, 2007) p.5. 
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and it is safe to rewrite them. One says, on reflection, that 
was such and such a moment, and perhaps another will 
agree. But at the time no such thing existed 
and in this way we are all authors. 

However, Nelson says, 

a similar split continues to run through feminist conversations about 
women’s writing. The 1999 Barnard conference, for example, 
hopefully titled “Where Lyric Tradition Meets Language Poetry: 
Innovation in Contemporary American Poetry by Women,” ended up 
mostly under-scoring the divide; as Frances Richard later observed 
about the event in the event in the spring-summer 2000 issue of Fence 
magazine, it was as if ‘the poetic spectrum had collapsed to navel-
gazing lyric or egg-headed language and the twain could never meet’ 
(87). In another statement published after the conference, the 
organizers (Rankine and Cummings) asked almost plaintively, ‘Might 
the issue between object and representation be addressed in other, less 
combative terms?’ (126) 48 

 
Negotiating this split is vital. In The Idea of the Postmodern, Hans Bertens 
describes what he sees as the weakness of postmodernist theory as such: 

 
Following [Ihab] Hassan’s lead in connecting postmodernism and 
poststructuralist, a generation of newly converted deconstructionists 
brought postmodernism within a deconstructionist orbit in which there 
was no place for a politically motivated promotion of presence or for 
an existentialist subject’.49 

 
The subject is important. It is important for feminism, for any political 
writing. Whilst the rift may have seemed impassible in 1999, 2015 looks 
rather different—partly because of the success of Nelson’s own writing, and 
Rankine’s: Citizen’s political affect and agency comes from registering the affect 
of racism, of language and its relation to political structures, on the subject. 
There seem to be many writers, particularly female writers, but more generally 
writers interested in political agency who are negotiating this rift. Morris is 
very much careful to place her work as engaged with what would once have 
been seen as these two poles. The book’s back cover, rather than containing 

																																																								
48 Ibid. 
49 Hans Bertens, The Idea of the Postmodern (London: Routledge, 1994) p.52. 
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enthusiastic blurbs by other poets—something Morris would have had no 
problem obtaining—declares 

 
As the documentation of culture, as the source material of history, and 
as a medium of resistance, we know that words have the power to 
shape us. The way that we speak to people shapes the way that they 
treat us, they way that we speak about ourselves creates certain 
permissions and impossibilities in our own lives. Therefore the specific, 
intentioned, and pointed use of language may also constitute an 
attempt to change certain ideas—political or otherwise—that depend 
on language for their perpetuation 

 
Whilst clearly deeply engaged with similar concerns around language to the 
Language poets, this language is intersubjective, “we speak to people,” and 
registered as affect and agency by a subject—it shapes us, using it has the 
power to create permissions, to change ideas, and in the poems very clearly 
having its effect on, and emerging from a speaker called, in one poem ‘M. M.’. 
This speaker is not detailing her life as such, though there are details of her 
life, along with surrealist details that are not from what might be in any 
traditional sense described as from a life—though the previous quotation 
from “The Mutilation of Irony” serves to question precisely what this 
distinction is. What the speaker is doing is articulating limita- tions, creating 
possibilities for surpassing them and for being a female subject in 
contemporary capitalist society. Language and subject are brought together 
again and again: “This is the / new language. This method is / not personal 
it’s just different to yours, ok” (“Cassette Tape in Anonymous Envelope”). It is 
not personal in the sense of being self-enclosed, speaking only to a self, but it 
is, importantly, the articulation of a specific subject, “different to yours”—a 
you who is explicitly being addressed. 

 
She is constantly “picking lyric apart” (“Compose Message”), its possibilities, 
permissions, impossibilities: 

 
love is the thing that I need, broadly speaking, though 
it can easily be affixed, broadly speaking, for example to 
the fronts of things, to their lexical surfaces, in a 
taupe ballerina dress worn by the anorexic that the  

guys say is hot that 
the girls say is anorexic that 
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the designer wants for the runway that the 
South American fucks winningly let’s not go 
into it 
suffice to say it can be easily affixed. 
Bloody spray in the crest exploding over the top 
of a hypothetical ocean 
of your choice, with fear, and bark, and 
possibly bovine mince. 

Why did you say it that way why 
did you not tell him that it was a fire in your heart, acanthus. 

 
The last line, without wishing to universalize beauty too far, is to me 
obviously beautiful in a way that the lines about desire, fashion, anorexia and 
bovine mince are not and it is of course said by not being said, just as those 
lines before are not scrubbed out. It’s not possible to say the last line without 
the critique of love of the former, not possible to reach anything that might be 
called depth without sloughing at the surface. This last line too, is more 
complicated than its traditionally lush surface might suggest, acanthus could 
be the nymph Acantha turned flower fleeing Zeus’s attempt to rape her. If so, 
then what we are not getting, of course, is any easy narrative of how capitalism 
has destroyed love, the work is not nostalgic, but historically situated. 

 
The poems are intricately (as she says, pointedly) rearticulating themselves. 
Later, in “Your Eyes are Sort of Pretty,” Morris will write: 

 
It is giving me a transfer from the company payroll. It is my head 
plugged into the socket. It is my child plugged into my breast. 
It is my gender plugged into my heart, 

behind which leaps a fire behind which leaps 
its tongue of loss, its flap of need 
which I have no qualms about raising, why should I. 

 
Love, again, as a female subject to capitalism, is a constant theme that 
rearticulates itself, struggling to be spoken, and thus felt and enacted between 
the poles of tenderness and abuse. Of course it is tenderness one wants, but 
with normative cultural shaping of sexual and gender relations being what it is 
(“[i]t will / be great. You’ll / be great in bed and / someone will write a song 
about it. It will be called ‘Jism Me Calm’, by the Beat Busters”), it is 
important not to take tenderness for granted, speak it too easily. These things 
must be rearticulated pointedly, carefully, and specifically rather than assumed 
as ahistorical or natural constants. It has to be fought for. 
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Morris here, as in her critical writings, engages, from a feminist perspective, 
with the work of fellow poet and critic Keston Sutherland, most clearly 
around ideas of how subjects disempowered by capitalism can articulate 
themselves. The most obvious reference to this comes in “Untitled,” where 
she delivers an interrogation of her poetic project: 

 
I do not know how to make a poetic thought. I do 
not know how to make a poetic thought instead of 
envisioned. See dahlias and birch trees, want to say 
‘fighter pilot’ and ‘ribbon’. 
Confuse inspiration with alchemy, politics 
with promiscuity, 
small comforts with abuse, what’s the use of 
poetry, Keston, I ask, to think yourself 
into a language that makes you live your life differently, he 
says, everything I want I have, I think, but 
you’re a man and I’m a woman, I say, 
maybe things are different for men and women. 
Maybe, he says. Some things are the same though 
Like peeing, I say. 
Yes, he says, like peeing. 
The trees stretch their tendrils into blue heaven. The 
birch is a forgotten prize. I am too high up to really 
get at the dahlias. 

 
I am wary in this of deferring to a male authority figure to ‘explain’ Morris’s 
work. Her work does, insistently though, ask us to think about Sutherland’s 
poetics (as does her theoretical writing: see for example her writing on 
revolutionandorpoetry.wordpress.com), but I would wish to frame this as 
tender argument, as inter-subjective dialogue or collaboration, and as “His 
Silence Poem” makes clear, though it is not clearly, indeed is not, about 
Sutherland specifically, about a necessary questioning of male authority by a 
female writer: 

 
Just back from the past. It’s not even a real place. I 
got lost 
there to undo 
that there ever was a man who knew better 
than I how I ought to write and whether he 
was dead or alive, 
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and whether we made love or not, and whether we were 
related or not, it doesn’t matter. There is never a war alone. 
Now I’ve been alone. I’d prefer a war. Years and bodies. all 
mine, and in every series, one cautiously clapping abdominal set. 
Right where I want you. It’s true I did once 
have my eye on the world. Now I’m the topless recipient of 
my own love. 

 
At least I know what I like. 

 
As Eleanor Perry reminds us in her review of this collection, ‘“[T]he point,” 
Morris tells us in “All I Have is the Body To Go On,” “is not to comfort or 
console, but to know how to approach living in the / eye of a permanent 
storm with as much grace and ease as can be / summoned”.50   This is not an 
individualist retreat, it is always focused on living intersubjectively, and one 
pointedly, deliberately, necessarily lives “in the /eye of a permanent storm,” 
and this grace is not easy, O’Hara’s “grace to be born and live as variously as 
possible,” and his interest in consumerism is loved and critiqued often, as in 
“How I Came About the Coat”: 

 
it was a consolation 

present to begin with, a joe’s jacket for the one who doesn’t 
make it. Who isn’t touched by the same grace. 

 
Grace has to be made, it won’t just touch you. This collection is dense (I have 
read it many times now and I’m still getting a handle on it), and important, 
funny, and serious: “You think,” Morris says in “Harmony Inc,” “because it’s 
poetry it’s / funny, well it isn’t, it’s fucking serious.” She’s funny enough that 
you might not want to take this statement seriously, but she is absolutely 
serious. 
 

— originally published in Tears in the Fence 63 (Spring 2016) 

 
 
Kat Peddie teaches Creative Writing and English and American Literature at the University 
of Kent and lives in Canterbury, UK. She has had poems, photographs and articles 
published in, among others, Tears in the Fence, Shearman, Litmus, Datableed, Molly Bloom, Litmus, 
Snow magazines and The Journal of British and Irish Innovative Poetry. Her pamphlet of Sappho 
translations and variations, Spaces for Sappho, is available from Oystercatcher Press. 

  
 

																																																								
50 Eleanor Perry for Shearsman Review at shearsman.com 



	 273	

there  are  boxes and there  i s  want ing   
Tessa Micaela Landreau-Grasmuck 
Trembling Pillow Press 
 
reviewed by Brittany Billmeyer-Finn 
 
on compassion  
 
I once heard Tessa Micaela Landreau-Grasmuck’s poetry described as 
compassionate.  As a friend and collaborator of TMLG I know this to be true 
of her person and like the wealth of space she gives to the validity of the 
experiences of those around her. Her new book, there are boxes and there is wanting 
offers this same compassionate space.  What does it mean to be a 
compassionate text?  TMLG considers the ethics of telling a story of trauma 
and family. She considers the collective, the social, political and historical 
implications of survival. She is suspicious of ownership and claiming authority.  
In the preface, titled “on refusing to say what it is” TMLG writes, “I begin to 
tell a story, because it is mine. I begin to tell a story and stop, because it is not 
only mine” (10).   
 
TMLG compassionately layers the experiences of embodiment under 
capitalism while being critical of the systems that perpetuate precarious 
existence. The first line of the book from the preface points directly to this 
idea: “we are precarious bodies.  we are precarious bodies beneath reinforced 
structures and so we are precarious amongst families and fictions and 
economies and illnesses” (10). 
 
TMLG suspends the reader in a precarious telling. There is an impossibility in 
the telling of the story. The experience of reading this book is like a storm that 
builds and calms without a promise of relief. As a reader the tensions of the 
text stand on the back of the neck, shallows the breath and when the relief does 
come there is a feeling of preparedness for the process to begin again. As a 
reader, I trust the storyteller to give me what I need to go on the difficult 
journey. I chase the storm. 
 
In section one, “beginning on stage” the narrative moves through memory, 
family and trauma crafted around a set of characters manifested in shifting 
forms on the page.  Through the entirety of the book the reader follows these 
characters on and off the stage as the setting changes from wide open space, to 
stark medical rooms, to inside a home as the character/s are empowered or 
disempowered, are lost and searching, are shutting the front door so neighbors 
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cannot see in. Each character represents various themes or threads of the story. 
The characters include “character carrying a book” (the information), 
“characters surrounded by pink” (the patient), “character dressed in green” (the 
survivor), “character in search of a past” (the memory), “character whispering” 
(the trauma). Each character is thematically distinct but they are connected at 
times part of the same consciousness. It is also important to note that, “all the 
characters who arrive have something to do with this fire and these groves, 
even if they’ve never been to this place or have no memory of having arrived” 
(15).  
 
I have heard when one dreams of their childhood home, it represents one’s 
sub-conscious, a container for memories and the marks of experience on the 
psyche.  This is where TMLG has located the reader; inside the home, in the 
memory, in the marked psyche. In the following section, “there are boxes” a 
family navigates the tumult of a family member with mental illness. The form 
on the page elongates and spreads out.  TMLG repeats, “this is a story,” a 
constant reminder to the reader and the storyteller that this is an impossible 
telling. The telling here is an attempt to accumulate some semblance of truths 
or knowing. However, the truths are unstable and precarious and slip away and 
so we are left with a voice trying to remember. As TMLG writes, “this is 
another story:/ my brother is ill.  what he has, by definition, / is resistant to 
being defined. there is what can be known/ and what cannot be known/ and 
when it was really ugly we shut the front door” (48).   
 
In the third section, “the box is a container and a comment on containment” 
the reader is released like in a dream and returns to wide-open space amongst 
fire and sky.  There is fire and it is a symbol for both devastation and renewal.  
 
The final section, “there is wanting” magnifies the significance of 
interconnectedness, how trying to tell a story of trauma is not concrete, does 
not stay still. It is not singular but instead relational to the traumas of others, 
the contexts the body finds itself in:  
 

because being a patient and not being a patient does not tell a story.  
because all of us are patients and some of us are more patients than 
others.  because I am more or less a patient depending on the view. 
depending on the company and location. because this is not a story and 
telling it won’t help or it will. (87) 

 
there are boxes and there is wanting is a beautifully crafted braiding of the 
complexity of social and familial inheritance as if told through dream and 
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memory fragmented and illuminated across rooms and bodies. The text asks of 
itself, what is inherited?  And it answers in the un/telling of how precarity is 
inherited from families, capitalism and systematic disease and how these 
experience are contained in bodies. It is strong in its holding of complex and 
triggering space, empowering in its hope and authenticity and compassionate to 
those that arrive in the book, to the reader and to the storyteller. 
 

and so we begin again. we begin again despite the storms. there is always 
the choice to swim. there is always the choice to swim with the rest of 
the bodies covered in skin and water and skin and water. and it has taken 
all we had to arrive. and so we arrive swimming toward a shore. or 
toward where the shore no longer matters. (95) 
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Ban en Banl i eue   
Bhanu Kapil 
Nightboat, 2015 
 
reviewed by Thom Donovan 
 
Some Notes on Note-Taking (after Bhanu Kapil’s Ban en Banl i eue) 
 
 
For what’s coming up on years now I have wanted to write an essay about 
Bhanu Kapil’s stunning book, Ban en Banlieue. A book that I feel I had a 
premonition of, because when I was writing a previous essay about Kapil’s 
Humanimal and “intense autobiography,” I saw in the wolf girls—and 
particularly their pacing the periphery of a forest at the book’s conclusion—
figures of “ban”—in Giorgio Agamben’s senses of this term. When I first 
wrote to Kapil about this connection, she told me that her family called her 
Ban when she was a kid. A block formed for me trying to write about the book. 
I think that block was the result of my having had a conceit that I was 
approaching my potential essay with: that I wanted to consider Kapil’s book, 
and her work in general, a recovery of Deleuzian philosophy after Spivak’s 
dismissal of it in her well-known article, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” in which 
she explains why Derrida is more generative for her as a woman of color than 
Foucault or Deleuze. The seed of this conceit was planted by the centrality of 
Indian bridal sacrifices (by which women commit suicide ritualistically upon the 
deaths of their husbands) in both Spivak’s article and Kapil’s book. For Spivak, 
colonial legalists’ misreading of texts regarding bridal sacrifices forces one to 
consider epistemic aporias between white-settler thought and legal practices, 
and the self-determining practices of “brown women” whom white-settlerism 
would presume in need of “saving” from “brown men” (and I am using 
Spivak’s language here). By dramatizing aporias in the law, and by interceding 
in the encounter between Western and native legalists, Spivak proposes that 
native women (intellectuals) may be more effective in resisting post/colonial 
authority and epistemic hegemony. As such, she recovers “representation” 
from Foucaltian and Deleuzian critiques of Kantian categories and their 
appraisals of “micro-political” resistance, resistance in the form of non-statist 
collective enunciations and individualistic expression. It was in Kapil’s 
rewriting/telling of the funeral bride’s “auto-sacrifice” (a term Kapil uses 
throughout Ban en Banlieue) that I began to see a counter-argument to Spivak’s 
dismissal, whether wittingly or unwittingly. By having the funeral bride fall into 
the sea and be carried away and healed by various marine life, I saw specifically 
the fruits of a dialogue between Kapil’s project and the thought of Deleuzian 
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feminists such as Elizabeth Grosz, for whom matter—the irreducibility of 
corporeality and natural phenomena to ideal forms or to discursive conceptions 
of “life”—is the predominant source for an emergent anti-settler, anti-racist 
feminism. “And now I am dead. I am a mixture of dead and living things—all 
the creatures of the sea are breathing with me and for me, their mouths on my 
chin, my lips. The tiniest breathing of all. Their oxygen is like me. I am like 
them.” (82) What, I would often think to myself, would Spivak think of this 
counter-argument (should it be called that), particularly with regards to her 
outspoken commitments to subaltern women’s thought? And is Kapil’s project 
not precisely the kind of project that Spivak’s now over 29 year-old article 
produced a space for so that brown women might organize against a rapidly 
morphing post/colonial global capitalism?  
 
That was my basic argument, and I have said it now semi-publicly, just as I had 
sketched it in letters to friends and colleagues, including Kapil herself. In the 
spirit of Kapil’s project, and as a means of avoiding the instrumental uses I had 
imagined putting it to, I would like to offer a series of notes that might 
continue a meditation on Ban en Banlieue, and specifically what Ban might mean 
for a material (if not post-Deleuzian) feminism. I say “in the spirit of Kapil’s 
project,” since her books dramatize the disappearance (withdrawal or 
withholding) of the book, and its gifting to a continuum of matter. So 
Schizophrene begins with a chucking of a version of the book that we are 
reading—hand-written, the author tells us, in the form of notes—into the 
“grid” of her backyard garden. A year later, following the winter thaw, Kapil 
rewrites the previous version of the book based on what remains legible after a 
year of weather, thus organic decline. Ban en Banlieue dramatizes the withdrawal 
of the book by the fact that it is pointed at constantly, as something which 
should have occurred in the past, or that will eventually happen in the future, 
but which never manifests. Instead, the “book”—what would be the book—
remains only partially “incarnated” (a curious word from Kapil’s lexicon) as a 
series of notes about the fictional character, Ban; about performances Kapil has 
given to help her write the book; about her public recitation and readings of 
notes; about important source texts and readings; about her epigraphs; and 
largely about her auto-biography and previous projects as a 
writer/artist/healer/teacher. To “not write,” for the book to not become fully 
incarnate generically (as a “novel”), for it to become “all cover” (as Melissa 
Buzzeo writes in her sister-book, The Devastation), is a profoundly ethical act, 
inasmuch as the book-as-form is given back to primary processes occurring in 
and upon the (author’s) body and within her environment. To be a writer of 
notes, instead of an author of books, is to maintain an intimacy with 
materiality, thus with other beings excluded by the category of “the human”: 
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non-human animals, schizophrenics, cyborgs, monsters, people of color, 
immigrants, women, plant-life, microbial life, etc. Whereas the book almost 
always hardens into a discernible genre, thus becomes “classifiable” as well as 
“major” or “minor” (which is to say, hierarchialized), in notes resides the 
vitality of social and natural life as they are contiguous with one another. To 
write notes is to experience writing materially, as a life activity or process. It is 
to experience writing itself as physical and objective, where, as Kapil observes 
throughout her prose, the paper of the notebook upon which one writes would 
often seem to “resist” the pen. Material forces—a physics—dwell in the 
written. As nature and human creation are “univocal” for Spinoza, one might 
say that writing and other forms of natural and ‘man-made’ production are 
univocal for Kapil. They exist within the same “plane of consistency,” as 
Deleuze and Guattari might say. Natural life, too, is a writer. Kapil observes 
this of her native India whereof she writes:  
 

I am writing these words in a forest on the suburbs of Delhi. A 
crumbling pink wall, the ruin of a Mughal fort, extends to the 
horizon. My uncle says, “They were Eastern Europeans.” I have a 
brief fantasy of a Prague café culture deep in the forest but when I 
look left there is just a blur of peacocks. The hologram of a 
peacock, that is, filled in by an emaciated sub-pink form. “Ghost 
zoo.” Where am I? The heaps of scrap materials and organic 
matter are weirdly geometric. As always I extend my life by trying 
to be a person in India. Here a person might BECOME not just 
through acts of descent or alliances (to read India through Grosz) 
but through the volume and scope of matter itself. I watch the 
gold and creamy earth at the peak of its seasonal death turn into 
forms that keep moving, ebb then open up. This third form of 
becoming happens at the level of matter in India. The earth and 
the heat dominate personality. There is no Bergson here. (72) 

 
Kapil’s use of colors throughout her work has always interested me, because in 
the writer’s denotative use of them—her using them to point to things in the 
world—she is able to engage material processes. Kapil’s denoting of colors, like 
an abstract painter’s use of color (for example, Etel Adnan, who more often 
than not will paint directly from the tube, without brush, and whose color 
fields often evoke an effect similar to Kapil’s prose) does not just “represent” 
the color, or use the color to represent something for that matter, but allows it 
to be in the world, a thing among things with its own qualities. To use a trope 
from Jalal Toufic’s writings on Van Gogh, we might say that Kapil’s denotation 
of colors also wishes to gain direct access to the central nervous system, 
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without the meditation of the senses (as sound does vibrationally, or food, or 
drugs, or contact with other flesh). It is, in other words, metabolic. It can 
change the body’s chemistry, its composition, like a soft form of body work. 
Color is visceral. To see the red of blood is, in most cases (unless you are a 
medical professional) to also feel intensely the physical sensation of bleeding. 
Seeing blood (red) = feeling (pain).  
 
Note-taking, as opposed to prose that results in novels, involves lived duration. 
“Discharge” rather than “disclosure” (to quote Kapil’s conversation with the 
disability theorist and activist, Petra Kuppers). Note-taking, as rooted in 
duration, metabolizes events, trauma, memories. As such, it involves making “a 
literature that is not made from literature” (32), which is to say, that is rooted in 
life rather than literary discourse per se; life as non-autonomous, what 
“literature” is discharged from. Note-taking sticks to events; like 
re/performance, it is a processor. A way of undergoing the event at, in most 
cases, a ‘safe distance’, note-taking grants access to the event through the 
body’s memory of the event—a type of discharge in relation to the broader 
culture. Writing books is for emigrants, who have the ‘free time’ to write, 
whereas “notes” are for schizos and monsters. “As the event unfolds both after 
and before. As the text of a present moves so rapidly it cannot be written. This 
is why immigrants don’t write many novels; only emigrants do. I wrote to you 
at night, for example, when even my body is hidden from view.” (70) They are 
taken under the utmost pressure of living under ban—neither “in” nor entirely 
“outside” the culture, neither dead or living (rather, ‘socially dead,’ or undead), 
“at once excluded and included, removed and at the same time captured.” (12) 
They are taken under economic pressure, under the pressure of a racist society, 
under the pressure of misogyny. Without preparation, nor the time to be edited 
(rewritten for the dominant culture’s genres), they comprise a continual 
improvisation, taking form amidst life’s general emergency, emanating from 
events, whether the event of the partitioning of India/Pakistan and the resultant 
mass immigration, or smaller, more localized events, such as a race riot in the 
suburbs of London. Whereas books survive in a quotidian sense because the 
dominant culture supports them—through a publishing industry, and 
universities, and public and private libraries and archives—notes literally 
survive inasmuch as they “over live” (the French derivation of the term 
survive), they live past their time, that is. They are remains, fossils, ashes, 
fragments. Their collective strength is in their accumulation and aggregation. So 
Kapil rigorously orders her books using section titles, and numbers, and 
headings, and subheadings. As though to reign in something that has grown 
wild and unruly. A form that is not the grid of the city, of classificatory 
schemes, or of garden plots. A form at the edges of enclosure, such is the 
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“banlieue”—once an open field before it was converted into sheep walks and 
hunting grounds for the English ruling classes. Here, in this post-wilderness 
wild of writing—note-taking—we might locate a commons as a lived set of 
durations, spaces, and relations. The schizo commons, the monster’s 
commons, an anti-racist feminist commons. Where one might speak, among 
other things. Where one might heal as they discharge the consequences of 
cultural trauma.  
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85% True/Minor Ecolog i es  
Kristen Gallagher  
Skeleton Man Press, 2017 
 
reviewed by Orchid Tierney 
 
“They gorged on the corpses”:  
The Ecological Encounter in Kristen Gallagher’s 85% True/Minor 
Ecolog i es  
 
 
Much has been written about the racial and gender violence that occurred 
during and after Hurricane Katrina in the Gulf of Mexico.51  Indeed, Katrina 
testifies to the persistence of apathy in sacrifice zones, where people of color 
are routinely ceded to the natural world, to the ecological forfeit that they must 
endure. Hurricanes invite racial structuring as much as they are ecological. 
Looking further, Katrina belongs to a larger scale of disaster. Not just a blip on 
the radar. Turn to Hurricane Harvey and the same systems of environmental 
violence that (un)natural disasters typically freight on vulnerable demographics 
remain in sharp focus. As photographs emerge of people fleeing into the Texan 
inland, those disproportionately affected will be black, female, disabled, and 
poor, who live in areas already prone to flooding.52 Hurricanes are political 
media. 
 
One might argue that in the so-called post-truth and fake news era, the power 
of the eyewitness document and image, as media, to authenticate such disasters, 
to give substance to tragedy and extinction, is not immediately assured. Indeed, 
the environmental document—be it film or photograph—may capitalize on the 
logic of ‘raising awareness’ but it is often at the expense of a socio-cultural 
and/or historical frame that would otherwise contextualize it. The BBC’s Planet 
Earth II is a notorious example of how the documentary image crafts the 
fantasy of the nonhuman wilderness, while effacing the specifics of human 

																																																								
51 See, for example, Rachel E. Luft, “Looking for Common Ground: Relief work in Post-Katrina New Orleans 
as an American Parable of Race and Gender Violence,” NWSA Journal 20, no. 3 (2008): 5–31; Rachel E. Luft, 
“Racialized Disaster Patriarchy: An Intersectional Model for Understanding Disaster Ten Years after Hurricane 
Katrina,” Feminist Formations 28, no. 2 (2016): 1–26; Amanda E. Lewis, “State of the Art: Racial Apathy and 
Hurricane Katrina—The Social Anatomy of Prejudice in the Post-Civil Rights Era,” Du Bois Review 3, no. 1 
(March 2006): 175–202. 
52 See Kelly Marcias, “Hurricane Harvey poised to disproportionately impact blacks in Texas, but no one is 
talking about it,” Daily Kos, August 25, 2017, accessed August 27, 2017, 
https://m.dailykos.com/stories/2017/8/25/1693142/-Hurricane-Harvey-poised-to-disproportionately-
impact-blacks-in-Texas-but-no-one-is-talking-about-it.	



	 282	

ecological violence on fragile sacrifice zones. Yet on the other side of this 
example is Kristen Gallagher’s 85% True/Minor Ecologies, where it is not truth 
but ‘truthiness’—for want of a better word—that conveys the ambience (or 
maybe, even feeling) of potential ecological loss. It’s not so much that events 
like mass starfish kills (32-34), “unannounced military exercises in biologically 
sensitive areas” (19), or the uncontrollable epidemic of Argulus foliaceus—“that 
domed-shelled, beady-eyed vampire of the sea” (48)—have happened, or will 
happen, but rather the ambience of ecological loss can be structured through 
the aesthetic manipulation of literary materials, whether real or imagined.  
 
This is somewhat an extended introduction to Kristen Gallagher’s 85% 
True/Minor Ecologies, but one that I hope underscores her compelling stakes in 
the authentic document in the post-truth industrial age where ecological 
violence has to be mediatized before it can be fully apprehended. This hybrid 
collection of poetry, anthropological scholarship, and nature writing—with a 
hint of science fiction—is as much a challenge to the conventions of genre as it 
is to the conditions of partial knowing. “A rainbow coming from a cloud,” 
writes Gallagher, for example,  
 

a blurry rainbow encircling a cloud like the rings of Saturn. I say guys do 
you see that and someone else is already saying whoa before I finish. Ok 
it’s real. We google it. Sunlight is melting ice in the clouds at our latitude. 
(9-11)  

 
Writing like this deceptively nuanced. If shared sensate experiences provide 
partial confirmation of a rainbow, Google nonetheless renders legible the 
knowledge behind natural phenomenon. And it’s moments like this one where 
Gallagher underscores the humanized constructs of ecology, where language 
and media meet to build the definition of a natural/unnatural world.  
  
While both conversant with and divergent from recent ecocritical works such 
as Rebecca Dunham’s Cold Pastoral: Poems (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 
2017), Allison Cobb’s After We All Died (Ahsahta Press, 2016), and Eric 
Sneathen’s Snail Poems (Krupskaya, 2016), 85% True/Minor Ecologies 
particularizes the ecological shifts happening in Florida communities of Cedar 
Key, Indian River County, Key Largo, Lake Wales Ridge, among others. 
Florida is a place of nonwestern time, where the dead and the living sometimes 
overlap. “[W]here the Suwanee meets the Gulf are the first signs of a human 
garbage collection and funeral system,” Gallagher writes. “[I]t’s not hard to 
imagine the area of the mounds as a place to commune with the dead” (13). 
This is a wilderness shaped by the human trace—be it Native American 
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middens or letterboxed photographs of dead fish (26–28). I’m reminded, here, 
of William Cronon’s argument that wilderness is a construct of human 
civilization, one that amplifies its romantic unnaturalness at the expense of its 
more ugly features.53 There’s nothing romantic about rivers bloated with dead 
fish or self-mutilating starfish “ripping off its arms” (34) but such ugliness can 
be an expansive frame for thinking about the relationships between the human 
and nonhuman in pluralistic environments.  
 
In “Codes for Extinction,” Gallagher writes,  

But I do see evolution, how a thing obtains to its environment, like a tiny, 
dirty, matted, blue bird skidding sideways into a sandy path pecking 
around searching for the peanut I throw out to bring it here so I could 
read its leg. Like the way this scrub habitat needs lighting and wildfires to 
keep it short and scrubby. Like how real estate doesn’t like lightening and 
fire. These jays are blocking real estate. We are studying their extinction. 
(39–40) 

 
Florida betrays a collision of multitudes, of plural agendas and practices, of 
development and estate management that competes with conservation efforts. 
A wildlife that encounters civilization collapses under the weight of human 
economics where acceptable loss is a calculated risk. Progress defines scrub jays 
as acceptable losses. This leads me to back to my introduction, to the hurricane 
and weather media events. As wildernesses change, they insist on new modes 
of representation that jar against structures of apathy. Those who will suffer 
from climate change and disaster are predominately poor, black and Hispanic. 
They are the acceptable loss. “It’s been raining in Okeechobee,” writes 
Gallagher, 

 
Big red blobs keep forming over the word Okeechobee on the map, 
which means the rain is drenching and blinding over the north half of 
the lake, where a hurricane in 1928 killed 2,500 people, mostly African 
Americans, which also happens at the end of The Eyes Were Watching God 
by Zora Neale Hurston, who draws from first-hand accounts of the 
storm. The hurricane burial ground sprawls for miles. That’s where it’s 
raining now. (11) 
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Suffice to say, the climate is a barometer for the outcomes of structural racism 
and the whitewashing of disaster that effaces the situated experiences of people 
of color. Still sacrifice zones and eco-emergencies are never fully erased; they 
persist in oral cultures. Zora Neale Hurston dramatized the impact of 
Hurricane Okeechochee in her seminal novel Their Eyes Were Watching God.  Her 
fictional retelling provides a key insight to how memories of disaster can persist 
when state machinery attends to the apparatuses of ordained racialized and 
environmental apathy and amnesia. When Hurricane Okeechochee struck the 
coast of South Florida in 1928, its severest impact was felt by the region’s poor. 
Approximately three quarters of farmworkers—most of whom were Black or 
Hispanic—perished in the floodwaters. In the aftermath, Black victims were 
cremated or dumped in mass gravesites, while coffins were reserved for 
Whites.54 A state historical marker was finally added to one mass burial site at 
West Palm Beach in 2003, but only after Robert Hazard and the Storm of ’28 
Memorial Park Coalition campaigned extensively for ten years to have the 
Black victims of the hurricane recognized.55 “My apocalyptic future fantasy has 
come to be all about floods,” writes Gallagher. 
 

The world flooded, all water, a few survivors living on a series of boats 
tied together by rope. A flotilla city. I’ve been reading about it and I ask 
you, how are these visions not already true? How is this not a 
documentary about the weather? (11) 
 

Who will be sacrificed in the coming floods that climate change will foster and 
humans have caused? Who will count as an acceptable loss? “Because we know 
it’s going to happen?” writes Gallagher. “It’s already happening in our minds” 
(11). 
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