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sion, is nevertheless — and necessarily —ac heart a betrayal of the very values
for which it argues. At several points in the following chaprers I explicidy
address the contradictions that beset a conventionally written advocation
of innovative writing, bu for now lec me briefly suggest why there may be
some worth in having this work stand as it is (though like all apologies, the
truth of thiese claims neither sufficiently excuses the fault which they would
propitiate nor mitigates the pathetic delusion of the hope with which they
are e)./If nothing else, perhaps chis book will direct readers to a lir-
erature that they would not otherwise have encountered, and by dint of
its conventionality it may actually create opportunities for those decidedly
#nconventional texts to achieve the results unique to their methods and
beyond the ability of a flarly expository work. This book, moreover, may
perform as one-half of a dialectical pair, permitting a synthesis of under-
standing when read in conjunction wich the radical writing it discusses.
‘This is hopefully not, in other words, just a reference to certain innovative
writings, but also a facilitaror, a catalysc that will reduce the risk that the
texts it treats will remain inert, or be too quickly pa.ssed over.
And so what follows is also a confession of sorts. “Critics are generally
* poets who have betrayed their art, and instead have wied to turn art into
a matter of reasoned discourse, and, occasionally, when their ‘cruth’ breaks
down, they resortto a Poetu: quote.”>
Moreover, those university “Guidelines” are all to the point, bccaus_c this
book, as the title indicates, .is essendally about how we read the illegible.
“It is wonderful how 2 handwriting which is i]legible can be read, oh yes it
¢an,” Gertrude Stein assers, and this book begins with a similar faith thac
the illegible can indeed be read ¢ Rather than orthography, however, it fo-
cuses on poetic works that appropriare and then physically manipulate
source text, employing erasures, overprintings, €xcisions, cancellations, re-
arrangements, and so on, to render part of the source text licerally unread-
able. Interestingly encugh, as it turns out, the university’s guidelines ensure
thar illegibility would have been a fundamental concern of my disseria-
tion regardless of its topic. Of every University of California dissertation.
Bibliography is destiny.

In short, the basic thesis of this book is =

That synopsis, | should emphasize, is boch quite sincere and entirely accu-
rate. At the same time, it is also equally true that chere is no single thesis
governing this book. If T had only one argument to make we would be well
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into it by now and looking forward to its conchision. Instead, I have tried
in each instance to allow the specifics of the works under consideration
to generate the logic—and necessity —for pursuing particular, contingen,
microlevel arguments. Rather than begin with a totalizing thesis for which
lirerary texts serve as convenient examples, 1 have tried to take the texts
on their own terms and permit them to lead me in precisely those direc-

tions for which I did not have 2 guiding thesis, and for which I could nor, 4

indeed, imagine one. In fact, I have written this book with 2 firm belief
that even critical writing can be 2 productive experiment: actively gener-
ating unknown results through a process that prevents it from becoming
a fixed and predictable report on the already known. Accordingly, a pri-
mary goal of the radical formalism st work in this project has been to apply.
its method of reading to the production of its own writing, and to pur-
sue what could be called a Smithsonian criticism. “In the illusory babels of
language,” the radical formalist, like Robert Smithson’s hypothetical artist,

might advance specifically to gee lost; and 1o intoxicate himself for her-
self] in dizzying syntaxes, seeking odd intersections of meaning, strange

corridors of history, unexpected echoes, unknown humors, or voids of
knowledge.” :

Part of what I hope to establish, quiedy and unobtrusively, through this
bool’s many close readings is an alternative strategy of reading itself®

Artentive to-"odd intersections of meaning” and recording *unexpected .

gchoes,” the explications that populate the following chapters have led
to arguments concerning the philosophy of language, experimenral film,
neuroptic perception, print technology, noise, sediment, error, censorship,
and the remporality of jntoxication, to recall only a handful. So what fol-
lows is diverse, butit is not simply a cobble of unrelared and isolated essays.
In che course of making particular claims, I have also tried ro let two broad

¥
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arguments coalesce over the span of the boole. Because these arguments '

remain more or less implicic throughour {though they are certainly neither
collateral nor mconscqumtlal), I want to state them explicidy here.

The range and diversicy of topics is, to begin with, all to the point. One
of the claims [ want to wbsra.nnate is that even identical modes of illep-
ibility prodiace a wide variery of unique local effects. Not only have proce--
dures of 1].lcg1b1hty been widely used, but their use has meant a great deal.
Put more generally, this is an argument for the way in which the formal
elements of a text signify in specific, politically and historically inflected

& w

ways. My thesis, in_shorr, is that form must always necessarily signify but.
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—_— %ny particular signification is historically contingent and never inherently
1T

eaningful or a priori. As a concrete example, consider, for the moment,

sanserif typefaces. In the early twentieth century, the “funcrionalism and -

quiet line” associated with the unadorned and hard-edged sanserif made
it de rigueur for those who wanted to signify a fucuristic modernity in
line with the streamlined look of an industrial machine age.” “Futura,” the

 name of Paul Renner’s famous sanserif, was not incidental. Indeed, sanserif

was so strongly established as the textual look of the Bauhaus that in 1928
Jan Techichold could write (in a text originally sct in the jobbing sanserif
Akzidenz Grotesk): “to proclaim sanserif as the typeface of our time is not a

~ question of being fashionable, it really does express the sarne tendencies to

be seen in our architecture.”** However, with its erymological recollection
of the gromo, Grotesk (the German ward for “sanserif ”) encodes another
story entirely. The sanserif look that Tschichold and his contemporaries
took to be a self-evident zeitgeist evocation of radical modernity had origi-
nally been revived, at the end of the eighteenth century, as the signifier of
the classical, conservative past. For the romantic-era reader, the sanserif —
in marked and diametric contrast to a mechanized modernity— possessed
unistakable “associations of rugged antiquity.”"

The other extended argument, which follows from the shared appro-
priational strategies of the works I discuss, and which is irself reenacted at
times by the radical formalism I have tried to put into practice, is for the
supple force of paragrammatic “misreading.” In Thab Hassan’s infamous
schemaric, “misreading”—as opposed to modernism’s hermeneutic con-
cern for “interpretation” —is listed as one of the attributes of “postmod-
ernism,” and throughout the following chapters I will demonstrate the re-
lation of paragrammarics te a range of poststructural principles, as well as
to Georges Bataille’s influential concept of general economy.™ For now,
Leon Roudicz’s concise definition will do; in his terms, amematic”
reading is any reading that challenges the normarive referential grammar
of a texe by forming “networks of signification not accessible through con-

| ventional reading habits.”'? In the firse chapter, 1 will argue for the political
and historical resonance of such misreadings, but in brief, my dual claim is
that paragrammatics —as a tactic for both reading and writing — manifests
a cerain politics within the realm of literarure itself, and rhar examples
of literary paragrammatics provide concrete models for the sorc of cultural
activities readers mighe then bring to other aspects of the world around
them. This book is thus the admission of a cerrain utopianism; but I would
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rather maroon myself nowhere than surrender to a status quo with which

I am not content, and in which “erasure and palimpsests are reduced to a
flat / Surface effect: the afrerlife of ethics.” '

When I began this project I knew of only a few examples of “poetic illeg-
ibility,” which T took to constitute an interesting collection of rarities.
These texts seemed worth the sustained work of 2 book primarily because
even as an habitual reader of “difficult” poetry, and a scholer familiar with
avant-garde traditions, I was unable to figure out how to write abour them;
they stood out as works about which I had nothing o say, and the ex-
tremity of their resistance was in itself 2 strong invitadon to make che at-
tempt. One of the rewards of searching and researching through special
library collections, however, was to discover how often writers and are-
ists have used such techniques (and there are undoubredly many more ex-
amples chan T have found). Moreover, I was surprised ro learn that such
works were generally unknown even among scholars often accused of nar-
row specialization, just as even among a poetic avant-garde so often faulred
for coterie insularity these works were frequenty unknown even when ‘au-
thored by another member of the community—and as you will soon see,
these are remarkable, striking, and memorable works at that. One of my
hopes for this book, as I suggested above, is that it will direct readers to
literarure they might not otherwise have encountered, and in large part I
intend this book to serve as an initial, critical guide to a tradition which
has itself remained largely illegible. To this end, I have included many ref-
erences in the endnotes to works on which my analyses do not direcdy
focus, Within each chapter, I have kepe the focus on one or two works, let-*
ting them serve as touchstone exempla for the particular technique of illeg-
ibility —erasure, overprinting, writing-through, and s¢ on—around which
each chapter is organized. While some readings are ebviously limited to
the specific text under discussion, readers should keep in mind that many
of my larger claims apply not only to other instances of a given technique,
but often to phenome_na of illegibility in general.

In addition 10 providing aicritical history, this book should also prepare
us 1o be better readers of contemporary writing, because such procedures -
have only become increasingly ubiquitous and varied in recent years. In
particular, many younger poets are rediscovering— or more often than not
reinventing —techniques of illegibility. Part of this interest and activity de-
rives from developments in digiral technology, which have made the effects
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I consider here all the more casy and inexpensive to create and reproduce.
As that technology develops, and as the generation of writers just now
emerging matures, I hope that this book will lay part of the groundwork-
needed o eﬂ'ecuvt.ly engage the literature that w1]l mark the new millen-
niurn.

* Ifa specific work discussed in this book is likely to be unknown even to
writers who are also part of an avant-garde community, or who have them-
selves engaged in similar practices, the existence of these #ypes of works—
the knowledge of a tradision of poetic illegibility—has been part of the
poetic imagination of the last thirty years. Even if such works are not a
commonplace of the poetic landscape, they have been part of the back-
ground against which other, less visually dramatic works have been under-
taken, and the force of their pressure on that poetic imagination derives
from the same factors that make them imporrans even for the reader who
is generally uninterested in innovative writing as such. Because many of
the works I address stand on the threshold of legibility, they serve as limit
cases that define the field of everything thac is readable, and the excep-
tionial extremity of their means, in fact, allows us to better test the claims
we would make abour all literature. Such works not only put descriptions
of “difficult” and “radical” rextual practices into berter perspective, buc

| they also further our understanding of the constraints and Poss:bllltles in-
¢ herent in the act of reading, the construction of linguistic meaning, and
gthe very nature of language itself. In ways that help us to think through

certain ideas more fully, many of these works constitute not merely illus-
trations, burt literal and concrete enactments of theoretical concepts—
like Jacques Derrida’s écrirure sous rature, or Martin Heidegger’s kreusweise
Durchstreichung—that have by now become all but clichéd. Similarly, they
allow us to see familiar and canonical examples afresh: Eliot’s telling blank
space in the last line of The Waste Land, where he omits the “Om” thac in
fact begins “che formal ending to an Upanishad”; Pound’s groundbreaking
replicarion of Malatesta’s epistle in “Canto VIII”; Williams's conclusion
of A Novelstte with the revelatory “OL MPI” (like his reduction of “song”
to “son” in Spring & Ally; or Zukofsky’s similar transformation in A4™7
of a “roilet” — “rent in arrears” —into a lireral vaczncy “rto ler.” Whiat were,
for these modernises, isolated instances of literary daring or dramatic spe-
cial effects, have become for their successors the very proceduses by which
entire books are writen. -

where prohibited.
¥xii  Introduction

A frustrating and intimidating condition of underraking this sort of sus-
tained writing project is the knowledge of blind spots which one cannor,
by definition, derect on one’s own; but I should perhaps make clea:, from
the outset, a few of the parameters which have knowingly limited chis in-
vestigation. To begin with, I have not gone beyond quite literal examples of
illegibility to consider the many figural uses of the “unreadable.” Nonethe-
less, the works I discuss provide concrete instantations of such metaphors
and thereby pur them to the test, giving us a renewed understanding of the
powerful imaginative descriptions which have implicated themselves in 2
thetoric of illegibility. Indeed, certain conceptual constructions have been
so dependent on figures of the unreadable thar to reconsider illegibility as
such has the potential to effect far-reaching revisions in thoughr. For just
one example, recall Freud’s discussion of psychic disturbances, which he
famously casts in textual terms and which evoke nothing so much as a de-
scriptive catalogue of the works I consider here: “one way [to resolve such
disturbances] would be for the offending passages to be thickly crossed
through so that they were illegible,” another way would be “to proceed to
distort the text. Single words would be left ouc,” and “best of all, the whole
passage would be erased. .. .”"

Because of the claims I make for pa.ragrammancs I have also limited -
my discussion to instances of “strategic illegibility” rather than consider-
ing issues of textual editing and paleography, such as inadvertent pririt-
ing errors or the range of illegibilities inherent in manuscripts. However,
since those documents and my examples often share the same visual effects,

_pethaps this book will allow similar instances—as well as an’erroneously

garbled or damaged message, say, or graffid on the side of 2 bus—rto be read
less as regretrable losses and more as exciting, poetic possibilities. ¥ refrain
as well from considering the use of illegibiliry in graphic design and com-
mercial advertising, where these rechniques have an independent tradition
and use, although much of what T say will again leave readers more aware
of the processes and stakes that confront them when they come across a
softerare manual with ﬂlusmmons that use the iconic conventions of layout
mock-up, ora compact disc like the one marketed by ECM for the Hilliard
Ensemble, which sports a cover strikingly similar to Rosmarie Waldrop’s

'presswork. Similarly, while this is certainly not-a book about visual poétry

in general, cerrain aspects of its method should prove useful for reading
other, more subtle visual effects.

And one final note: while I focus on the visual dimension of written lan-
guage, my claims zbouc the marerialicy of language apply equally to the
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Eonic dimensions of spoken language, and much of whar follows could

serve as a model for listening to the inaudible.

Speaking of which '(“unexpec:l:ed- echoes”), if it would be ridiculous to
ground the cultural significance of this book in a reading of the Nixon
‘White House tapes as intertexts of the contemporaneous artistic experi-
mentations with erasure and electromagnetic tape, the procedures [ dis-
cuss here are not without their “real world” civic consequences. The most
radical anagrammatic disarticulations are a case in point; in Wisconsin,
the governor’s power of item veto (iself a genre of “writing-through”) ex-
tended until recently to “striking individual letters in the words of an en-
rolled bill” in order to create new words, and the governor is still permitred
to delete individual words and eliminate digits in an appropsiations bill.'¢
While the most recent constitutional interpretation requires that the re-
maining text constitute 2 “complete, entire, and workable law,” the state
supreme court has explicity declared that the governor can even use such
erasures—like Tom Phillips’s treatment of a Victorian novel—to change
the original legislative intent.””

Reading the lllegible

In an essay on Blanchot, Derrida asks: “How can one text, assuming its
unity, give or present another to be read, without rouching it, withour
saying anything about it, practically without referring to it?”*® The ques-
- tion is only complicared by recalling Ludwig Witrgenstein's discussion of
metacritical rules: “Any interpreration still hangs in the air with what it
interprets, and cannot give it any support.”* If T have, at times, abjured
interpretation in the following pages, it has only been to give onto reading.

This is 2 book about (upon) Marcel Duchamp, in which he is only ever

mentioned, as it were, en passant.
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Je révais croisades, voyages de décotivertes dont on n'a pas de relations,
républiques sans histoires, guerres de religion écouffées, révolutions de
rmoeures, déplacement de races et de continents: ja croyais 3 tous les
enchantements.

— Arthur Rimbaud

In dreams begin résponsibilities.
—William Butler Yeats

1. Radical Formalism -

One Thousand Poppies .

Amid poetry’s slumbers, avane-garde form has returned, nightly, to the
dream of politics. I want to begin by awakening us into —and not out of —
that dream. But we should be lucid in our dreaming, because discussions
of literary politics frequently stumble on the very sort.of grammatical con-
fusions that Ludwig Wittgenstein warns against. This confusion is exacer-
bated by the common restriction of “politics” to so narrow a reference thar
it reduces to the question “for whom did-you vote?” Such circumscription
diminishes the meaningfulness of politics accordingly, and it conveniently
avoids the more rigorous, continual, and self scrutinizing duries of a genu-
ine and fully political life. A “politics” in its broader sense would include
all relations of power, however local or miniscule, and the ethics of their
distribution. The “political,” in this sense, thus extends not just to the per-
sonal, as the watchword of a generation of feminist theorists reminds us,
but to the most minute particulars of everyday life. From a certain perspec-
tive, the scale of those particulars may indeed appear small (after all, it’s
only a poem), bur they are never petty!-; not only are they coextensive with
every other organization of power, however global, but they are also—in
and of themselvés—just as plenipotent. “In shorr, everything is political,
, but evéry politics is simultaneously 2 macropolisics and a micropolities.”? To
pass over the politics of such details as.mere trivia threatens to leave the
very imbalances of power one rmight want to redress both largely unex-
amined and all the more deeply—and insidiously— entrenched. Worse yet,
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the disdain for details in the righteous pursuit of “grander” issues risks im-
plicating one, by means, in the very politics that one’s ends would seek to
oppose. At the very least, such negligence forfeits the unstinting vigilance
that polirical issues most require. “Good or bad, politics and its judgements
are always molar, but it is the rnoIecular and its assessment thar makes it or
breaks it.”? :

- The politics of literature, accordingly, is no less fraught. In the narrow
sense of “politics,” poems are quite simply not efficacious. At best, they
may present models from which readers can excrapolate modes of thoughr
or behavior which can then be translated into other contexts and systems.
> To the degree that poems affect a reader’s understanding of language, they
have the potental 1o alter all of those extraliterary relationships that also
involve language; but they do not directly influence electoral politics, or
feed the hungry, or soften blows. If you want to organize a labor union,
say, you don’t write a poem: you go out and organize. George Oppen is
exemplary. Moreover, political examinations of literature frequently enact
an ulrimately reactionary two-step: first raising the question in the narrow

sense, and then finding literature lacking, all questions of literary polirics -

are dismissed, leaving a status quo in which the meaningful and appro-
priate aspects of lirerary politics continue to go unexamined.? The danger
of raking poetry to be politically efficacious in the narrow sense is not so
much a naiveté about what poetry cannot do, but an inattention to what
it actually can do.

The very importance of political issues, in fact, demands a more sophis-
ticated reading practice. Both Jed Rasula and Bruce Andrews have sug-
gested the requirements for such readings, and given the similarities be-
tween their arguments and my own, the outlines of their positions are
worth rehearsing briefly here. Following Rasula’s terminology (and at
the risk of sounding like Henry James) one might differentiate between
the politics zhrough, the politics iz, and the politics of the poem.¢ The
politics through the poem would, accordingly, be politics in the narrow
sense: essentially false leads, though perhaps occasionally and collaterally
achieved by certain rallying songs or the poetic ornaments accompanying
speeches. The politics 7z the poem would indicate Pound’s discussion of
Mussolini, say, or Adrienne Rich’s feminist thematics. In chapter 4, I will
address the dangers of focusing on the politics 7 the poem and the inade-
quacy of stopping political analysis ar thar level withour considering the
politics of the poem: what is signified by its form, enacted By its strucrures,
implicic in its philosophy of language, how it positions its reader, and a
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range of questions relating to the poem as 2 material object—how it was
produced, distributed, exchanged. Or in Bruce Andrews’s terms: “writing
as politics, not writing abews politics.”*

So what follows, I want to emphasize, is 2t once far more modest than
most discussions of the politics of are— making no claims to treat affairs of
state, teasing out no thematic subtleties from narratives about social rela- _
tions —and also far more scrupulous. To extend one’s reading to the poliics
of the poem is a prerequisite for a more significantly and fully political or
ethical reading, and to that end I want to insist throughour this book on
a radical formalism. I adapt the term from Andrews’s definition of a “cadi-
cal praxis,” which “involves the rigots of formal celebration, a playful infi-
delity, a cerrain illegibility within the legible: an infinitizing, a wide-open
exuberance, a perpetual motion machine, a tram'gression.”6 A sufficiently
radical formalism pursues the closest of close readings in the service of po-
liical questions, rather than to their exclusion, At the same time, it refuses
to consider the poem as a realm separate from polirics, even as it focuses

on “the poem itsclf.” It is a matter, quire simply, of being true to form. As
a ’pataphysical investigation 0 radical formalisms hew
t0 the concrete. Where “concrete” is what the strect is made of, éatee
In order to elaborare a moré nuanced account of these claims, I want
10 turn the focus of rhis chapter to the Internationale Sicuationniste {1s)..
The Situationises not only strove to develop a theory and praxis of micro-
political activity that would extend co all aspects of cveryday life (including
the poetic), but they also explicitly conceived of that activity in linguis-
tic and literary terms. Moreover, they realized that even the mose radically -
uropian experiments would have to be conducted — like the most radically
f.-xperimcntal poetry‘—with.in certain una#bidabl_e paramerers and preexist-,
Ing structures. Their resulting theory of détournement provides a clear expli-
cation of the ideological force behind the appropriation and strategic “mis-
use” of source texts common to the work I discuss throughout this book. In
fact, the Situationists provide a historical and conceptual analogue for the
revolutionary impulses thar have generally been less well articulated in the
political discourse around the Anglo-American art and poetry discussed in
other chapters. If the Situationists did not, in the end, conclusively answer
the questions they raised about the viability of political poetry, their incite-
ments make palpably visible the absence of such aspirations in other arenas,
and they also ground the various impulses that did make attempts to reach
some answer, beginning from the same questions as the Situarionists but
taking other, less salient, lines of flighe. In fact, the Situationist account
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may too astringently rationalize the distinctively unconstrainable aspect of

poetic illegibility, but it will nonetheless bewer show that given the dream

of politics, a poetry that did not aspire to some degree of illegibility would -

be a nightmare. One caution, however: what follows will itself be 2 diver-
sion of Situationist thought. More 2 bricolage than any attempt to present
either an exhaustive or a partisan history, this chapter will extract certain
valuable moments from the long, variable, and problematic trajectory of

Stwationist theory, and it is perhaps most true to their spirit at those very

points where the Situationists would themselves have been most ready to
denounce and reject it. “Les hallucinarions sont innombrables. Clest bien
ce que jai toujours eu: plus de foi en Ihistoire, Ioubli des principes. Je
men tairai: podtes et visionnaires serienc jaloux [The hallucinations are
endless. It is precisely what I have always had: no more faith in history, ne-
glect of principles. I'll say no more about it: poets and visionaries would

be jealous).””

Gangiand and Philosophy

The art of living presupposes . . , that life as a whde¥mryday life—
should becorne a work of art. :
—Henri Lefebvre

Beauty will be convulsive, or it will not be.
—Andre Breton

“We must multiply poetic subject and objects,” proclaimed Guy De-
bord’s 1957 “Report on the Construction of Situations,” and thus, amid
the left-existentialist milieu of midcentury Europe, with the most im-
probable inevitability, several artistic and political traditions converged
in the Internationale Situationniste. From one direction, it took a place
in the history of anarchism and heretical Marxism. In the tradition of
the revolutions of Kiel (1918), Turin (1920), Kronstadt (1921), and Cara-
lonia (1936), the IS combined individual self-management with collec-
tive violence in the face of authority, rejecting both capiralist and Marx-
ist models in favor of radically antiauthoritarian and autonomous soviets.
Moreoves, this model of the soviet, with its continually dissolving and re-
constituting self-management, was to be applied to everyday life in the
form of “constructed simations”: ad hoc, specific, creative, and consensus-
based reactions to the demands of an environment by small, transient,
spontaneously formed collectives of individuals. Or, in Situationisc ar-
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got: “Un moment de la vie, concrétement et délibérément construit par
T'organisation collective d'une ambiance unitaire et d’un jen d'événements.
(A moment of life concretely and deliberately constructed by the collective -
organization of a unitary ambience and a game of events.]” The trajectory

of Sitvarionist thought, in short, followed from the political philosophies

of Proudhon, Bakunin, and Luxemburg—inflected by the arguments of
Georg Lukics, the group around Secialisme ou bizrbarie, and (most signifi-

cantly) Henri Lefebvre —but with corrections made for the idiosyncratic

influence of writers like Fourier, de Sade, Saint-Just, and Baraille® Az the

same time, it was also heir to the legacy of a number of writers who all

predicated their poetry on social critique: Laurréamont (Isidore Ducasse),

Alfred Jarry, Arthur Rimbaud, Arthur Craven, and the surrealists who had

also followed their lead.? -

Indeed, from another direction, the 1S marks 2 cycle of the half-life
of fururism as it decayed through dada and then surrealism. In 1956, a
congress ar Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio’s Alba Laborarory gathered fragments
of swrealism’s cenuifugal dissolution; among others, it broughr rogether
members from Asger Jorn’s Scandinavian CoBrA group (Copenhagen-
Brussels-Amsterdam} and its incarnation as the Mouvement International
pour une Bauhaus Imaginiste, or MIBI (including Constant Niewenhuys
and Jorgen Nash), the German Gruppe Spur, the Movimento Nucleare
(Enrico Baj), Ralph Rumney’s “London Psychogeographical Commirtee,”
and Gil Wolman, who represented the Intérnarionale Letmiste. This Jatter
group, which included the urban cheorist Ivan Chrcheglov, had recently
splintered from Jean-Isidore Isow’s fettristes. When 2 founding conference
was held in 1957 at Cosio d’Arroscia, ofﬁcially merging all of these organiza-
tions into the Internatonale Situationniste, the lewrists—including Guy-
Ernest Debord and Michéle Bernstein—played-a key role, and the two
would remain central figures in the IS, along with other notable partici-
pants, including Arrila Kotényi, Jacqueline de Jong, Jeppesen Martin, René
Riesel, and their chronicler René-Donatien Viénet.®® Before its official dis-
soludon in 1972, around sevcﬁgty members passed through the IS, although

. the core was keprt to a handful at any given time through strict ostracism

and tegular resignations, Purges were immediate (Baj was excluded upon
arsiving ac Alba 2nd several founding members from the MIBI were dis-

- missed with a few months of the Cosio d’Arroscia conference), and exclu-

sions followed regularly over the years, as Debord mimicked the practice
of Isou and Breton at the height of their sectarian zeal. In fact, 45 with
the records of dada, surrealism, and lettzism, the petty and recurzent polic-
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ing of the ofhdal Situationist membership and the endless cataloguing of
expulsions is tedious and embarrassing. At best it is an unfortunace side
of the juvenile coin with which the energy of such movements is bought, -
and at worst a sympromatic authoritarianism of even the best-intentioned
Provocateurs, -

Although the founding convention of the IS was held in 1957, the Situa-
tionists came to attention only 2 decade later, when the University of Stras-
bourg’s Union National des Erudianes Frangais local turned to them for
inspiration in its 1966 resistance to adminisurative authority. After con-
sulcation with the Siruarionists, the Strasbourg student union published
Mustapha Khayati’s De la misére en milieu émdiant (On the Poverty of Stu-
dent Life), and with the beduty of a dada suicide it artempted to dissolve
itself as a bureaucratic body. The two major Situationist statements ap-
peared in 1967, with the publication of Guy Debord’s La société du spectacie
(The Society of the Spectacle) and Raoul Vaneigem’s Truité de savoir-vivre
& Vusage des jeunes généravions (The Young Person’s Eriquetie Manual; often
translated as The Revolution of Everyday Lifé). This complementary pair
of manifestos stands —both stylistically and conceptually—as the Tracte-
tus and Investigations of the movement, respectively. However, after the
trials and media awention ar Suasbourg, Situationist notoriery came less
with these publications than with the spread of student unrest to Paris and
the revolution of May 1968, when the Situationists joined les enragés from

Nanterre and put inte practice theories that would influence thinkers from

Michel de Certeau, Maurice Blanchot, and Jean Baudriilard to the host of
Anglo-American “prd-situ” groups that followed in their wake !

Much of whar inspired these heirs ro the Simationist legacy can be
found in Debord’s La sociéré du speciacle. Over several decades of revolu-
tionary activity, Debord was asroﬁishingl}r consistent in his arguments, in
part because his early judgments would prove so prophetic. Indeed, those
judgments are still incisive chirty years after the composition of La seciésé
because the world he describes has only become increasingly familiar? Lz
société du spectacle abstracts and condenses the core of Debord’s theories
into a lapidary prose honed to 221 numbered theses. With a bitter, sharp
etch “comme Peau-forte sur le fer [like nitric acid on iron),” La société du
spectacie describes the bleakness of a postwar culture in which capiral has
so thoroughly colonized the most trivial aspects of everyday life that only
an equally therough revolution of thar life can now hope to offer any re-
sistance*? Or, in the rerms of Jean Baudrillard’s related concept of “total
revolution,” articulated a few years after the publication of La soczété: “Les
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signes doivent br(iler eux aussi [Evgn signs must burn].” With an argu-
ment that parallels Baudrillard’s deconstructive link of exchange value and
use value—in which the one emerges es 2 disguised caregory of the other
according to a dangerously supplemental relation — Debord diagnoses the
way in which the logic of capital has come to dominate and orchestare
the realm of consumption as it had previously only governed production.
Where once, he nostalgically imagines, we lived in an age when time away
from work was genuinely ourside the demands of capital and beyond its
panoptic gaze—when, in short, “no one was looking” —there is now no
longer any part of the day, however ostensibly “private” (and including the
very understanding of time itself), thar escapes the demands of capical,
Leisure time and “time off” have themselves been co-opted unil there is
not a single moment in the day,\as William Blake would say, thar Satan
cannot find.

That satanic permeation is the condition of the “spectacle.” Debord
frustraces any easy reification of the term by carefully avoiding a single defi-
nition; in fact, such a prescription would itself be characteristic of the spec-
tacke’s narural inclination ro stability and its tendency to freeze, fix, and
congeal.”* Accordingly, in Debord’s writng the spectacle is not, I should
be quick to point our, merely “show business” (one of the denotations

of the word in French), nor s it - simply visual media and advertising, or

. C‘Mcﬂa_rﬂ;udm_zmﬂ—though none of these are beyond its pur-

view and all are specifically included in the course of Debord’s argument.'s
So if the spectacle is defined in one section 25 “capital accnmulared to

the point where it becomes an image,” it is equally “a Jakse consciousness of '

time” and an image-mediated “social relationship between people.”?” De-

bord’s concept of the spectacle, that is, maintains a “family resemblance”:

lacking a single definition, but coustituting a range of descriptive condi- -

tions. However diverse the registers of the spectacle’s referents, certain of
its characteristics clearly emerge over the course of La socidié, The spectacle
corresponds to an authoritarian univocality thar €ncourages a passive re-
ception and obedient consumption of its message. Being the “opposite of
dialogue,” the spectacle is a “ménologue” thar has no truck with inecrrup-
tions or alternate presentations.’® Moreover, against the active production -
thar it discourages, the spectacle maintains a realm of passive reproduction;

. B .
- as “the sun that never sets on the empire of modern passiviry,” the spectacle

strives 1o render its spectator “passive,” “submissive,” and “unthinking.”*?
Because such spectacular relationiships have extended from the realm
of production to that of consumption, Debord casts his resistance to the
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spectaclé with 2 corresponding focus, turning to the larter with the criti-
cal scrutiny wradidonally reserved for the former?® Picking up on a line

from Das Kapital, Debord affirms thar a “product, though ready for im- -

mediate consumption, may nevertheless serve as raw material for 2 further
product.”?! Accordingly, rather than divide consumers from producers,
Debord advocates the dehierarchized equalization of the two. In opposi-
tion to the spectacle’s monologue, Debord calls for a “owo-way commu-
nication” in which consumers would become (unalienated) producers of
meaning in their interactions with commodities, including commodified
space and time.?? These dialogues would be necessarily anti-specracular,
in part, because they would avoid the reflective logic of the mirror (specu-
Lum). Productive dialogue, for Debord, does not reflect received srructures
* of auchority precisely because it generates sigrification without appeal to
previous models or habitual protocols. As “constructed situations” these
dialogues, by definition, have arisen on the spu.r of the moment, contin-
gently, and in unforeseen ways from the marterial at hand. The Situationist,
in this sense, is a bricolenr, making do with ad hoc tactics and eschew-
ing predetermined or received strategies.”? Or, in the terms developed by
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guartari, the Situationists practiced an arr of con-
tinual deterritorialization. Construing even the spectacular world imposed
on us as a “mobile space of play,” Debord proposes that since we have no
choice but to play along to some degree, we might still make “freely chosen
variations in the rules of the game.”?* Bypassing the rote reactions elicited

by certain codes and structures, such playful restructuring of the “rules

of the game” works to destabilize the implicir authoritarianism of disci-
plined responses and the hierarchies they establish. The “free construction”

of such situations defines “authentic poetry” for Debord, and to this end he -

advocates an active, playful, creadve, and willfully conscious engagement
with commodities in ways other than those ordained by the “machinery of
permitted consumption.”* Such creative “misuse” of commodiries, codes,
and environments establishes the “liberated creative activity” that Debord
and the Situarionists consider “true communication.”2¢

These figures of “communicarion” and “poetry” are nor coincidental,
and Debord frequenty casts his arguments for political resistance in the
terms of communicative and artistic practiee. In linguistic terms, the spec-

tacle corresponds to -the conventional “conduit” models of communica--

tion, in which an addresser (to use Jakobson’s terms) constructs and trans-
mits 2 message to 2 receptive addressee. Or to translate this hierarchy to 2
literary model: writers produce texts which readers chen consume. “True
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communication,” in Debord’s sense, disrupes these hierarchies wich an an-
arc.hmm' of murual production that pushes the dialogue between reader and
writer to such a degree of interaction that the very distinction between the
wo dl’s,appfgrs; Orpieally passive readers become “both producer and con-
sumer, as “writing” and “readin " are se ine to the same verh 2’
Debor.d works to “define comprehension as something other than co.n-_
sumption. (Other then.) So it's politicizing: 2 radical reading embodied in
WIiting. A writing that is itself 2 ‘wild xeading’ solicirs wild reading.”® Jean-
%\/Iane. Apostolidés relates this aspect of Debord’s critique to the surrealises
mvolf:ng Pi_.crrc Bourdieu’s understa.ndjng of “un champ nouveau [a nc“:
ﬁ:&ld] which is “de Iimaginaire,” “expérimental,” and where “I'incitarion
l}y e?t plus de recevoir les ceuvres passivement, mais de les produire pour
élargir !e champ d’expérience individuel [the provocation there is no lo
to passively receive works of arr but to produce them in order 10 openﬂtgl:;

ﬁl:ld Of iﬂdj.v-d al 1 » 39 . R )
is 2 verb, tdual experience]. Commmncaung vessels. Where “veasgel”

Indeed, the defianc activity of words when they refuse to be merel
containers for instrumental communication is a touchstone of Situationjs}:
poetics, and because “words coexist with power in a relationship analo-
gous to that which proletarians . . . have with, power” their resisP;a.ncc is
bo‘tl"n 2 model for political activity and one version of a-politicaﬂ aware
writing.>* Throughout this book we will see examples of an ct;:re lan-
guage, and while I will not belabor the point, the political force of their
example should not be forgoreen. Alrhough, in Debord’s-a.na'.lysis,'“words

.. wari—_onfl::::half of‘ the_dontlina.nt organization of life,” they are not mere
| markers o jmamblguous signals” in an exchange of information because
they are not in themselves “informarionisr.” This anti-seman f

Janguage wmosdym chaprer 3, buc when language
Fxcccds its communicative authority—in those moments when its gfa;a{;[—
iar a_nd fvemdrkcd urility stutters to reveal its “fundamenta.lly strange and
foreign” nature —one carches 2 glimpse of “the insubordination of i woi;f »32
Ixfdced, the question of an insubordinate Situationist linguistics is wc;rth
(:c:-nflderinga If the Situationist fevolurion must extend 1o “every aspect”
of life and refuse to any longer “combar alienation by means of d;:!pfﬂfd
Jorms of struggle,” what of the texrual realm, in which the “ruler’s chief
weapon” has always been “the written word”? .5l seading, of course, in
volves the reader’s production of signification to some degree; the point
is that such production is too often rourine and disciplined b reélztab
lished and inflexible protocols. Nor, on the other hand, is the !ml:leternﬂ:
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nate” texva guaranto of Debordian dialogue. Even those works which en-
courage or require creative reader participation can operate in accord with
hierarchies and manipulative control; indeed, thar manipulaton is fTe-
quently all the more insidious given its ulteriority. In both cases, the force
of the Situationists’ response lies in. their emphasis on the creative mis-

vt — use of established codes, existing structures, and inescapable conditions,

When that principle of revolutionary activity is eranslated 1o language and
lirerarure it constitutes a “paragrammarics.” In Leon Roudiez’s definition,
any reading strategy thar challenges the normative referential grammar of
a rext by forming “networks of signification not accessible through con-
ventional reading habits” is. paragrammaric.?4 The chapters that follow will
consider a series of paragrammatic strategies—from readings that ignore
word boundaries, or select and recombine certain letters from words rather
than raking them in the conventional order, to readings thac proceed ver-

tically down the page rather than horizontally from left to right. Before

turning to examples of the Situationists’ own paragrammatics, | want to
emphasize the political stalees of such activities, which bring revolutionary
action to the field of literature; and ultimately w language itself.

Coups de Dé's

The insuberdiration of words . has shown that the theoretical critique of
the world of power-is insgparable from a pracrice that destroys it.
—Mustapha Khayati

The ludic aspect of the Situationists’ dialogue with the world around
them should not eclipse the imperative with which they playfully misused
found objects. Debord and his compatriets understood that any games
were wagered against an. opponent who would always be one move ahead.
Accordingly, their analysis takes into account the fate of opposition in a
world so thoroughly colonized by modern capitalist structures that acts
of resistance are not only anticipated but have themselves been incorpo-
rated as an integral parc of the stategy of capital © begin with. In the
modern arena, the most outrageous assaults of the political and artistic
avant-gardes are no longer merely repressed, or ignored, or even assimi-
lated, so much as they are ransformed —according to an increasingly rapid
cycle of recovery—into tactics in the service of the very powers they were
originally meant o0 attack. But “avant-garde,” as Asger Jorn knew; “se
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rend pas [doesn’t give up].” Whether in the street or the pages of a book,

we encounter codes and structures that we inherit, inhabit, and cannot’

simply refuse. These dondes, however, do not mean thar the situation, how-
ever dire, is entitely hopeless, and the Situstionists offer tactics for play-
ing under precisely such conditions. Indeed, pazt of the force of the many
labyrinths which spiral through the pages of Siruationist rexs is their rep-
tesentation of structures in which one is trapped and hopelessly lost; if the
Situationists no longer make attempts to exit from these mazes, it is be-
cause they recognize that the ony escape is to transform the geography in
which one is (always) already trapped. If the Minotaur, surrealism’s totem

animal, can no longer simply be killed off, or avoided, he might yet be d¢-

towrned with a deft veronica— with that 8ash of the red and black flag thar
flew over Paris in the summer of 1968.%

Through his elaboration and examples of such- dérournements, Debord
provides a_model for pr ive ent_wich gim_mdﬁmmhk
forms. Déourner, to “deflect” in French, is the verb used w0 describe illicic
diversions: embezzlement, misappropriation, hijack. In the Siruationist
lexicon the word l?ccamc a terme de métier short for the phrase “détourne-
ment des léments esthétiques préfabriqués {diversion of ready-made acs-
thetic elements).” The antithesis of quotarion, which marks and reinscrilses
authotity, détournement pursues a poetics of plagiarism in the tradition of

- T B B
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Lautréamont, whose infamons syllogism declares: “Les idées saméliorent.

Le sens des mots y participe. Le plagiat est nécessaire, le progrés Vimplique
[Ideas improve. The meaning of words plays a part in this developmen.
Plagiarism js necessary. Progress impilies it].” 36 Taking what is given and
improving upon it, détournement unsettles hicerarchies by initiating 2 dia-

logue in a formerly monologic serting and inscribing multiple authors and *

multiple sites for the generation of meaning. To maintain that dialogue and
prevent it from simply reverting to another monologue, both the ready-
made elements and their manipulation must remain evident, Rarher rhan
effecting a mere cancellation or negadion, détonrnementt sues a logic

paraliel to thac of m_@_dg;g_ijs; collage, in which elements maintain 2 sirmul-

taneous reference to both their original contexts, which are never entirely
effaced, as well as to che new collage composition into which they are intro-
duced ¥ Each collaged element, as Groupe . writes, thus “necessarily leads
to{a double reading} a reading of the fragment perceived in relation to
its text of origin, and a reading of the sarne fragment incorporared into a
new, different totality.” 8 Wichin that new totality, moreover, the elements
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of collage—like those of un objer détourné~ always maintain a certain au-

tonomy, and they resist the subsumprion of one by the other; “in collage,” -

s Marjorie Perloff notes, “hierarchy gives way to pararaxis,” %

Whete collage might simply acknowledge the conjunction of elements

from different registers, however, détournement focuses on the deformation
of those registers and the frustration of their seemingly narural conclu-
sions; it re-engineers objects and events on their own terms, but counter to
their ostensible ends, turning the codes of appropriated elements against
themselves. Détournemnent, in shorr, is a communication containing its own
critique. Because that critique disrupts the smooth opetation of ideologies,
laying bare the seemingly natural structures and logics that would other-
wise be taken for granted and then employing them in startling and novel
ways, Situationist diversions are ﬁ-equént[y npHéMy octparnerns (devices

of making stringe). In the words of Shklovskii’s classic definition of such

. devices, détonrnenents, thatis, work o “make the stone siony” —so that

it can be hurled through a plare-glass shop window or at a police van on
the rue Gay-Lussac#® As a graffito read in May 1968, when writing spread
across the walls of the Sothonne and Les Halles in a realization of Ladtréa-
mont’s dream of a poetry one day written by everyone: “Sous les pavés, la
plage [Under the cobblestones, the beach].”« C

With its restructuring of the urban landscape, graffiti may in fact be
the most familiar instance of détournement. Ac is simplest, graffid can

- turn the sign of impassive corporate power— the solid expanse of an un-

communicating wall, for instance—into 2 support for the declaration of
precisely those voices it would exclude. Depending on the context, more-
over, the effect can be more pointed. In my West Berkeley neighborhood,

for example, a group of “vegan vandals,” as the newspapers referred to

them, were acrive in the early 1990s. One of their interventions strategically
painted out lewters in a billboard advertisement for yogurt; against a back-
ground of smiling, healchy, exercisers, the original copy read “Good Fast
Food.” Detourned, it read: “Goo Fat od.” A different group {one assumes)
used the same tacric to détourn a nearby municipal street sign, which had
been posted outside a liquor store as part of 2 campaign against drunk driv-
ing. The sign originally read “DUI: you can't afford it>; with 2 pun on the
name of the car company, the sign now reads “DUI: you can ford it.” Like
the poetry of May 1968, this pro-situ graffiti follows a strangely proleptic
genealogy: it has been inscribed on the city following principles developed
from artists who had themselves originally been inspired by anonymous

urban graffivi. Les Jezsristes (Frangois Dufréne, Maurice Lamaitre) and Jes
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notveawx realistes (Mimmo Rotella, Raymond Hains, Jacques Villégld), for
instance, had been. working “au pied du mur [at the foot of the wall]”
since the beginning of the 19505 —removing fragments of tom posters and
recontexrualizing them in ways that were reminiscent of Brassai's mid-
century photographs of reframed and aesthericized Parisian advertisements
and graffiti. '

One of the artists who worked seriously with those déchiré street post-
ers was Asger Jorn, and he indexes graffiri explicitly in his 1962 painting
Lavans-garde se rend pas, and implicitly in the 1959 Paris by Night.42 | have
already noted the central role jorn played in the founding of the Iner-

- nationale Situationniste, and I want to consider his peinture détourné (di-

verted painting), which provides a good illustration of the Situationist aes-
thetic. Exhibited as a group of “modifications” in 1959, with a subsequent
series of “nouvelles défigurations [new disfigurations]” shown in 1962, they
. Were constructed by rcworkiqg thrift-store paintings of kitsch scerres and
high-art imitations. On the realist portraits and landscapes he picked up
secondhand, Jorn overlaid his distinctively dripped abstractions and geseu-
ral, roughly figured primitivism. In part, Jorn's defacements are the typi-
cally hostile and scandalous avant-garde response to emblems of artistic
“tradition,” displaying the irreverence bur not always the ironic good hu-
mor with which Duchamp suggesied, in the Green Box, thar one use a
Rembrandt as an ironing board. In many of the détourned portraits, how-
evet, such as Frurernizé avanz routand Les drus pingouins, the force of those
gestures also reveals the aggression of Jorn's response to the static smug-
ness of “high society” and the self-satisfied image the hante bourgeoisic has
of itself. Not coincidentally, in Debord’s terms that mirror image is the
very definition of the spectacle; just as the spectacular “commodity con-
templates itself in a2 world of its own making,” so through the reflecrion
of the spectacle “the ruling order discourses endlessly upon feself in an un-
interrupted monologue of self-praise. The e spectacle is the self-portrait of
power” which becomesa narcissistic, “uninterrupred discourse about itself,
a laudarory monologue.” 43 '

‘The irreverence with which Jorn’s defacements break the drone of that
monologue is certainly gratifying, but his détournemenss go beyond a sim-

- ple mockery or negation of the original. Unlike Duchamp’s L.H.0.0.Q,,

to which it obviously alludes, Lavans-garde se rend pas, for example, is less
an act of defacement than the remotivation of an image that would origi-
nally have signified with the sort of hackneyed elicitation of habirual re-
sponse (“nice little girl,” say) that leaves such emblems all bt unseen, In
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part, the difference between Duché.mp.’s and Jorn’s barbering is an effect

of the difference between the singular icon of high art and an anonymous -

painting. In Jorn’s détournement, however, even the dircy, brownish pig-
ment added to the figure’s bust is applied with a certain soigné delicacy,
matched by the care with which he has drawn in the facial hair; these
gestures stand in marked contrast to the blunt lettering and childish hg-
ures thar surround her. Morcover, by suggesting that those figures were
scribbled on the wall by the girl herself, Jorn revitalizes. che stasis of the
original scene with a sense of narrative, and he generates a range of new
significations from the tension between the original painting and its 2
sournement. The gidl’s politely newwral and unemotional smile takes on an
impish cast, and her direct gaze, perhaps originally even ingénue, acquires
a certain impertinent defiance, as does the prim pose with hands held de-
murely and passively in front, pleading a blamelessness blatantly conira-
dicted by the evidence behind her. “Who me?” her pose seems to deny with
a faux innocence. Indeed, the jump rope held in those hands is emblem-

aric; on the one hand, a sign of child’s play, ks corde & sauter (jurnp rope; ga

sauve aux yeux [it's obvious]), cannot, on the other hand —however limply
bunched —enrirely cancel the whispered confession that her play has rrop
2irée sur la corde (gone too far). '

That same combination of impudence and abnegation also colors Jorn's
own puerile scribblings, which themselves carry a certain disavowal. Al-
though the difference between marking the photographic reproduction of
a paintng and irrevocably marking the surface of the painting itself is not
inconsequential, Jorn quotes Duchamp’s audacity rather than effectively
reenacting ir.* Originally, L.H.0.0.Q. was also an act of ocTpannens,
although it has itself become familiar in turn; Debord was not alone in
noting that “les moustaches de la Joconde ne présentent aucun caractere
plus invéressant que la premiére version de certe peinture [the Mona Lisas
whiskers are no more interesting a feature than the original version of that
- painting).”4* Jorn's détournement gains interest because it extends not just
o the found painting, but also to Puchamp’s mustache: redirecting its
original purpose and putting it to new uses so that it can again be mean-
ingfully seen. Because of the rapidity with which the most defiant gestures
are recuperated —the high-arc status of dada’s anti-art starements being a
casc in point —effective revolution must be continuous, which is precisely
why lavant-garde se rend pas. To this end, one should of course not regard
Jorn’s détournements as finished objects to be read like traditional paint-
ings; they record his own engagement with a painting and should be a
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spur 1o the subsequent détenrnement of his own diversions. Accordingly,
the implicated but unintegrared status of original and détonrned elements
in Jorn’s paintings—their “dialogue,” in Debord’s terms— helps to fore-
stall his work’s lapse into a readily assimilable stasis; Jorn keeps the two
far enough aparr thar the new work switches constantly berween its origi-
nal elements and cheir deflection, sparking like a cylinder between the two
poles of a dynamo. In Lzvant-garde se rend pas, that tension is maintained
in large part through the recursively homologous structure of the painting:
Jorn's illicir scribbling is mise en abime in the implied scene of the girl's own
illicit scribblings. .

Jorn negotiates a similarly undecidable ambivalence in his 1962 disfigu-
ration Les deux pingouins (The Two Penguins), which again underscores che
difference between his work and the original painting even as it connects
the two, bringing them close enough to engage in a meaningful dialogue.

. Although many of Jorn’s titles amount to no more than uninspired calem-

bours— Le barbare et la berbére (The Barbarian and the Berber), or La vie
d'une nature morte (The Life of a Still Life; literally, a “dead nature™]), for
instance—they often repay attention.® A tile like Arbre arbitraire (Aréi-
trary Tree), for example, nicely evokes de Saussuie’s famous illustration in
the Cours de linguisiique général and underscores ptecisely the way in which
the arbitrary, unmotivated nature of the sign can be remotivated so that
arbitraire can in fact generate arbitaire. *1 always go for a tide that has the
maximum number of meanings, yet applies o only one single object,” Jorn
has remarked, and “les deux pingouins” is worth considering beyond its

- obvious reference.® At one level, Jorn mérely insists upon the humor inher-

ent in the original portrait: a man starched in a formal “penguin-suit” and
looking—as does a penguin—*“3 fois guindé et comique [simultaneously
stilted and cornical].” Buc why only “deux” penguins, when each panel
ghosts a doubled image so thar there are really four penguins visible in the
painting? The answer, it turns out, is close at hand. Unlike English, French
actually does have rwo “Pcﬁ"gu.ins" youtside of ornithological texts, pingouin
and manchor are used almost interchangeably. Moreover, Jorn hints at chis
other penguin by leaving one of the man’s hands manifesty visible even as
his arms have been obscured and shortened into rough approximations of
wings. “Un manchot” also denotes a one-armed man, and it would have
described not only the figure in the painting but also the condition of Jorn
himself working in the one-armed medium of oils rather than the two-.
handed mode of ceramics with which he divided his artistic time. A hand
in the bird, in other words, is worth pushing the two. If Jorn's own “hand”
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is visible in the drips and rapidly worked figurations on this painting, it
never entirely effaces the realist hand of what was there “avanr [before]” (as
the first panel of the diptych is inscribed). Idiomatically, i/ #est pas manchot
denotes “he’s good with his hands,” and this is precisely the distinction that
separates Jorn's gestural painting, with its sudied primicivism, from the
more or less awkward (or is that aukward?} rechniques of his thn&-store
SOUIces.

Thus, in accord with the Situationists’ valuation of productive insub-

ordinarion, Jorn unsettles the hierarchies of signification within his modi- .

fed paintings; he (mis)uses certain elements by both frustrating their pre-
sumed signification within a particular semiotic system and emphasizing
their potential to generate meanings within other, separate regimes. Jorn’s
interventions, thar is, remonvate certain 1mages (rope, bird, hand, etc) so
\that they become elernents in 2 lmgu.ls’uc code thae works independently
{of or even against, their ostensible visual use as represented images. Simi-
larly, part of the force of the sources Jorn appropriates is that their tepre-

sentatlona.llty prowdes a background against which his absm;.cuons are able

to signify as opposmona]]y opaque an msubordmatc mar that cannotbe.

assimilated 1o a referental discourse. tWere Jorn’s source éne of Pollock’s

c[np paintings or one of Malevich’s suprematist compasitions, that is, the _

force of his own marking would be quite different.) The point is worth em-
phasizing: to merely disrupt the illusionistic surface of his sources would

-~ simply reinstate one authority with another, and the distincdy @owrné

quality of Jorns interventions derives from the way in which he prevents
any given framework from wresting a secure authority. This sense of Sirua-
denist “dialogue” emerges not just from the implication of pamicular ele-

e~ ments in multiple signifying systems, bur also from Jorn’s method of com-

Phc1tously inscribing himself and his own insurrectional gestures into the
space of even the most complacent original painting. As we have scen with
both the mise en abime grafhu of Lavant-garde se rend pas and the an-
nouncement of one-handed skill in Les detsx pingouins, Jotn draws analo-
gies berween his own activities and those of his subjects, thus unresolvably

complicating the relation of process and product in such a way that neither

painting nor (over)painted can secure an unambiguous priority or uncon-
tested authority over the other. So even when the original portrait threat-
ens to disappear beneath the splater and drip of Jom's modifications in
the sccond panel of Les a’eux pz’rzgvm'm the play of ]om’s title hclps to sus-

hand, as it were, Jomn invites ‘the viewer to rccogmzc thc ¢ puns, but the full

[P
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~ force of those puns’ meaning

|
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nize both levels of the détourned pamtmg, without allowing one to either
wake precedence or co collapse entirely into the other,

In 2 number of other détournements, Jorn also insists on makmg vmble
what is effaced, even as he displays the obscurant overpainting. In several
works, Jorn images and emphasizes ducks; among the 1959 modificarions,
for instance, one finds Le lac des canards and the hilariously ridiculous e
canard inguiétans. As with the pengnins, this avian subject matter is not
incidental. The French canard, like the English “duck,” denotes not just

the waterfow] but the cotton canvas of the painting itself —what realism -

attempts to render invisible and what Jorn returns to view. At the same
time, the wet and fluid oil with which he further obscured the duck of
the original canvases, as evidenced by its drips and runs, mighrt well have

evoked the adjectival sense of canard— s miouillé (all wer) —and idio-

matic phrases like menillé and trempé comme un canard. The pu:tograpb.lc
graffici in Lavant-garde se rend pas, it wrns ou, are far from gratuitous: a
bird and 2 one-handed man— canard ez manchor—in dialogue with Jorn’s
other dérournemenrs and once again leavrng their conversational trace on
the surface of the painting, '

Message in a Bottle

" Lifeisan anarchy of clair-obscur,
_ —Georg Lukécs

The perfection of suicide is in arnblgu&y
. —Guy Debord

In 1957, just as the Situationniste Intcmatlonale was coalescing, Jorn

and Debord coliaborated with the lithographer and printer V. O. Permild

to make two extraordinary books, Fin de Copenhague and Mémoiress® To
some extent, these works recall Gil Wolman's récit détourné (diverted nar-
rative) “J’écris propre,” which had been published the previous year in the
proto-Situationist journal Les l2ores nues. Like Wolman's story, these books

- announce themselves collage works “entitrement composé d’éléments pré-

fabriqués [composed entirely of prefabricated material]”; s but to that scav-
enged, fragmented, and sutured language they add [ine illustrations, pho-
tographs, and Jorn’s distinctive overpainting of drips, spatters, and runs. In
the case of Mémaoires, which is divided into precisely dated secrions, the col-
lage clements are salvaged from a variety of books, popular magazines, and
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souvenirs from Debord’s letuist days, which it recalls with the unrelenting
“melancholy of a world passing away. ¥ In the case of Fin de Copenbague, .
which is at once more styptic and humorous in its critique of spectacular

- culture, al! of the material was purportedly raided from a single news kiosk

and assembled in a single, inspired day.*® For all of its improvisatory haste,
however, the text’s wit and economy of means is superb; if a movie adver-
tisement appears.to reference [ soczété du spectacle, for instance, its place-
ment is motivated both because the title— Vere Cruz—rhymes with the
cruise liner that appears on the same page, and also because “superscope”
graphically echoes the “Copenhagen” written super, or aboxfe ir. _
Constructed as détournements of found material reorganized to tell new

- stories, the language of these books also undergoes its own analogous 4¢-

-

tournement. Specific calembours, as we have seen, work effectively to main-
tain the dialogue of Jorn’s modifications, but paranomasia, as such, is inte-
gral to Situationist practice as well. Ac the level of the word, the pun itself
is a détournement. Puns differ from polysemy or mere homephony by hold-
ing two registers simult'aneousl} in play and dialogue with one another,

rather than simply switching between thern. The graphemic or phonemic -

ensembles of the word are hijacked in 2 pun so that the apparent direction
of reference—the semantic telos of the word—is diverted from its osten-
sible destination. That signified is not simply bypassed, however; a trace
of its semantic vector always remains as the word gestures towards both

its original and modified meaning at the same tme. The pun, in short,

is a word beser by eidetic memory. In their collage books, Jorn and De-
bord work to create contextual registers with such precise semantic fields
chat the pull of reference causes words to hover in suspended resonance
berween the balanced play of competing forces. Or perhaps the effect of
these words is less like a champ magnétique and more like the undecidable
"movements of subatomic particles simultaneously swerving rowards dis-
crete and irreconcilable states of affairs, wacing cheir clinanimaric paths
berween subatomic matter under the sway of a gravitational serantics.
Examples of these puns, and the degree to which Jorn and Debord care-

fully balance their simultaneous references without privileging one over the

other, will emerge in the course of this chapter. To begin with, I want to
conicentrate on the way in which Fin de Copenbague cphasizes its status as
a book by punning on elements of its formal structure. Originally bound

in flong, made from whar is apparently a Danish newspaper, the covers

sport a large advertisement for shaving products. The front cover is domi-
nated by a headline that reads “;barberspejlet! [shaving mirror!],” and the
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back cover is taken up by the image of 2 man looking in the mirror as
he shaves. The starkly blanched face of that shaver thus both liverally and
figuracively a une mine de papier miché? Moreover, being bored and being
shaved are the same in French (#tre rasé), a coincidence that Jorn and De-
bord exploit to connect che book’s covers with its opening lines: “Copen-
hague[:] je passais mon temps . . . favec} la sensation d’étre écrasé de
fatigue [I have passed the time . . . (with) the feeling of being crushed with '
tedium].” To further underscore the connection, that somewhat melodra-
matic “écrasé [crushed]” liverally inscribes “rasé [shaved].” Razor blades, in
any case, are cenwral to the constructdon of the collaged pages of the book;
thie banalities and boredoms of Copenhagen are referenced in Copenbague

 through the collagists’ shavings (copeanx). With the addition of the adver-

tising copy, these sliding references accumulare at a dizzying pace; the dis-
play line at the bottom of the front cover opens “4r [year],” suggesting the
scar (Danish 47) of 2 shaving cut that might come from the product adver-
tised as the “skarpeste klinge [sharpest razor]” or “blad [blade]” —a Danish
homonym which itself neady collapses the straight-edge and the “news-
paper” (blad ) that was cut to assemble the very book that contains ¢, This
self-reflexiveness is underscored by the cover’s image of self-reflection—a
man looking at himself in the éarberspejies—~and, in a line erased so that
one must in fact look through it, the caption below thar shaver invites

one to “gennem [look through).” Teking the cue and figuratively looking
straight through the book from that line to its parallel position on the front

cover, the reader finds the interlingually punning “videre”: an adjective in

Da,t_lish, meaning “broader” or “wider,” and in Latin the infinitive of the.
verb “to look” Beyond the obvious mockery of spectacular culture in Fin

de Copenhague, these more subdle anaphoric and cataphoric references ask

the reader to swrop, look, and listen carefully. '

This type of bibliographic self-reflexiveness also inscribes the book’s au-
thors into the very weave of their work's marerial, repeating the way in
which we saw Jorn implicate himself within the signifying networks of his
paintings. Fin de Copenhagué was published as an edition de fuxe limired to
200 copies: “Ein Wertvolles Buch [A Valuable Book),” as-one of its own
‘pages announces in bold gothic type. In accord with arc world practice,
Jorn signed each copy by hand, but the baok is wittily countersigned by
its very construction and design. Binding is the art of gathering signatures,
of course, and the “signarure” of the third collaborator, for instance, ap-
pears not only in the colophon, bur also mise en zbime under the movie

~advertisement with a collaged bit of business stationary from his print-
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ing firm: “Permild & Rosengreen.” Similarly, with a shift (czsar) across
word boundaries, Debord’s name explicitly emerges from an advertisernent
copy for a “store kolde bord (big deli spread].” The other inscriptions, how-
ever, are less obvious. To begin with (d2bord), in chis work of cutrings
(des bordes), the printing is bled: most of the collaged images project be-
yond the margins, and the overlapping painted designs all overflow the
edges and run off the page; the layout, that is, continually débords (over-
runs) the margins. Additionally, those flows of ink color-in the oucskirts
and surrounding areas (abords) of the collaged or schematized ciry maps
that fill several pages, as well as the approach (#b0rd) vo “Mt Kilimanjaro”

~ on another. Jorn’s name implicitly appears throughout the book as well;

[
lopive

?I.-‘-@‘/l‘"'h ’1

)

as a work comprised of newspapers (journaux) documenting a single day's -

work (journée), Fin becomes a page in Jorn and Debord’s collective log-
book { journal de bord ) —a nautical reference corroborated by the weather
charts, sea maps, and cruise advertisements that it contains,

Given that nautical context, in fact, the semanric drifis of appropriared
language in Fin de Copenbague suggest—or derive from —a central Sirua-

tionist concept: & dérive {leeway, drift, adrift).’? As a Situadonist zerme

de métier, “dérive” denotes “une technique du passage harif 3 travers des
ambiances variées [a technique of transient passage through varied am-
biences).”3® Or, in other words, disorienced wanderings, usually through
abandoned buildings or city streets. Developed by Chrcheglov, Rumney,
and other “new urbanists,” that playtul, unmotivated wandering—a “dé-
ambulation [aimless ambulation)” in explicit contradistinction to a “prom-
enade [stroll]” —proceeds regardless of habit or the coescions of civic plan-
ning, and without any goals other than arrunement to the lure or repulsion
of the landscape and a surrender to its possibilities.’ A dérive thus charts

microclimates of “psychogeographical space” according o an ecology of

emotion rather than established architectures or physical distance:

Une ou plusieurs personnes se livrant i la dérive renoncent, poOUr une
durée plus our moins longue, aux raisons de se déplacer et dagir qu'elles
s¢ connaissent généralement, aux relations, aux travaux et aux loisirs qui
leur sont propres, pour se laisser aller aux sollicitarions du terrzin et des
rencontres qui y correspondent.

In a dérive one or more persons during a certain period drop heir usual
motives for movement and action, their relations, their work and leisure ac-
svities, and let themselves be drawn by the aitractions or the terrain and the
“encounters they find theress
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In short, Rimbaud’s déréglement applied to urban travel. The Siruationists
thus join the crowd of all those other prominenrs, flaneuss, and drifters
of unreal cities: De Quincey, de Nerval (Labrunie), Baudelaire, Whitman, .
and most importanty, Aragon and his surrealist comrades. Against that
wadition of the faire aller, however, les dérivenrs are not passively awaic-
ing the prurient thrill of a ¢hoc from around the corner, or voyeuristically
hoping to glimpse wne scine chasouillement, or even necessarily exploring

I newand uncharted territory; they are out to actively creare the situattons of ~#sdoN

their drift. Indeed, if not sufficiently lost or drunk to effect the proper dis-
otientation of 2 nonlaminar flow, they could always resort to technologies
of dérivant, such as following the map of one city while in another.5s

The spread and drift of the paint that flows chrough (and off) the
pages of Jorn and Debord’s Situationist books obviously mimics the #4-

~ rive. Accordingly, Greil Marcus reads Jorn’s painting in Mémoires repre-

sentationally: the “seemingly blind strips of color turn into avenues, then
Debord’s words and pictures change Jorn's avenues into labyrinths.”s” To
some extent, and for certain pages, this is certainly correct, but as. Fin
de Copenbague manifests, Jorn's apparently abstract painring is also figura-
tive in another sense; the distinctive liquid overlays in these books index
other referents as well. Indeed; the look of those designs is familiar not so
much from Jorn's canvases— though you can see them there as well —as
from the autobiographical scenes of Debord’s films. Glimpsed in frames
of Sur le passage de quelques personnes . . . (1959) or Critique du separation
(1961), they are in fact the very mis¢-en-scéne of the ardstic and revolution-
ary bohemian world inhabired by Debord and Jorn. With drips, splashes,
smears, and fingerprints, Jorn stains the pages of their books as though
they were café tables set amid the scuff and debris of Sivuationist haunts
like Chez Charot, Café de Mabillon, Chez Moineau, or one of the other
seedy café bars around the Saint-Germain-des-Prés where Gil Wolman re-
counts vomiting “copiously.” * Where, moreover, crowded, careless, in-
ebriated patrons—artempting to negotiate the closely spaced and unsturdy
tables — sent liquid sloshing: over saucers onto unlevel tabletops, leaving it
10 ring and pool haphazardly, where hands unsteady from too lirde sleep
and roo many drinks misjudged, or gestured overempharically, and where,
later, they idly drew in the spill and splatrer wich burnt-our matches, trac-
ing through the cigarerte ash that speckled the whole in its turn.

I do not mean to be gratuitously discursive here; far from incidental,
these very details of everyday life “at the cafe terrace” are central among
the narratives written into Situationist books and woven between their
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A | is directly relared ro the conscious or vague recollection of the original con-

fragments.*® With their wine-tinged memories, the pages of Jorn and De-
bord’s books record a lost world of habit, gesture, and etiquette: in shorrt,
the scnse of the 6yt or vie guotidienne that was so central to Situationist
theory. Fulfilling the dream wich which Chrcheglov had helped launch the
15, Jorn and Debord, in other words, were bui.ld.ing the hacienda “where
the wine is finished off with fables from an old almanac.” Or, as Situationist
style might have repeated, where old almanacs are finished with wine. In-
deed, the contemporaneons issue of the journal Jurernationale situationniste
(no. 3) proposes a three-dimensional novel, cut into ents and pasted
on bottles of rum, allowing the reader o follow its narracive at whim; Mé-
moires and Fin de Copenbague essentially reverse this scheme, printing rivu-
lets of rum on the pages of a fragmented novel.

The construction of Situationist texts, if not the construction of situa-
dons themselves, was done under precisely such conditions—and under
the influence. By recalling the very space and story of their.own construc-
tion, these books fulfll a key principle of Situationjst aesthetics: “la princi-
pale force d'un détournement érant fonction directe de sa reconnaissance,
consciente ou trouble, par la mémoire [the main force of a detournement

rexts of the elements) 28 As Debord notes in the foreword to the 1993 re-

- production of Mémeires, the book “éuait en grande harmonie avec la vie

réelle que nous menions alors [was in full accord with the Jife that we then

lived].” And that life was consumed by drink. The IS was founded “in a

state of semi-drunkenness,” and a survey of the photographs documenting
the meetings and conferences of CoBrA, the lettrists;- and the IS reveals
one constant among shifting sites and personnel: the ubiquitous borttles
of alcohol, glasses of wine, and beer steins.® Debord’s own drinking, in
particular, is well known; “C'est un faic,” he writes, “que j’al éeé continn-
ellement ivre tour au long du périodes de plusieurs mois; et encore, le reste
du temps, avais-je beaucoup bu [it is a fact that I have been continuously
drunk for pcriods of scvcra.l_ meonths; and the rest of the time, I still drank
a lo1].”¢ Debord devotes the entire third chapeer of his autobiography,
Panegyrique—a work of overwhelming melancholia cur only by megalo-
mania—ro alcohol, which he claims “a é Ia plus constante et le plus pré-
sente [has been the most constant and the most present]” ching in his life.5
In particular, writing and drinking come hard upon the other in Debord’s
account: “J'ai écrit beaucoup moins que la plupart des gens qui écrivent;

mais j’ai bu beaucoup plus que la plupart des gens qui boivent [1 have writ-
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ten much less than most people who write; but [ have drunk much more -
than most people who drink).”#4 When Michele Bernstein quips, with all

. the bitterness of the dregs, that Debord’s purges extended 1o those who ser

“their wine glasses on the rable in a bourgeois manner,” her sarcastic figure
is not incidental. Fiz de Copenbague and Mémoires record the marks those
glasses left in a different manner.*

Indeed, lest the point be missed, Fin de Copenbague renders graphically
explicit the equation of spilled alcohol with Jorn’s poured paint. In addi- |
tion 1o a scotch label which floats ar the top of one page (anticipating
Gil Wolman’s “scotch art” by six years!), the book features several illustra-
tions of tilred botrles, either pasted in ar horizontal angles and threatening
to spill or actually emptying out onto the page. Even if, in contrast, “les
bouteilles se couchent [the boudes are hidden]” in Mémoires, they resur-
face a decade later, when they could be seen in reserve behind rhe barri-
cades in the summer of 1968: emptied, drunk dry, détournés, refilled with
petrol and stopped with rags to make Molotov cockeails. Jorn dnd De-

- bord’s books make a plea for that revolution, and Situationist intoxication

is intimarely bound ro their revolution of everyday life, although they did

. not, perhaps, foresee the way in which the consumption of alcohol would

be a necessary prerequisite for revolutionary action: the wols of the alco-
holic and the sreer-fighting bricoleur linked in direct proportion to one
another. However, when they had Mémoires bound in 2 heavy-gauge sand-
paper they would have foreseen the implicie pun. This binding was osten-
sibly meant to desuoy the books next to Mémoires on the shelf with each

-use, thus aggressively undercutting urility with a codexical potlatch; but

bound in papiers de verre (litexally “papers of glass™), the book not only
evokes speciacles, and makes a witcy allusion to the shaving-glass cover of
Fin de Copenbague (even incorporating a tactile replication of the shavmg
man’s unshaven stubble), bur ir also becomes a firtitig receptacle for the -
liquids—whether alcoholic or incendiary —it contains.56

As an emblem of both the revolt against the state and the revoluron
of everyday life, the spirituous, in Siruationist books, is thus always im-
bued with politics. Since none of the commentators on Situationist books
mentions even the thematic prevalence of this subject, I want to conclude
this section by making clear how thoroughly the flavor of that poliricized
alcohol exvends through Mémoires and Fin de Copenhague, which— even
beyond Jorn’s painting and the visual figures of bordes— are soaked in alco-
hol. With what may indeed be “all the pleasures of the summer,” or at least
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“all the necessary conditions,” the very first page of Fin de Co_pmbtzgwe fca—
tu.rcs a Danish drink menu printed in boldface:

5 slags ol

17 slags vin . . .
solbaerrom
perbermyneeliker
1,31 pr. genstand

5 fine beers

17 fne wines . . .
Sflavored rum
wrint Liguenr
L3I eqch

Afver this aperitif, the underlined “Drink— £300” similarly stands out in
the center of a later page, and in one opening the bilingual copy frem a
Dubonnet advertisement, glamorizing an ethos of ° d1s51pat10n mirtors
a statement at the top of the other page: “Dix minuets aprés, I'émotion
étant [ dissipée, on buvait Ie champagne [Ten minutes later, the emo-
. tion having / dissipared, the champagne was drunk].” Such references are
even motre common in Mémoires, where the firse page metatextually an-
nounces: “il s'agit d’'un sujet profondément imprégné d’alcool {it’s all about
a subject deeply drenched in alcohol).” The collaged fragments which fol-
low corroborare this opening claim. On one page Debord declares, rather
pompously, “the wine of life is decanted, and the dregs alone remain of
that pompous cellar.” He then wurns from the metaphoric to the literal a
- few pages later, admitting that in fact “il reste du vin [there’s still some
wine lefi].” “Nous bimes,” Debord recalls, “outre mesure de toutes sortes
de vins [we drank beyond measure all sorts 6f wines],” and among “tous
les sirops somniféres du monde {all the world’s somniferous cordials],” he
queries “Moi, ivre? [Me, drunk?].” Debord records being “sous I'influence
. de Talcool [under the influence of alcohol]” or “pas ivre en ce moment
[not drunk ar the moment)],” and he differentiates like a connoisseur of in-
toxication among “boire [drinking],” “en train de boire [in the midst of
drinking],” and "Aprés boire [After drinking].”s
The suffusion of these books with alcohel unsteadies ather quotes as
well. Part of the collaged material in Mémaoires, for instance, draws from a
soft-porn story, bur in its intoxicated new context, the alcoholic and orgas-
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mic blur in a beautifully tight fit— “Beau comme le tremblement des mains
dans lalcoolisme [Beauriful like the trembling of hands in alcoholism] S as
Lautréamont would write in a line appropriated by Debord 68

Puis les secousses s'espacent, s'atténuent, s'apaisent . . . . Elle se mic 3
trembler, sans répondre . . . . Ainsi les grandes convulsions pas encore
entiérement apaisées . . . . A un moment, si je ne Pavais retenue, elle se

seratt affalée sur le sol en proie & des convulsions

Then the tremors diminish, aizenuate, calm . . . . She ser to trembling,
withous answering . . . . Thus the grear convulsions were no longer entively
soothed . . .. Atone Pomt if T hadn’t restrained ber, she would f:m)e collapsed
on the gmund in the predatory grip of convulsions.

Alcohol similarly flavors other apparently random elements of these col-
lages. The recurrent pirate references from Robert Louis Stevenson are
motivated not only because they represent an ethos of criminal and'anar-
chic counter-market lifestyles, but also because they’re done in with drink
("La boisson . . . [les a] expédi€”), singing “Yo-ho-ho! et une bouteille de
rhum [Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum!)” to the end—a line that echoes
through Mémoires to serve as-a refrain for Debord’s book as well as
Cochon-Réu’s song. The description of being “se desséche [parched]” be-
comes equally charged in Fin de Copenbague, where the recurrent weather
maps reveal an zlcoholic logic: they predict how wet and dry the coming
days and weeks will be, bringing together cool drafts and the draughts

of alceol. If Jorn and Debord’s collaboration was spontaneous, and hence

.without “drafis™ in the artistic sense, it would nonetheless have gone

through a series of proofs {épreuve if not teneur), and indeed, even the
degree symbols on the repeated meteorological charts begin to look like
indications of proof rather than temperature. All of which, significantly,
merges in the homophonic play on the English “fan” and the French “fin”
in the Dubonnet page—a linguistic drift beautifully complicated when the
tide turns away from phonetics: a tail “fin,” in ‘French, is, significantly,
une dérive (and one should not forger the image in Fn of an airplane,
with its tail fin silhouetted). In the end, the phohetic difference berween
la fin dr Copenbague and le vin de Copenbague (wine from Copenhagen), -

" or the graphic difference berween the acrual title and Fine de Copenhague

(brancly liqueur from Copenhagen), is provocauvely slight.5® An issue for

CONNOisseUrs. .
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Wasted Time

Le meilleur, ¢'est un sommeil bien ivre, sur la gréve.
— Arthur Rimbaud

Life can never be too disorienting.
—Guy Debord

We have scen thar alcobol is not simply 2 biographical accouterment,
nor merely incidental to the mise-en-scéne of Situationist haunts. Asso-
ciated as it is with the politicized transformation of everyday life, and
working to effect the heightened détournement of punning language in
Situationist books, alcohol is also intimarely bound with another ceneral
theme of Jorn and Debord’s books, and one of Debord’s central objects of
critique: time. Alcohel can fundamentally alter one’s relationship to time.
In a banal sense, it can obviously organize time, as in the “cocktail hour,”
or through the association of Partiéula.r drinks with particular times of the
day, bue the effects can be more profound as well, 7 I want ro be clear that

I do noc mean by this the flush and rush of the first drink (which can of -

course revive and excite one about the furnre), nor do I mean to suggest the
petty inebriation of the first few (the draughts of the weepy drunk, bring-
ing the past into the present like cases carted from the cellar to be relived);
I mean 2 true, thorough, richly dark intoxication. Intoxication to such a
degree thar ir effects a type of continuous present: not like Stein’s, start-
ing again and again, but one thar stretches and suspends the present. And
thereby obliterates it. The effect, in shore, of looking up from the glass at
the clock with a shock. We speak of “forgerting ali about the time,” but the
shock is thar we have forgoffcn all about ume iwself. Or rather, that we have

recognized a new experience of tme unmoored from its tion by thar
gnize exp ¥

clock: time stupored to the point where it forgets itself in an ethyl blind”
That point “est au dela de la violente ivresse, quand on a franchi ce stade;
une paix magnifique et terrible, le vrai gode du passage du temnps [lies be-
yond violent drunkenness, when one has passed that stage: a magnificent
and terrible peace; the true taste of the passage of time].”72

. This effect of a time reorganized by alcohol, one should note, is quite
different from Gilles Deleuze’s elaboration of time’s reorganization by alco-
holis#.” In his rerms, “Alcoholism does not seem to be a search for plea-
sure, but a search for an effect which consists mainly in an extraordinary
hardening of the present.” ™ Debord in fact exemplifies precisely this alco-
holic tme in Panegyrigue, with its frequent use of “j'ai bu.” “The alco-
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holic,” Deleuze argues, “does not-live ar all in the imperfect or the future;

the alcoholic has only a past perfect (passé composé) . . . . as if the soft- -

ness of the past participle came to be combined with the hardness of the
present auxiliary.” 7 To harden rather than obliterate the present, however,
would run counter to Situationist dreams; a present frozen and brought
forward into the future like an arcifact—a spectacle displayed in the mu-
seum of time—would fail to constitute a “situation” in Debord’s terms,
“Situations are conceived as the opposite of works of art, which are ar-
tempts at absolute valorization and preservation of the present moment.””¢
While Deleuze tecognizes that there is also the time of alcoholic need, in
which “every future is experienced asa firture perfect ( furur-antériens),” his
discussion of Lowry, surprisingly, passes over the intoxicated dme of alco-

~hol itself: the “circumfluent” and ‘paralysed” time described in the final
pages of Under the Volcano,” With a nostalgic gloss appropriate to De- -

bord’s tone in FPanegyrigue, Deleuze proclaims: “alcohol is at once [ove and
the loss of love. . . . object, loss of object and the law governirig this loss.”?®
One cannot help but hear the examnple he refrains from giving: time and
the loss-of time. In that loss of time situations are found.

For all their experimentation and radicality, Jorn and Debord’s collabo- |

rations fail ro extend their understanding of revolutionary time to the level
of the book itself. Debord, prediciably enough, cﬁriques linear and se-
quential narratives; such “a chronology of events” evokes “an inexorable
mevement that crushed individuals before it””® Mempires, however, en-
aces precisely such chronologies with its finalized and sequential dating of
material corresponding neatly to its standard, linear, codexical sequence
{spine to the lefr and pages turned one afer the other from right 1o left).

In contrast, the discontinuous and fragmented pages of Fin de Copenbague -

work against linearity to the extent thar their parataxis blocks the smooth
transition from one page to the next. Indeed, one might read the struc-
ware of Fix as a model for anarchist soviets: a federation thar resists the
subservience of the iz_xdividual"zpage 10 cither an overall design or to an ir-
relevant autonomy: The pages in Fi,. thar is, deny precedence but share
recurrent motifs, thus creating a spatial analogue ro “individual and collec-
tive irreversible time which is playful in character and which encompasses,

. simultaneously present within it, a variety of autonomous yer effectively

federated times.”®° In the end, however, the conventional understanding
of the page as “a sort of enclosed space” which follows on another in an
orderly “succession of artificially distinct moments” like the “accumulation
of equivalent intervals” or spatialized examples of “time cut up into .cqual-

" Radical Formatism  »a.

L N - T B |



abstract fragments,” is too ingrained to be offset by an exacerbation of their
discrete enclosure of space.® The layout of pages even in Fin de Copenhague
ultimately enacts the very strucrures Debord critiques. '

This may scem a rather petty and harsh assessment of Jorn and Debord’s
work, arrived at only after interrogating the most trivial and incidental as-
pect of a book which otherwise, as T have just been arguing at some length,
displays an exemplary Sitnationist practice. But the significance of such de-
tails, and the unﬂinchjng attention they require, is precisely the lesson a
radical formalism mighe learn from thar Situationist practice. The dream
of politics requires both a sleepless watch, an insomniac vigilance Argus-
eyed and lidless, and also—as the ttle of Michele Bemnstein’s manifesto
announced in the premier issue of the IS—“Pas d'indulgence inutile [No
useless leniency].” We awake into the dawn of the dream of politics with
precision, and “oui, Pheure nouvelle est au moins trés-sévere [yes, the new
hour is, ar the very least, quire severe].”2
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Rien ne se passe d'essentiel ot le bruit ne soit présent.

—Jacques Attali

There is no such thing as sllence.
—lohn Cage

2. The Politics of Noise ) -
Unmasking the “Face of the Voice of Speech” .

“How often da erifics cdhsider poetry as a physical act? Do critics look
at the print on the page, at the shapes of the words, at the surface—the
space of the paper itself?” Having posed these questions, Susan Howe ac-
cusingly answers: “Very rarely.”® In the last chaptér, we saw the conse-
quences of overlooking precisely such derails; having tested the relation of
certain physical poetic acts against the specific political claims of the Sirua-
tonists, this thaptcr will turn to a more general examinarion of the polizi-
cal dynamics of the text at those moments when it threatens (or promises}
to become illegible. As in the previous chapter, I will continue to explore
the degree ro which textual and bibliographic details can motivate the work
within which they not only signify and provide material supporr, bur also -
continually offer points of resistance, contradiction, and the necessity—
for both readers and writers— of making irrevocable ethical decisions. By
way of example, I will focus:on the writings of Howe herself, who began
her artistic career as a visual artist and has in face been one of the rare ex-
ceptions to the critical blinddess towards the most visual acts of poctry.
In ker important scholarly work on American literature, and especially on
the manuscripts of Emily Dickinson, she evinces a close attention to visual

; i prosody: the look of texrs on the page and their necessary imbeddedness in

the materiality of that page through details like size, cut, color, and water-
mark.® “Messages,” as Howe wittily asserts, “must be seen o be heard to
_say.”? One might, of cousse, question the extent to which Howe reads her
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OWNn poetic concerns into earlier writings, but whatever the answer, her
treatment of others’ works stands as 2 good model of how her own poems,
and their visual prosodics, might be considered. R
The unconventional look of Howe's pages is the most immediately
noticeable aspect of her poetry; the inconsistent leading and spacing of
the carlier poems has given way to cur and scored-through type, over-
printing, lines set at conflicting and intersecting angles, and even type set
backwards and upside down. Surprisingty, this is one aspect of her work
which crirics have consistently noted but failed to seriously address. In
part, this may well be due to the difficulty of talking about visual prosody;
we lack a sglmﬁcamd%mﬁtion and ready vocabulary. In fact,
en such matters are considered ar all, any radical deviation from a print-
ing norm is generally taken to be a more important classificarory element
for poetry than the underlying theoretical conceptions of representation,
performance, or the relationships berween text, space, sound, and so on.
Critical accounts all too often class together essentially different writings
under a single rubric like “visual poetry,” which is somehow meant to en-

compass everything from ancient Greek zechnopaginae to the work of the -

Brazilian Noigandres group in the middle of the twentieth century to Flash
aniimated digital poetry. So, by way of approaching what Howe's visual
techniques accomplish, I want to starc by very briefly situating her work in
terms of what it specifically does %ot do in comparison with other experi-
‘ments in typography and spatial composition.

Just as Howe’s scholarly project in American literary history has in-
volved “unserding” the “European grid on the Forest,” her poetic project
has involved unsertling the grid of the page” While Howe’s eadlier field
compositions and word grids challenge their audience’s reliance on con-
ventions of reading (left-to-right, top-to-botrom), her subsequent turn to
rotations and inverse mirrorings, in works such as The Articulation of Sound
Forms in Time and Eikon Basilike, confound a reader’s expectations by
eliminating the very directional axes on which those conventions are based.
Moreover, when such radical disruption gives way to palimpsests which
render some words entirely illegible, it becomes clear that Howe’s graphic
maneuvers are not, like the texts of poets as diverse as Louis Zukofsky and
Denise Levertov, at the service of finely modulating a vocal realization of
the poem—and this is true despite Howe's virtuoso readings of her own
poems. Those pages which are left “1o be read by guesswork through oblit-
eration” do not constitute a guide to greater syntactic clarity or a score for
performance, and this in itself is an important distincrion berween Howe’s
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work and the majority of even visually experimental writers.¢ Addirionally,
the viewer of such pages is immediately aware that in contrast with the

Iralian or Russian futurists— or even contemporary commercial advertising

and design —Howe does not exploit the “expressive” potential of varied
inks and types, or even, like Mallarmé, different fonts”

One section from Howe’s long 'poem “Melville’s Marginalia,” however,
does make 2 more direct allusion ro what is perhaps the most famous ex-
ample from the history of typographic innovations: Apollinaire’s “Il plent”
(“It's Raining™). This visual thyme should serve to emphasize the distance
which separates Howe’s work from that of other twentieth-century experi-
mentalises. “Melville’s Marginalia,” in part, is 2 consideraton of che life of
the Irish writer James “Clarence” Mangan. Explicitly noting the “ferninine
softness of his voice,” Howe translares the rain of ghdsdy— feminine voices
from Apollinaire’s page into the “verbal phantoms” raining down on her
own.® Mangan, a figure who “has been all but forgotten” in the current aca-
demic memory, is one of the “Writers in these publications” which Howe
plunders for her material-and “Whose name appears and disappears for-
ever” —quite literally —into the near illegibility beneath the “Churchyard
and grave™: “voix . . . mortes méme dans le souvenir” indeed.” As Howe ar-
guecs, however, this “relative unacquaintance” was nbt\always the case, and
“Melville'’s Marginalia” is saturated with over half a dozen bemused and
reverential anccdotes describing various ‘encounters with Mangan. These
snippets, like the “gourtelertes” of Apollinaire’s second line, could each be

- entitled “merveilleuses rencontres de ma vie.”*® Tivo such droplets, in facr,

frame the “verbal phantoms” section and foreground the significance of
its allusive layout; the previous page contains a citation which describes
the “spectral-looking” Mangan as a phantom figure “who never appeared
abroad in sunshine or stotm without a large malformed umbrella,” and the
text which follows the section concludes: “Sometimes, even in the most
settled weather, he might be seen parading the streets with a very volumi-
nous umbrellz under each arm.”* With the repetition of this odd detail,
readers—like Mangan —are indeed prepared for the rain.

Rather than pursue the themaric correlations berween these two poems,
I want to emphasize the fact that Howe's poem, by calling attention to

.the tain in this way, both evokes “Il pleut” and also emphasizes the dis-

similarity between the texes. The raining words in Howe’s poem, to quote
from its second vertical distich, move in their “liquid clearness” from the
“sky” to the “horizon” in “pure lines”; the fine, that is, forms Howe’s

e

basic unit of both prosodic and spatial compaosiden,-and deviarions from .
-‘=¢—-——~_~____-___'__ T
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the conventional horizontal axis in her texts arise primarily from the ma-
_nipulation of lines rather than of indivi lerrers, Moreover,

her lines are also “pure”_;,"H'ov}e’s visual constructions are dominated by a
geometrically strict linearity. In contrast, the words and lines in Les Cal-
figrammes curve and circle in uneven waverings; diagonals are generally
formed by angling individual letters rather than the rotaton of a conven-
tionally typeser line, and the printing of some of the calligrammes uld-
mately gives way to the “whirlwind handwritten” text of an even more ag-
gressively alinear hand-lerrering.'* Apollinaire’s appeal to the calligraphic
(beyond, even, the calligrammatic) has been similarly explotred by writers
from Aleksei Kruchonykh to Robert Grenier, and it is conspicuously absent
from Howe’s oeuvre.”® One should also note thar the illustrative aspect of
this section of “Melville’s Marginalia” is entirely atypical; Howe's writing
is generally not—Ilike that of Apollinaire or George Herbert—shaped, pic-
torial, or even schematic. Accordingly, the relationship of image and text
in Howe's disrupted pages is, as I hope to show, more rich and sophisti-
cated than in the vast majority of so-called “concrete” poetry descending
from Apollinaire.'s . - -

While some of the more visually innovarive pages from William Carlos
Williams's Paterson or Charles Olson’s Maximus poems may be an inspi-
ration closer to home, one precedent for the look of Howe's essentially
linear constructions can be found not in some modernist or postrnodern-
ist avant-garde, bur rather in Samuel Richardson’s mid-eighteenth-century
novel Clarissa Harlowe. (See figure 1.) Clarissa is not one of the source texts

for “Melville’s Marginalia,” but a compatison of a page from each reveals

similaricies which are both striking and significant (as well as uncanny; note
the central exclamarion in the fourth stanza of Clarissa’s poem: “O my
Miss Howe!")}* (See figure 2.) Both pages share an identical overall lay-
out: five horizontal sections above a smaller indented grouping, flanked
on the right by a vertical fraigmenr and on either side at the bottom by
fragments angled to form a “V.” With descriptions that evoke the visual
surface of some of Susan Howe's work, Clarissa’s writing in this section of
the novel appears in a series of papers and “scarce broken letters” found
“torn among fragments”; after she “tears, and throws . . . these rambling
papers . . . in fragments,” they are transcribed, reconstructed, and described
as “Scratch'd thro’” and “Torn in two pieces,” and they then culminare
in the graphically represented dislocations of “Paper X.”16 Clarissa’s letter
is written immediately after she has been raped, and the text’s shift from
- prose to disrupted verse is obviously meant 1o be emblemaric. The spatial
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Figure 1. Samuel Richardson, Clarissa (1747)
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Figure 2. Susan Howe, “Melville’s Marginalia” (1993)

portrayal of this distracting, visually confused and over-ardiculated layour
mirrors the z2ccompanying verbal descriptions of Clarissa’s distracted, con-
fused, and inartculate thoughts; with conflicting axes breaking in on one
- another, the physically violent disruption of “Clarissa” conflates both the
body of the text and the body of the character into a “word flesh crumbled
page.”"” As the novel's subritle promised, this is a work “Particularly shew-
sng-the Distresses that attend . . . Misconduct” [emphasis added]. The
visual aspect of Richardsons page, that is, enacts a thematic aspect of the
narrative but without any claims v a picrorial representation.
Howe strucnures her own writing within a' thematics of mythical and
historical violence: Pearl Harbor, the colonizations of America and Ireland,
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pursuits and exterminations, captivities and expulsions, regicide, revenge.
In her works, these specters fuse with the violent silencings that haune

" the history of literature itself, to become “Batdles . . . fought ferociously /

on paper.”** Howe’s poems, moreover, refer explicitly to their own Place
in the textual records of such violent-histories. Construcred—like most

-academic:essays, and including this chapter itself —only at the expense of

other writers’ “Texts / torn from their contexts,” and filled with “words /
torn to pieces by memory;,” her poems physically appropriate and dissect
the language of others, often with a defc dérournemens: “I can compose my
thought,” a line from “Melville’s Marginalia” reads, and then continues:
“I will dismember marginalia.”* Figuring poetry and sentences as, respec-

- dvely, “a play of force and play / of forces,” these poems ultimately begin

to absorb all textual practices into the terms of violent action, so that even
the seemingly innocuous transliterative or transcriptive act of recording
the numeral 1 as the letter “i” encodes, in Howe’s formulation, an “eye
for an eye.”?® Her poems thus link together, to quote two lines: them-
selves linked in the poem “Scattering 2s Behavior toward Risk,” the “vio-
lent order of a world” with an “Ieconoclastic folio subgenre.”?! The poerns,
that is, mate their themes to the visual violence of the image-breaking—
the iconoclasm— of Howe'’s disrupted folio pages. On the fragmented and
indeterminare surfaces of those pages

War

~ approaches its abstract form  Play
of possibiliries '
probabilities
[..]
Confusion

of lines 'l_:isocting . shred
“after shrv.}::cl.22 '

“I had unleashed a picture of viclence,” Howe explains in reference to
the most graphically extreme pages of her poem Eikon Basilike, and as her
fragmented pages participate in the very processes of violence which they
critique, they graphically enact the destructive and deconstructive elements
of her project with a visual foregrounding that forces the reader to con-
front these themes as well?? Moreover, Howe’s radically disrupted page
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situates its readers in a positon from which they mighr more empatheri-
cally respond to the issues of power addressed by their thematic treatment
of personal and cultural violence. Faced with the aggressively restive, -al-
most alien language of her pages, readers are likely to find themselves grap-
pling with a discourse from which they are excluded and about which they

must struggle to say anything at all; they may come one step closer, that

is, to the position of Howe’s persona: Anne Hutchinson, Hester Johnson,
Ophelia. In the process, those readers must directly and personally come
to some kind of rerms not just with their response to power, but also with
what Howe has cafled our culture’s strong “contempt for powerlessness.” ¢
In both cases, the two denotations of “apprehension” — “visual perception”
and “anxious unease” —come together on the page of Howe’s poetry.

To view Howe’s poems, like Clarissa’s lecter, as the visual record of their
narrated violence is an analogic reading, and this is one way to interpret the
typogeaphic space of her poetry in general. The visual surface of her pages
illustrates at a fiteral, physical, and sparial level the much more complicated
lessons of the texcs’ thematic, semantic, and concepual planes. Howe's
mirror pages and repetitions of inverted and reversed text blocks, for ex-

ample, echo both her own ironic citational techniques 2s well as what her

 dérournements teach her readers about the historical abuses and dangers of
language: that the same words can always be turned around, or made to say
the opposite, thar the voices of others—like the type on the page—can be
~all too easily manipulated and twisted. Similarly, Howe illustrates the link
between “Lenses and language.”?* As her own “reading through” source
texts reminds us, language is always reflected and refracted through other
points of view. Howe’s poetry questions received perspectives and centers
of pawer as it attempts to occupy, or at least to approximate, tradition-
ally neglected positions, a point driven home when readers must physically
rotate the page or crane their necks to make our exactly what is being said
in a visnally decentered field. According to her statement for the New Poet-
ics Colloquium, part of Howe’s pioject has been to recover “voices that are
anonymous, slighted — inarticulate,” and the occasionally illegible surfaces

of her rexts physically embody her thematic poinr rhat voices can—even if -
incomplerely—be lifted from the brink of erasure, obscuration, and oblit-

eration.* By showing “the face of the voice of [their] speech” chrough her
disruptive visual prosody, Howe atrempts to reveal “the machinery of in-
justice” to readers who must visually consume the edgy lyrics of a radical,
visionary sensibility whose “whole being is [itself consumed] by Vision.”?”

“Incoherent inaccessible muddled inaudible™ one poem cacalogues

3% READING THE ILLEGIBLE

those voices that Howe attempts to recover while simultaneously hinting
at the unconventional linguistic form their recovery takes; “Irascible un-
knowable disorderly.”?® This association between politically marginalized
figures and the “noise” of her difficult poetic parailels Howe’s thematic
connection of noise and political violence. The first poem in Howe's col-
lection The Europe of Trusts, for example, opens with the autobiographical
statement: “For me there was no silence before armies,” and later in the
volume she specifically registers guerrilla resistance and political struggle
as “noise and noise pursuing power.”? Such intersections of marginaliza-
tion, violence, and noise are precisely the nexus explored by Jacques Artali
in Bruits (Noise), his “essai sur I'économie politigue de la musique [essay
on the political economy of music].” Aeali's book is typical of a certain
genre of French essay writing, but despite its cursory treatment of widely
scartered and selective evidence, and a tendency roward glib oversimpli-
fications, its his_rori;al investgation of sonic culture succeeds in p’o;iﬁrig
an innovative cultural model thar allows one to read music as an ancici
pation of social change. Sound arranged into music, Areali argues, “simule
Pordre social, er ses dissonances expriment les marginalicés [simulates the
social order, and its dissonances express marginalities].”3* He chen aces
the threarening noises at the edge of the dominant social order to mythical —,
scenes which strongly evoke the milieu of Howe’s earlier poetry: the edges 'I
of the forest beyond the hamlet in some dark fairy tale, the itinerant piper
of some medieval legend, the banshee, /s mandragols, die Lorelei, rusalka,
Listening to the noises at the margins, in many ways, sets the parameters

of Howe's projecr, and the violence which she hears there contimies the
logic of Attali’s own investigation. In contrast to music, which he glosses
as a channeling of noise, “le bruir esr vivlence: il dérange, Faire du bruit, -
C'est rompre une transmission, débrancher, tuer. 1l est simulacre de meurere
[noise is violence: it disturbs. To make noise is 1o interrupt a transmission,
to disconnect, 1o kill. It is a simulacrum of murder].”* This association,
in Ateali’s analysis, extends beyond the tropes and metaphors of infor-
mation theory: “le bruit a toujours écé ressenti comme destruction, dé—
sordre, salissure, pollucion, agression contre le code gui structure les mes- |!|
sages [noise had always been experienced as destruction, disorder, dirt, |

- pollution, an aggression against the code-structuring messages].”#? This

po:mﬁal to disrupe che message, to unsettle the code of the status quo, is
what makes noise more than simply the record of violence, M
as Awali argues, the potental fo olitical orders. Accord-
ingly, Howe's poems can be read as “waging political babble” with their,
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programmaric recovery of the noises of historically stifled voices through a
“critique radical radical visible subsurface.”?® In Howe's case, _Eh'c political
“baxtle” becomes inextricably intertwined with the “babble” of noise, That
connection, and the imporrance of the battle, is precisely why the experi-
mentalism of poetics like Howe's—and her “blunty uncompromising and
problematic” visual prosody in particular—cannor simply be dismissed on
account of its difficulty in favor of the less arduous and less discomforting
strategies of more conventional verse.34 So, before renurning to the poli-
tics of the critique mounted by her poetry, this essay will continue to look
closely at the “babbles” which rise to its radical, visible surfaces.

Listening to the “Visible Surface of Discourse”

Vigilance! Les récupérateurs sont parmi hous!
—graffito, Paris 1968

One day, in the mid-1950s, in 2 Harvard Universtty laboratory, John
Cage walked into the supposed silence of an anechoic chamber, only to-
hear the persistence of sounds from his own nervous and circulatory sys-
terns; he would write: “Silence . . . is nonexistent. There always are sounds

-+« .. Something is always happening that makes a noise.”% Nlyserating
this assertion with the famous composition 4 337, Cage tanslated the whire
canvases of Robert Rauschenberg from a visual to an auditory medium. In
both cases, the works foreground rhe material circumstances of their are:
what must always already be present before any “message” can be relayed.
When asked what a canvas would look like if she had to paint her writing,
Susan Howe responded: “Blank. It would be blank. It would be a white
canvas. White.”?® Ag her answer might hint, Howe's visual prosody does
in fact retranslate Cage’s version of Rauschenberg’s “audible silence” —al-
though without the radical minimalism of cither— into the terms of tex-
tual language.?” That final translation answers an emphatic “yes” to Cage’s
query: “If sounds are noises but not words are they meaningful?”33

The even, straighr, oddly clinical lines of even the disrupted page from

Clarissa grate with the epistolary pretense of thar novel and throw into con-

trast the differences between the “tangled scrawl” of a handwritten letter _

and the typeset book page.® The linear uniformity of the type in Richard-
~son’s book marks both the medium and the mediation of print; “print
settles it,” Howe notes in “Melville’s Marginalia,” and she further signals

this gap between the manuscript and even the most scholarly transcrip-
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tons both implicitly, with quotations from the editorial apparatuses of fac-
stmile editions, and explicitly, with phrases such as “printing ruins jr.”40
In contrast, say, to Emily Dickinson’s orthographically expressive fascicles,
the calligraphy of which Howe reads so actentively, Susan Howe’s own ma-
nipulations draw attention to che prinsers art: scruck and cut type, the lead-
ing and the set of lines. Indeed, the predominandy linear and blocked type
in Howe’s work can, like Richardson’s, be read in its composition as a refer-
ence to the compositor, and such references-are reinforced by the refusal of
some pages 10 operate on the convenrional assumprion that the visual text
is a score for the voice. To appropriate Peter Quartermain’s ash;c_s:;;ﬁ‘t‘af.
one of Howe’s poems, the disrupred page “emphatically and unabashedly
draws attention to itself as texr, as written rather than spoken language.” &
Such visual references to the typographic are again consonant with an
explicit thematic subject which Howe has engaged chroughout her liter-
ary career: the material production of texts. One of the firse pages in Likon
Basilike opens with the lines “No further trace / of the printer”; the en.
tire poem, however, like so much of Howe's recent writing, is constructed
primarily of precisely such traces.i2 These poems foreground not only “the
printers fayles,” igselfa fauley line due to lack-of an apostrophe, but also the
so-called “accidentals” of written language: conventions of capitalization,
abbreviation, spelling, and alphabet*® With all of these elements, Howe
calls attention o the very conventions which, when dightdy torqued or an-
tiquated, themselves call arention to the illusion of the wansparency of
the printed page, and she thus emphasizes her own works status as printed
artifacts. Even without such visual markers, many of theﬁagments in her
Ppoems constirute the remnants or evocations of inscriptions, dedicarions,
colophons, and printers’ advertisements— what might appear, in short, to
be the “driest facts / of bibliography™: signarures and the stamps of bor-
rowers, pagination, watermarks, the frontispiece and fiyleaf, the cropping
and binding, all manner of codicological measurements and descriptions:
condition, copy, edition, provepance.f “I have taken the library,” one rext
announces; “I am at home in the library,” another counters, perhaps refer-
ring to Howe, perhaps to James Mangan, and cerainly to itself# Indeed,
even on those pages of “Melville’s Matginalia® that do not have the con-

B Ausedlook of palimpsest, the visual layout of centered columns of equally

lengthed lines moving paratactically in fragmented units creares the ap-
pearance of larger, originally coherent texts read chrough a narrow window,

These pages give the reader the impression of browxing through library
catalogues, skimming over tide pages, flipping and scanning as the eye and -
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the mind catch isolated words and phrases. In shor, this visual layout situ-
ates the reader in a position which simulates that of the poen’s subject: the
~ roving librarian Mangan who, instead of classifying, browses and dreams
irregularly. ' S

In addition to foregrounding the material pages of other books, Howe’s
poems frequently draw attention to their own pages as well, in part by con-
flating the space of the page with an evocarion of the distincely Northeast-
ern rural setting which recurs throughout her work. This sylvan mise-en-
scéne is linked in part, of course, to her concern with “wilderness” and a
certain historical and colonial “American” landscape, with whar is culeur-
ally marginalized and at the margins of culture. Moreover, this setring also
consistently and insistently identifies the material origins of her own pages
in the wood pulp which has been the common ingredient in the manufac-
wure of paper since the end of the nineteenth century. Within this “land of

pages” where “Leaves are white,” Howe collapses “passage” with paysage as -

she constructs a general logic that associates “the tracks of the rabbit” with
“scribbling,” “forest trails” with “lines,” and forest “streams” with “ink.”+7

Even more insistently, the second section of The Nonconformists Memorial

- opens by suddenly drawing the reader’s attention to the visual image of the
wavering drift of print at che right-hand margin of the text; che first three
lines read: “Arreption to imagery // of drift meadow edge / of the woods
here.”4® The final locative self-reflexively references the line break itself

- and the conflation of “words” and “woods,” “meadow” and “margin” at an
“edge” where the “white” “December / Snow” of the following stanza blurs
with the “pale bright margins” found kiter in “Melville’s Marginalia”—a2
poem which itself then records Howe's attempt to follow the (printed)
footprints of Melville through the traces of his own marginal pursuits as

“Tracking a favorite writer / in the snow . . . / of others.” % Moreover, the

poem suggests that such trackings mark their place by “The leaf s turned

down”: the leaves, that is, of both the pages and the trees from which
those pages come* Howe’s poems constantdly remind their readers that
like “leaf,” the words “folio,” “biblic-,” “book,” “codex,” and “paper” all
reference — etymologically —writing’s material origins in fibrous plants.”’
The specifically ecological impore of such references is nicely sized up by
the anxious reperition in the title of the opening poem of Howe’s collec-
tion 7%e Europe of Trusts: “There Are Not Leaves Enough To Crown To
Cover To Crown To Cover.”** With an echolalia thar itself evokes the con-

catenous verse form of a “crowne” (in which the last line of a sranza is re-

peated in the opening of the next), the threat of exhausted resources hovers
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behind 2 string of rerms that all refer w0 both foliage and bibliography;
a “crown” denotes the upper canopy of tree leaves as well s an oversized
(Is x 20-inch) sheet of paper. '

Indeed, in addition to stationery references such as “Whice foolscap”
and “ass skin,” Howe’s oeuvre also includes many more explicit references
to the specific paper on which the poems themselves are printed.” Like
the phrase “bark of parchment,” for instance, the “sylvan / imagery” of the
poem “Pythagorean Silence” makes what Jerome McGann has insightfully

read as a reference to “rhe material origins” of the page in forests which no
longer exist 54 The poem opens:

We that were wood
when that a wide wood was

In a physical Universe playing with
words o -

This trope of the “word forest” recurs throughour Howe’s more recent
work as well, with lines that emphasize “the wood siege / nesting in this
poem” —a poem where in fact “Language” becomes not a “foad” but “2
wood for thought.” % An entire section of the book-lengzh “Articulation of
Sound Forms in Time” is encit[cd,_ significandy, “Takin g the Forest,” and its
implicit transformation of the “wood” into the “word” —a graphemic and
p!lonemjc proximity which reminds readers that in che “physical Universe”
printed words are never far from the wansformed wood of their page—
is concretely illustrated by one of the pages from “Melville’s Marginalia,”
(See figure 3.} With the “rewrite” literally inscribed into the jumbled Jer-

- ters which open the fourth line of this page, the poem invites the viewer

Eo “see” the “coffin” and “sew”—the cover and binding——as well as the
wqofl” on which the “word” physically, typographically, comes to rest
after its lyrical permutarions through anaphora which iself may also re-

- mind the reader thar the emphasized “coffin,” resonaring between “tomb”

and “tome,” was a technical term in both paper manufacturing and press

printng,5?

Writing out’ of 2 diverse expcrimcnﬁa.l tradition in American poetry

~ -which is unified in part by its arrention ro the “materiality of the signi-

fier” (a phrase which already sounds rather tired), Howe Teinvigorates a Cow
consideration of the material conditions of poetry. Howe’s visual prosody
cooperates with her poems’ thematics to reference the status of her wortks
as artifacts in printed books, and she Joins other cross-genre artists such as -
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Figure 3. Susan Howe, “Melville’s Marginalia” (1993)

Johanna Drucker and Tom Phillips who have focused on what was still, sur-
prisingly, the primary material medium of poetic texts in the late twentieth
century: “The figment of a book.”*® In the terms of information thcm:y,
that is, Howe foregrounds both the data and the channel of their transmis-
sion. Moreover, by referencing the page and the book through particularly
restive and disruptive means, Howe also signals the noise in that channel.
One can see this nexus clearly come together in a double pun suggested in

© “Melville’s Marginalia”; the section of the book which contains this poem

opens with an epigraph from Melville's Bardeby: “I like to be stationary:”
The homophonic play on the scrivener’s materials and his immobility is
then troped in “Melville’s Marginalia” itself with a quote from James Man-
gan, whom Howe takes to be the “progeniror of the ficcional Barteby™:

there is a prospect of ultimate repose for most things; even the March
of Intellect must one day halr; already we see that pens, ink, and papers
are——stationaty.*
As Howe understands, stationery —the pen, the ink, the paper—is not, as
Mangan suggests, always “immobile,” bur it is always “static”: that is, the

w‘e channel of poetry.
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Howe also hints at the ubiquity of that static with one of the pages
from Eikon Basilike.*® Asif mapping trajectory lines of motion, the chrono-

- photographic convention developed in painting by the futurists: (recall

Balla’s Leash in Motion ot Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase), the se-
quential but irregularly patterned lines of text which fan from the lower
left-hand corner of the page can be read as representing or reenacting the
fall of 2 tree, replete with the reverberation of its impact: the jarring “after-
shock / Aftershock.” The image on this page, indeed, contains its own
captioni: “So falls,” one of the lines reads, “that stately I Cedar.” Beyond
the rare mimetic iconicity of this page (répeated at the level of the line
with the “stately,” upright, unfelled caesural mask which scparates “stately”
and “Cedar”), the visual layour of the page encodes a sort of rebus into
the background of the text: “if a tree falls in the forest . . . ?” The prov-
erb recasts as an interrogative the starement by Attali which I took as this
chapter’s epigraph: can we ever escape noise, and if so, does anything sig-
nificant occur in.its.abseace? This page’s off-Kilter 56t of lines, overprinted
type, and mentions of “rabble” and “peculiar spelling” suggest the answers:
when trees | ks, one medi 1cal significa

do indeed, necessarily, make noise. :

When Howe makes manifest the “visible surface of Discourse” by ex-
plicitly linking the fakmrz (paxtypa), or materiality, of her texts with
their medial noise, she highlights what the Russian futurists called svukapis
(sByKoummcn), the “noise emitted by the surface of the work of art.” <!

One emblematically noisy surface can be found on a page from “Scatter-
ing as Behavior toward Risk,” an examination of which will also illustate -
once again the way thar Howe's poems present a concept through both
a denotative and an analogously visual arrangement of their words. (See |
figure 4.) This page is filled with terms that refer to the sphere of commu-
nication (“discourse,” “Meaning,” “Narrative,” “the sayd,” “Warch-words,”
and 50 on), and the repetition and emphasis of “common” (“in com-
mon;” “communism,” and twice with “common-wealth”) gesture toward
‘communication” through the Latin comunis from which they all direcily
descend.5? Additionally, in the contexe of “Saxon harmony sparrow thart-
lamentation,” which suggests Bede’s famous account of the conversion of
King Edward, “aboord” might well evoke the Anglo-Saxon abeodan, “to
deliver 2 message” As in any system, however, noise proliferates hand in

* hand with an increase in the terms of communication. With the accrerion

EEEY

of words like “murtering,” “lamentation” (with its own etymological roots

. in barking and nonsense), “brawding? (which in its proximity to “lamenta-
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Always cutting out
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Rot k., Wading in water
wh tigor of cold

Figure 4. Susan Howe, “Scattering as Behavior Toward Risk”™ (1990)

tion” evokes “bawling”), and “bruir” {which in French,_ of course, is sim]::nly
“noise™), the poem biilds up a vocabulary of incohcr:nt 1.:¢ttera.n'ces”wh.1ch_
suggest that this page is far from 2 realm of “perfect” or “Uropian com-
munication. Moreover, the phrase “the potentaliry of sound to dlrectl?'
signal” not only brings into question the possibility ?f ’?erfect communi-
cation, bur also evokes the phrase “signal-to-noisc ratio,” the very measure

of the impedance in a channel carrying dara. | ‘ .
That impedance, which Howe might call the “impediment :?f wi)rc'ls, is
precisely what Michel Serres— playing on the French term for “static ineer-
ference” -~ has identified as the “parasite, the Demon, the prosopopocia ‘.Df
noise.” % Serres’s parasite is that term which is always (already) present in
any medial technology and which, paradoxically, is actually necessary for

any communication or exchange of dara to take place at all. In this sense,

i i i i i is time into the
one might again translate Acwali’s polernical assertion, this time i

terms of information theory: nothing significant {or signifying) occurs in.
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the absence of noise. Attali provides the following definition of such medial

ot H » )
noise”:

Un bruit est une sonorité qui géne Pécoute d'un message en cours
d'émission. Une sonorité étant un ensemble de sons purs situltanés, de
fréquences déterminées et d’intensités différentes. Le bruit n’existe donc

© pas en lui-méme, mais par rapport au systéme oil il s’inscrit: émerteur,
transmetteur, récepteur. Plus généralement, la théorie de Iinformation
arepris ce concepr de bruir (ou plutétla métonymie): on ¥ appelle bruic
pour un récepteur un signal qui géne la réception d'un message, méme
s'il peut avoir lui-méme un sens pour ce méme récepreur. '

Noise is a resonance that interferes with the audition of @ message in the
process of emission. A resonance is set of simultancous, pure sounds of de-
rermined frequency and differing intensity. Noise, then, does not exist in
itself, buz only in relation 10 the system within which it is inscribed: emister,
Transmiter, receiver. @&?ﬁtyﬂz&eﬂgw_g_{é@nbgr of noise (or ragher,
metonymy) in a more general way: noise is the term Jor a signal that inter-
Jeres with the reception of & message by a receiver, even if the interfering
signal itself hasa meaning for that receiver.4 :

In relation to the conventionally set page (Iike the one you are rcading now,
for instance), the paéc from “Scattering,” like' many of Howe’s poems,
is inscribed with examples of Attali’s “bruit” and Serres’s “parasite”: mis-
aligned and skewed type, archaic word forms and appatent misspellings,

stutterings and omissions, reduced ieadings, palimpsests, and a whole.host

of irregularities which move the text beyond opacity to a near illegibility in
which readers—as the last line complains—sometimes even “do not know
what a [particular] syllable is.” Such medial noise is one of those “Vakues in
adiscourse” which “shrowd” “Meaning” in a message that is always “waver-
ing // wavering” between coherence and nonsense. E

Howe realizes that “Letters sent out in crystalline purity” are always re-
ceived “Muddled and ravelled” to sorme degree, because, inevitably, “mes-

- sengers falter.”%* With the recognition chat there can never be static-free

channels, Howe’s aggressively “noisy” work resists the teinptation to elegia-

- cally view the dynamics of medial systemns as mechanisms for loss. Rather,

i celebrates their faltetings and disruptions as an “ecstasy of communica- -
tion.” With an earartuned to the pleasures of noise, Howe writes from out

of the static: ex-static, indeed. The visually prosodic extremes of Howe’s
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poems amplify the noise accumulared in her source texts, and they serve to

" remind readers that not only her own poems, but all the works contained .

in the libraries she mines for her material, all those books to which her
readers will return, are infested with parasites, however much they indulge
in the illusion of the transparency of the page. If conventional texts can be
seen as attempting, always futilely, to suppzess the parasite; to exorcise the
Demeon, then—accordingly—one can read a wide range of contemporary
texts, like “Scattering” or “Melville’s Marginalia,” as instead emphasizing
their medial notse. :

By explicitly making the noise in the channel and the noise of the chan-
nel itself into data— thar is, making them a part of the message (“Sound,”
as Cage might have characterized it, “come into its own”)—Howe briefly
short-circuits the parasitic economy and reminds readers that the facile
distinction between “message” and “noise” must ultimarely deconstruct

. irself.% Serres’s Demon haunts a space at the margin of all technologies of

the word, a space which he names the “torus”: that point at which data de-
teriorate o noise, and from which noise itself always suggests some signifi-

cation. As Howe pushes syntax and sound to the margins of inrelligibility -

and coherence she explores the jagged edge of thar torus with a language
that is highly evocative, if at times no longer conventionally “meaning-
ful,” and her visual prosody does the same. Indeed, even when eliminating
lexical meanings altogether —as in an unintelligible palimpsest— the visual
surface of the black ink on the white page sull operates in a space of dif-
ference. The material text cannot ever completely escape from the republic
of signification; ir simply crosses the border from the canton of “literary”
to that of “visual” art. '
Just as Howe’s poetry works in this way to unsertle any facile reladon-
ship berween “message” and, “noise,” so Arrali’s work cautions thar noise
is not in and of itself necessarily radical or subversive. Noise can indeed
undermine power structures, but it can also “absorber la violence et a ré-
orienter les énergies violentes [absorb violence, and . . . redirect violent
energies],” or be played into the hands of the very orders which it threar-
. ens: “monopoliser le droit 4 la violence, provoquer 'angoisse pour sécuriser

ensuite, le désordre pour proposer Pordre, créer le probléme que Pon peur .
pour propr P q P

résourdre [monopolize the right to violence; provoke anxiery and then pro-
vide a feeling of security; provoke disorder and then propose order; creare
a problem in order to solve it].”%” This is precisely the danger, as | have
already suggested in the first half of chis chapter, when experimental writ-
ing like Howe’s stands as a foil to.conservative new formalisms. Bur there
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is another, pethaps more serious, risk as well. “Un réscau peut étre déeruit
par des bruits ‘qui Fagressént et le transforment,” Arrali argues, only “si les
codes en place ne peuvent normaliser et réprimer ces bruirs [A nerwork can

be destroyed by noises that attack and eransform it, if the codes in place are

unable to normalize and repress them).”$% Even critical and scholarly work
that pays close attention to' the disruptive possibilities of visual prosody
runs che risk of neutsalizing the very disruptive potential it identifies. Such
work must try to avoid co-opting those disruptions for its own rhetori-
cal ends, and might instead attempr to communicate noise in the Wiy one
might communicate a disease. ‘There is a strong tempration to recuperate
the resisting and unsettling potenrial of “noise” as a “message” which can
be absorbed into the very code it challenges, so that it can then be safely
consumed by traditional hermeneutic strategies as simply another part of
the message’s “meaning.” This chapter— indeed this entire book—is jtself
a prime example of the way in which noises get accepted into the system,

get inside us, become, in short, Jes parasites; infecting, spreading, and dis- -

abling, bur also structuring, adapting, mutating, mimicking, colonizing.
The very look of texts like Susan Howe’s “transmit,” in Jerome McGann’s
terms,

the simple signal of an emergency or a possible emergency. Stop. Look.
Listen. They are Thoreauvian calls to awakening. This may be a spe-
cial and relatively localized awakening—ro the resources of language,
to new possibilities for poetry—or it may involve more serious ethical
and social questions.s® .

This chaprer has been the signal of an emergency as well. Beyond a simple
crisis of faith, it has sacrificed its principles—enacting the conservative
rather than the liberating porential of /es parasites, exhibiting “power”
rather than “force” in Deleuze and Guarrari’s terms— and its redemption
lies in the degree to which that enactment has in fact led 1o a local awaken-
ing: to your recognition of itsja.ilurc. But por, perhaps, its failure alone.
Because you are implicated and complicitous as well; this has been a lic-
mus test, registering the point at which you identified its self-contradicrory
chaims and the disjunction between whar was being said and Aow it was

* being said in a text for which the subject of each was in fact the other. Stop.

Lock. Aggression, prog_ression, recombination, rerurn. Listen carcﬁllly.
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The book is only a sort of optical instrument which the writer offers to the
reader to enable the latter to discover in himself what he wug.]ld-not have
found but for the aid of the book,

—Marcel Proust

Les phosphénes prenzient soudain une intensité tel que, méme les yeux
ouvert, ils formaient devant moi un voile , | .,

—Rene Daurmal

3.J Destroying Redness

The Carnal 'Eye: Self-Portrait in a Complex Mirror

In “The Critic,” one of C. K. Williams’s trademark miniature narragives, -

he writes of a homeless man “who had a bartered loose-leaf bool he used
to scribble in for hours on end / . . . writing over words that were already
there— [ blocks of cursive etched into the softened paper, interspersed with
poems in print he'd pasted in.”! In Williams’s poem, some of those spe-
- cific local effects of Susan Howe’s poetry that I examined in the previous
chapter—the collage of appropriated texts and theit occasional overprint-
ing—have become both a symprom and a comprehensive strategy of tex-
tual production. Indeed, 2 sometimes unrelenting production: after filling
the norebook, Williams’s scribbler would “start again: page one, chapter
one, his blood-rimmed eyes as rapt as David’s doing psalms.” Taking not
just descriptions of such texs, as in Williams’s poem, but acrual books

thac were in fact produced by “writing over words thar were already there,”

this chapter will look more clasely into the red and “blood-rimmed eyes”
of both cthe writers and readers of the illegible. When che technique thar
Howe and others have used on occasion becomes the predicate for an en-
tire compositional swategy, the extremity of the overprinted page—as it
approaches a ue and total illegibilicy — makes clear the implications in-
herent in every instance of the overprinted word. As we shall see, those
implications extend beyond the obsession of Williams’s scribbler and his
psalmic rapture to the darkest theological linguistics. .
Published in the same year (1987) as Williams’s poem, Charles Bern-
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stein’s chapbook 124/ co_ntains blocks of text constructed by overtyping
lines until the layets of words form a shimmering screen of partially oblit- -
erated writing* (See ﬁgu;e 5.) Veil opens with an epigraph from “The Min-
ister’s Bl_ag:‘_l:{__;_Vci.[,” and as in Hawthorne’s story, the “veil” in question is the
weave of the printed text(ile) itself, so that “writing veils the appearance of

 language; it is not a guise for language but a disguise.”* In a mechanized

version of Wil.lia.ms’s anonymous writer, the journal-like transcriptions of
Bernstein’s “frecly composed” stream-of-consciousness language appear as
if the same sheet were reinserted in a typewriter and run through two ro
four cycles of typing, with the cylinder perhaps having been given a quarter
turn before he would “start again.” In addition to casual diaristic rmusings,
the writing frequently meditates on the material specificity of its process;

ttalics fust 1o give verve no i think the single face type does all i need at this
point is the gradula occluding of the process but if I kept a carbon i wdda
been happier maybe a xerox will belp reveal he layers [sic).

Electrostatics do nor, unfortunately, help ar all, and as readers Jace the veil
in this much tighter maxture of ENJamBMENT they have 2 hard time Jollow-
ing the text through the haywireness of superimposizion and images really run
amuk. With concentration, however, the book gives a sense of ... trace. .
felt behind 14reE scrzEns which the reader ultimately can see dimly through

as thewriting peeks 2 boo vo let a hidden essay emergein a constantly switch-
- ing dialectic of revelation and concealment. Those glimpses work to excize

the curious EYE level serutiny weh makes the Lines crrss cross untl the reader
OfLCe again cant make out the typing laid over and over the same maserial in g -
variety of ways to form gverprin: with a density so great thar language stself
is vangible and one feels the physicality of type. . :

The opacity which follows from that physical type stands in marked
contzast to the dominant Anglo-American tradition of twentieth-century
typographic design, which maintains an unobtrusive clarity as its 2im.f
This aesthetic was most forcefully advanced by Stanley Morison, who over
a long and influential career repeated his insistence that “any disposition of
printing material which, whartever the intention, has the effect of coming
between author and reader is wrong.”> Champiening Morison’s acschetic,

L+ Beatrice Warde provides what is pethaps its best summarion in her famous

and frequently repeared metaphor of the crystal goblet; she argues that
typographic design should aspire to the stare of “crystal-clear glass, thin
as a bubble, and as transparent.”¢ Declaring thar “printing shouid be in-
visible,” she concludes that “type well used is invisible s type.”” In contrast
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Figure 5. Charles Bernstein, Veil (1987}

to this ideal design, in which “the mental eye focuses through type and
not wpen it,” a work like Ves/ “is something to be looked at, not through.™®

The point is obvious bur significant: the illegibility in Vi arises becanse

its writing— like all writing—is not, contra Warde, transparent. Through
their manifest materiality, Bernstein’s “veils” are thus not she theory but the
actual pracrice of 2 poststructural linguistics wriz lerge, so thag, as Wiugen-
stein might say to Warde, “this crystal does not appear as an abstraction,
- butas something concrere, indeed as the most concrete, as it weze the hard.
est thing there is.”* Or as Bruce Andtews more bluntly writes: “Crystalline
purity—or transparency —will not be found in words.?10
The lessons of Veil, however, are not just a reminder of the “mareriality
of the signifier” (that familiar if frequently forgotten story whose moral
has never been well learned and rarely really: taken to heart); to leave the
work at that would underestimate its interest, and ignore its distance from
works as diversc as Bob Brown’s “readies” or Guillaume Apollinaire’s calti-
grammes. Were the mere assertion of the signifier the only poiat, one page,
if not one line, would surely suffice, Surprisingly, the different pages in Vzif
each display a wide and distinctly different range of effects. The ornately
iralicized second poem, for instance, appears spun as a filigreed latricework
- of pure surface, while the fourth poem is far less uniform; it manipulates
spacing, adds a layer of italic type in one section, and briefly suspends an
otherwise regular overlay of capitalized lines to create an astonishing sense
of textured depth and th.ree-dimensiqna.liry.“ {See figure 6.) The poem
proceeds with a fluid cbb and swell of alternating coagulation and expanse,

52 READING THE ILLEGIBLE

Figure 6. Charles Bernstein, Veil {(1987)

so that the experience of readifig is 1o move through lines of type which
pass like wave fronts cresting and toughing 25 the text intermittendy
clouds over completely—and then breaks briefly clear, Indeed, the experi-

.ence of reeding is worch insisting on; whatever their initial impressicns, the

poems in Veil are surprising less for their-illegibility than for their ultimate
intelligibilicy. With patience and concentration, almost all of the text can
be deciphered, if only bir by bit, so that Bernstein’s palimpsests do not so
much prevent reading as redirect and discipline usual reading habits.2
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Veil, thax is, films and smudges Warde's- elegantly transparent glass,
leaving it nicked and scratched perhaps, but niot shattered. Tra‘.uspa.re.ncy,
as Bernstein argues in his essay “Anifice of Absorption, “is “one technique
for producing absorptive works,” and the reader’s L

Absorption is blocked by misting

this glass, or by breaking it, or

by painting on its surface. Any

typographic irregularity
can thus disrupt that ransparency.”® In contrast with “cranquil loolcing
pages that render up their content with the least possible imerﬁ:renc.e,
works like V2 rransform Warde's crystal gobler into something more like
Gertrude Stetn’s “not ordinary” “blind glass,” or Marcel Duchamp’s “cle.lay
in glass.”* The delay in reading comprehension necessitated by overtyping
renders the ordinary language of Bernstein’s texts decidedly unfamiliar,
and it mitigates against the possibility of scanning the page in ways to
which we have become accustorned. In Ron Silliman’s account, we are con-
ditioned to ideologies of textual transparency that create the illusion of
‘the “disappearance of the word” in the service of strategies for consum-
ing texts solely for their summarizable “content”; “In its ultimate form,

23 »
the consumer of a mass market novel such as fews stares at a “blank” page

(the page also of the speed-reader).”™® By retarding the automatic process

- of reading, much less any speed-reading, and frustrating that illusion of

the blank page, Bernstein’s overprinting is a perfect example of Viktor
Shldovskii’s classic mpuénM ocrpanierna: the “device of making strange”
or “not ordinary,” which operates prima.rily by Prol_onging the procg’sses
of perception. To combat the “habituation” of “automatic” perception,
and instead “impart the sensation of things as they are pcrcn:iv;c_l, a{ld.ll'D[
as they are [familiarly] known,” Shklovskii argues that the defamiliarized
art object works “to make forms difficulr, to increase the difficuley a.t.-xd
length of perception.” Or, in Jean Coqtcau’s version, the poem “dévoile,
dans toute la force du terme. Elle montre nues . . . les choses surpre-

nantes qui NOUs environnent et que nos sens enregistraient machinalemenr

[2akes off the veil, in the full sense of the word. It lays bare . . . l.'ht‘: as-
tonishing things which surround us and which our senses usually register
mechanically].”"” -

For one example of this defamiliarizing effect, consider how the blt)?l{s
of text in Ve reconfigure the ostensibly neutral and familiar page which
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surrounds them and which “our senses usually register mechanically.” Like
several of Bob Grenier’s contemporaneous works, such as the box of cards
which make up Semsences or the poster-sized broadside Cambridge Muss,
Bernstein's “veils” were ‘originally produced on an IBM Selectric type-

writer.'® For both writers, the specificity of the typewriter serves to re--
inforce the colloquial and process-oriénted tone of their works. In Gre-
nier’s poems, however, the sparse rype energizes the white espace of the page
around it, while Bernstein’s overprinting sculpts that negative space into
rivers and amorphous shapes, and seems to Open up space beturen the page
and the layers of print. As the reader makes the focal shifis Decessary to
decipher the poems, the black eype and white page undergo figure-ground
reversals so that the white spaces coalesce into Rorschach-like forms. This
effect is afl the more apparent in the book’s end papers, which mechanically
submir a section of the third poem to four levels of increasing enlarge-
ment, so that the bibliographic detail of binding becomes a witty lizeral-
ization of Xexoxial Edition’s tile-page device: an old-fashioned compound
microscope. The magnified and reproduced zext on these pages undergoes
a double loss of “definition”: fewer words are left to denote as their lerters
lose crispness and begin to show the imperfections of the type’s cut and the
liquid bleed of ink into the fibers of the paper. As the letterforms appear
to spread and merge into irregular and viscid pools of ink, the white space
around them takes on an increasingly positive figuration of its own. In all
of the poerns, moreover, readers. who simply want to untangle the jumble
of those letters must attend so closely to the details of the quotidian stan-

- dard typeface thar they become aware of the strangeness of the type itself, —

and the surprising affinities and distincrions berween different characters:
the spiny flick of normally unnoticed serifs, or the arch of the kerns, the
precise calculus of parabolic bows, the angle and extension of a hairline
crossbar,-the slightest change in weight. ' ' X
If the restive opacity of these poems prevents their reader from being ab-
sorbed by the scemingly effordless flow of semantic content, it also redirec
the reader from that illusionistic imhaecliacy to the even more highly ab-
sorptive process of physical decipherment, which requires a concentration
and artention far more total and intense than does the conventional page.
In “Artifice of Absorption,” Bernstein’s sustained and self-illustrated ar-

~ gument for the way in which the artifice of language itself leads to both a

semantics and politics of literary form, he discusses this sort of redirection
to a “hyperattentiveness” at some length:
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The antabsorptive does not so mach prevent
absorption ss shift its plane ‘
of engagement— forcing

. a shift in awentional focus.®

_Appropriate to the compositional rechniques he deploys-in Vei/, Bernstein
 describes this shift as a process that “enmeshes / into a dysraphic whole” of
+ “‘overlay and blending.’ "*® When readers give that enmeshed overlay the
" “attenrrional focus” it demands, the poéms in Veilyield up their language in
revelatory and reveiling bursts. As the absorbed eye finds the proper focus,
whole lines and partial phrases, discrete words and morphemes, individual
letters and fragments of type appear in sudden, momentary clarity, before
' again submerging into the thick of print—only to be replaced by other
sections surfacing and dissolving in turn. “It is as if one had altered the ad-
justment of a microscope. One did not see before what is now in focus.”**
In charting the limits of visual perception in' this way, the experience
of reading a page from Veif is very much like viewing a film which has
been edited into 2 rapidly changing and radically discontinuous sequence,
such as an extended clatter montage or the op art experiments of “flicker
films.”2? The illusion of continuous motion in cinematic images, of course,
depends on the persistence of vision and the mental conflarion of slightly
different images into a unified whole. Normally, the mechanics of cine-
“maric filming and projection maintain a pace which keeps the disconti-
nuity of frames below the Limit of perceptibility and allows the viewer to
smoothly fuse discrete images. These rates, however, can be manipulated w
reveal the flicker of discrete bursts of light from the projector, create super-
imposition effects, or even suggest animation (as with the famous awaleen-
ing of the lion statue in Eisenstein’s Posemkin, for instance). Furthermore,
when a series of single frames is entirely unrelated, the projected film ap-
pears as a blur because the eye and mind are only able o process some of
the images, and the optically overpowering techniques of extremely rapid
montage take advantage of that limit. Formally, the poles of this editing
spectrum correspond, in linguistic terms, 1o hypovaxis-and pasataxis, Even
in the most radically paratactic series of grammatically unrelated single
frames, hawever, the eye siill does register some of the static images, which
nictitate before the eyes like those words which suddenly appear legible
in the scrim of Vel s mesh. Just as in the next reading those words might
remain invisible while others appear in their place, each screening of a radi-
cally montaged film reveals a different sequence of perceived images, de-
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- pending largely on optical mechanics such as when viewers biink, how long

it takes them to focus, and so on,

The analogy is not exact, sinéé Bernstein’s text is not composed of.gra.m—
matically unrelared words which would correspond to the pictorially dis-
crete frames of a filmstrip. Indeed, as Veil wavers on the threshold of per-
ceptibilicy, that limn is manifested by the difficulty of following a related
sequence of words; their hard-won clarity is almost impossible to main-
tain because the slightest shift in optical performance or reading environ-
ment constantly threatens to make the briefly legible text disappear: The
graphic forms of writing in Véilare so difficult, the increased “difficulty and
length of perception” so extreme, that the reader is repeatedly made aware
of the most minute aspects of visual perception, which the habirual reader
can usually a.&?:_;rd to ignore: the general situation of the reading space, the
sculptural dimensions of the bool, and the physicality of the reader’s entire
body, which <an no longer be ignored in an illusion of direct mental en-
gagement with the writing.*® Specifically, Ve#/ amplifies the sense of bodily
presence in a specific environment: the precise distance and angle of the
book, the gentle curve of the page— suddenly so three-dimensional —as ic
arcs from its binding towards the hand holding it ac the edge, and every
trernor of that hand, and the shadow it casts, and the shading of the pages’
center fold, the quality of the light source and its angle of incidence, its
reflection or refraction from a chemically sized sheet, halation, the weave
of its paper and the sheen of ivs ink, the waverings of heated air, the breeze
from a window, a passing shadow, motes. ) ‘

Moreover, “it is the spectator who is the rca.l'sculptor in the void, who
reads the book between its lines,” as Jean-Paul Sartre writes, and Bernstein’s

"book becomes a literalization of Proust’s “optical instrument,” which en-

ables the reader to experience the bodilyness of the physical eye itself: che
oprical illusion of ﬁgure-ground reversals, hyphagogic effects, the detection

of movement beyond the periphery of registered images, pupillary vacil-

lation, the persistence of vision in afterimages and the visual renewal of a
blink, the error made duringé returni sweep, drift and tremor, the subtle
bur incessant pixilated shimmer of the visual field, fatigue of the ciliary
muscle, saruration, the flawcenings of non-foeveal vision and the aporia of

 the puncium caecum, saccades and scans, flashers, foatets, and all of those

luminous parerns which attend even the cleatest vision. OF course 2ll
printed poems depend on vision; and any of these effects could make 2 dif-
ference in the experience of reading; bur such effects are rarely critical ro
basic visual comprehension; with a work like Veithese normally trivial me-
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chanics of vision can entirely undo the reader’s tenuous grasp on legibiliry.

Veil does not create these optical phenomena (although the s;}aih from

reading should not be discounted), but it does @Pén'the reader’s awareness

to a fuller range of visual experience than we usually admir. Accordingly,

in this “poetics of optics,” the poems in Vzi/ become the most intimate
physical portraits of their readers: mirrors of che eye looking at jeself?5

- Buta speculum obscurum: “veil” and “oeil” are only ever separated by a gra-
pheme 23 _

This glaucous portrait of the psychophysics of the optic nerve is not
how we are accusromied o imagining the eye. Evoking the old adage thac
the eyes are “windows on the soul,” William Blake’s visionary eptics echoes
the more conventional view in his declaration at the conclusion to 4 Viston

of the Last Judgement: “1 question not my Corporeal and Vegetative Eye

any more than I would Quesrion 2 Window concerning a Sight. [ look
thro’ it and not with it.”%7 Blake’s concern, of course, is mystical, but the
same wope recurs in Warde’s quite practical discussions of typography. In
contrast to the view changed by “grimy panes,” she argues that readers

should take “1to more notice of the type and layout than they would take

of a polished window-pane between them and a view:” because the “book
typographer has the job of erecting a window berween the reader inside the
room and that landscape which is the author’s words.” 8 The simile of the
window, of course, was readily available for both Blake and Warde from
its famous appearance in Leon Bauista Alberti’s foundational De pictura,
where the espace of the panel painting is metaphorized as 2 “window on the
world.” As Joseph Masheck has established, the textual history of Albert’s
treatise is complex, and as his simile ascended to the status of dogma its
frequent reiteration was (and continues to be) fast and loose, bur it is worth
notung here that Alberti’s reference is to an open (aperta), rather than a
paned, window. Additionally, Fernand Braudel provides an importanc his-
totical reminder: “ffteenth-century window glass was not very translucent
and was anyway uncomumon . . . . What glazed windows chere were would
hardly have revealed an undistorted, wransparent view.”® Whatever the
view through the window, however, Alberti would have its orthogonals
corrected by the “how-t0-do-it appararus of a thin ‘veil” (vefum) of semi-
transparent cloth . . . for translating, as with Diirer’s famous gridded frame
in the next century, three dimensions into two.”** In a passage thar should
recall Silliman’s argument for the “disappearance of the word,” which it
parallels, Louis Marin describes the dialectic between the veil and the win-
dow in optical terms that are particularly apposite to my argument:
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1/ Le rableau come surface-suppor: n'existe pas: le regard humain
west fileed par nulle grille ou tamis interprétarif pour se saisir du monde
naturel. ' o ' ' .
2/ Pour pouvoir représenter le monde naturel, le rableau comme

surface-support existe: sur et par lui s'opére Pexact dédoublement de la
 réalité. Loeil humain ne reoit que le double du monde.

Dol la nécessaire position et la nécessaire neurralisarion de la «toiles
matérielle et de la surface «réeller dans L'assomption technique, théo-
rique, idéologique de sa transparence: Cest I'invisibilité de la surface-
support qui est la condirion de possibilité de la visibilité du monde
représenté, La diaphanéité est la définition technique-théorique de
Pécran plastique de la représentation. : '

(). The painting as material medium des not exist: human vision is not
Jelteved by any grid or inserprevive screen in order to comprebend the narural
world.. o . _ .
(2). In order 10 be abie ro represens the natural world, the painting as
marerial medium extses: the accuate partitioning of reality comes about on
and by that material medium. The buman eye wakes in only the double of
the world, _ :

From rhese propositions it follows that the material canvas and the real
surface must be posited and neutralized in the technical, theoretical, and
ideological assumption of its transparency: the invisibility of the material
medium is vhe very condition of possibilisy for the visibility of the represented
world. Transparence is the rechnicalftheoretical definition of the opaque

screen of representation.

Rather than colluding with an ideal transparent view —either in the mi-
metic sense of realist conventions or the spiritual sense of Blake’s visions—

- Bernstein’s own “veils” are closer to those in Duchamp’s Fresh Widow than

to any “grille ou tamis interpréif,” Literalizing Alberti’s meraphors of how -
we represent ‘what is known {no n), Duchamp teases our the play be-
tween velum (veil) and velfum (leathef) in his version of the “griddcd win-
dow”: a miniature french window in which the glass window panes— like
the widow’s pain—have been veiled with black leather3 Continuing the

- . metaphor in these new terms, the eye in its carnality—Ilike the small win-

dows of Duchamp’s sculpture—comes to be understood less as a clear
pane and more as “a litde curcain of flesh.” 2 The minute particulars of a
work like Vil petform an ocular defenestration, forcing the question for
the reader by making one “see with not through the eye.” If we first look
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cked from a brush onto the surface.of the film or scratches
¢ emulsion, all simulate the dance of entoptic imperfecrions
es, those scintillating patterns and specks of light which are
ages generated within the ¢eye and brain rather than by light
# These effects acrually have their place in the poetic tradi-
ght recall Archur Rimbaud’s poem “Les poétes de sept ans,” in
oung poet, truly #» voyant, shuts and rubs his eyes with such
- sees spots (“ses yeux fermés voyait des points™) and quite lit-
visions (“pour des visions écrasant sone oeil darne”). Similarly, in
dinary passage from one of the versions of “La creverte,” Francis
figures phosphenes, not coincidentally, as particles of ype:

arthe text rather than #hrozgh it, in Warde's terms, we must still first o
the pellicle of the eyes, rather than throﬂgh them. Just as Veif opadt
transparency of writing by defamiliarizing reading marerial qua mate
also occludes the illusion of the tansparency of vision and insists o
materiality of sight itself. Against the Emersonian dream of 2 “rransp
Eye-ball,” Veil proves that in contrast to the habitual and mechanical
istration of external images, even the gross and vegerative “Eye sees
than the Heart knows.” [ am not suggesting that we mistake the re
hgured or expanded conceptualization of vision for something clog
“true” sight. The point is more modest: an opening of the (visual) fiel
multiple, even competing and contradictory, “scopic regimes” rather tha
simply replacing one with another.¢ By enacting Bernstein’s unders
ing chat the “eye is not a passive mechanism for intercepting che imagé {
objects,” the overprinted poems in V& lead their readers to differentias
like Wittgenstein, between the alternare demands made by the inescap |
idealisxp of the pellucid “mental” or “geometric eye” and the inescap
carnality of the corporeal “physical eye.”?” :
Stan Brakhage has speat his career, as both a filmmaker and a writer, i
sisting on char corporeal eye. The central figure in American experimental
cinema, Brakhage has made hundreds of films in the lase foir decades, bur
he is also something of a poet manqué; he frequently refers to film in
guistic terms and writing in visual rerms, and his writings, whether essays
or epistles, repay the artention usually reserved for “poetry.”? Moreover, 8
his frequent references to poets include not just figures like Pound a.nc]:l*
H.D., Olson and Creeley, Robert Kelly and Michael McClure, but “poers’]
poets” as well: Cage, Zukofsky, Davenport, and Stein— pfécisc.ly, that is;
the tradition from which Bernstein hirmself emerges.*® In part through the
puns and visual portmanteaux of his own writing, but more systema
cally in the construction of his films, Brakhage attempts ro “unturor” the
geomertric eye and imagine instead 2 vision unruled by the social disci- 3
plining which conditions us to ignore certain marerial and recinal infor. I:'f
mation and to regard the eye as a transparent window.*® In doing so, he
employs 2 number of techniques ro produce filmic equivalents for many i
of those optical phenomena T have just catalogued, which he refers o a5 i
“closed-eye vision.”# To cite just a few examples: rapidiy intercut clearand
colored leader creates flashes and flares; baking and bleaching 8mm stock
o bring our the emulsion grain, as well as emphasizing the lower defini. 3
ton created by optical printing, suggest the pixilation of the visual field;
the dust, hair, and scratches visible after that printing, like the inzerven-

ons-le d'aberd, parfois il arrive qu'un homme & la vue toubléde
fidvre, la faim ou simplement la fatigue, subisse une passagere et
dbre bénigne hallucinarion: par bonds vifs, saccadés, successifs,
fogrades suivis de-lent retous, il apergoit d'un endrour i autre de
endue de sa vision remuer d’une’ fagon particuli¢re une sorte de
» & signes, assez peu marqués, translucides, 4 formes de bitonners,
virgules, peut-étre d’autres signes de ponctuation, qui, sans lui cacher
tout le monde Loblittrent en quelque fagon, 8’y déplacent en sur-
yression, enfin donnent envie de se frorter les yeux afin de re-jouir par

r éviction d’une vision plus nere.

To-begin with, lets acknowledge that people, with their vision disrupted
by fever, hunger, or simply favigue, sometimes undergo a fleeting and no
ubs benign hallucination: they notice— from one spot to another zeross the
of vision, shifting in a particular way, by animated, jerky, suecessive
ackward leaps followed by slow returns—a type of tiny marks [symptoms], .
arely delineased, rranstucent, in the shape of rods, commas, perhaps other -
: punctuation marks, which, without comcealing the whole world from them,
“do obliterase it in 4 cetain way, moving around there superimposed, and
+ finally making people wane t0'\rub thejr eyes in order to rejoice in these marks
" eviction from a clearer vision.®® ' '

he futile paradox presented in the last phrase should be clear; while phos-
enes occur spontaneously whenever there is an absence of strong exter-
optical stimulation, they are perhaps most familiar from what one sees
en applying pressure to closéd eyes.¢ However, any number of con-
¥ ditions can elicit phesphenic display, from the extremes of elecrroshock,
g traumatic impacts to the head, and a-wide variery of drugs, to the phiysical
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states named by Ponge, simple eye movements, a powerful sneeze, or even

loud noises.* ' _\ ;
Brakhage specifically refers to the latcer ‘stimuli in his shore 1987 film

Loud Visual Noises. The looped and erratically hand-painted film, which

creates foudroyant displays of visual pyrotechnics, is coupled in its video -

version with a soundrrack of untuned radio signals, the crackle, hiss, and
screech of electromagnetic tape, and 2 wide sampling of audio static. In-
deed, “noise,” in its informaﬁon-theory sense, is all to the poini: for “closed-
eye vision.” Phosphenes “presumably reflect the neural organization of the
visual pathway”; thar is, they are part of the noise in the optical channel 4
In rerms that could apply equally well to the experience of reading Veil,
Brakhage describes the effect he strives for in his films:

You are seeing yourself seeing. You're seeing your own mechanism of
seeing expressing itself. You're seeing what the feedback of che mind
puts into the optic nerve ends that cause them to spark and shape up
like that#7 :

Brakhage thus provides the optical equivalent to John Cage’s aural revela-
tion in the anechoic chamber: an experience of the operation of the ner-
vous system as it records itself rather than any external stmuli 4 Instead of
arempting to filter out the noise in the neuroptic channel, Brakhage am-
plifies all of rhat “grainy visual ‘noise’ perceptible when we are in a dark
room or have our eyes tghtly closed,” and which arises because there “is

always some residual neural activity reaching the brain, even when there -

is no stimulation of the eye by light.”# Brakhage explicitly relates “the
grainy shapes of closed-eyevision” to the emulsion grain of film, which isin
general more apparent in the 8mm medium that Brakhage prefers.® Ernie
Gehr’s 1970 film Hisory provides what is perhaps the most extrerne ex-
ample of this recognition thar, in Lenny Lipton’s words, the “background
fvisual] noise of motion picture systems is very much like that of the eye-
brain,”5! As with many of Brakhage’s films, which envision technology
in terms of the corporeal eye rather than rationalize the eye in terms of
the machine, History collapses the materiality of the medium and the ma-
teriality of vision. Investigating “the articulation of the chemical, mental/
optical, and mechanical factors that make the film image,” Gehr produced
the work by replacing the camera lens with a piece of black cheesecloth
and exposing the film to dim illumination.s? A print was then made from
the developed film, and light was allowed to seep in around the sprocket
holes of the oprical printer, disrupting the uniform intensity of the film
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stock’s illumination and adding another source of nonreferential images
(or at least images that refer only to the presence of light itself ). The result
is a forty-minute-long film that records no external objects, but rather dis-
plays the resolution of the emulsion’s grains in a tremulous field of excited,
scintllacing, silver ha.l'bid'crystals.

Those crystals are an image of the shards to which Warde’s crystal is
always reduced: the inescapable background noise of the ocular system
at work—regardless of any object of perception, however “transparent.”
Those material opacities of vision, however, ate potentially more significant
than simply waking us up to'the world around us (as Cage might put it) —
no matter how spectacular the new impressions we come to notice may be.
1o begin with, recall the terms in which designers refer to rransparency.
Morison defines typography “as the art of rightly disposing printing ma-
terial,” and we have seen how he accordingly describes the “misuse” of that

| typograp‘hy in equally ethical terms (“wrong”).>® Warde, who understands
~ typography to be “not so much an zesthetic as a moral problem,” makes

this position explicit, and both she and Morison émploy a peculiarly reli-
gious vocabulary of typographic orthodoxy, heresy, and redemption.’4 In
an exactly contemporancous essay on typographic theory, Eric Gill recog-
nized that his peers found it “exceedingly difficult to keep morals ouc of art
talk,” and in. this moralistic context the argumens for limpidity repeatedly
situate their ideal typography in the anthropomorphized terms of “obe-
dience” and “self-effacing humility” before the “meaning” of the text.’s
Moreover, this language of servile wrility perfecty echoes the simultancous
call made by theorists like Warde and Morison for the social deprecation of .
the typographer, who was to serve artists and clients, and their “meaning,”
withour interference.

The practical rolé of those professional typographers was changing rap-

- idly in the early decades of the twentieth. century in accord with Taylor-

ized industrial management and new developments in automated and elec-
tronic print technology. Beyond mere aestherics, writers like Warde and
Morison were reacting to such changes, as well as to institutional and peda-
gogic reforms in the waining of typographers in both vocational “arts and
crafts” schools and, to an even grearer extent, in academies like the Dessan
Bauhaus, where Meoholy-Nagy, van Doesburg, Bayer, and Schmid: propa-
gated new theories of both prine design and professionalization. The wed-
ding of “craftsperson” or “tradesworker” 10 “ardst” in the ideologies of
both the socialism of the aestheticist “guild” and the revolutionary indus-
wial “laboratory” of international constructivismi was a union tha the pto-
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ponents of transparency wanted annulled. Their idea of the dutiful society
of the print shop served as their model for the larger social ordey, which in
wrn would deploy the “rightly” printed word. by way of disciplining-citi-
zens into a complacent service to church, state, and commerce.*$ Printed
norms know to keep their place in generic terms —never confusing the lock
of a catalogue with that of belles lettres— just as typographers know not
1o confuse themselves with “artists,” and just as all good citizens know to
keep their place in political terms. In short, without “interference,” either
in optical or polirical terms, “conservative,” both in the historical recovery
of unobtrusive typefaces as well as the maintenance of a social status quo,
" and certainly no “revolution of the word” —or the world.

Additionally, the class and social connotations of the “crystal goblet”
are not insignificant. Consider the famous first paragraph of Warde’s essay,
which sets the tenor for her metaphor of transparent type:

Imagine that you have before you a flagon of wine. You may choose your
own favourite vintage for chis imaginary demonstrarion, so thatitbe a

deep shimmering crimson in colour. You have two goblets before you.

One is of solid gold, wrought in the most exquisite patterns. The other
is of crystal-clear glass, thin as a bubble, and as transparent. Pour and
drink; and according 1o your choice of goblet, I shall know whether or
nOt YOUu are a4 CONNOisseur of wine. For if you have no feelings about
wine one way o1 the other, you will want the sensation of drinking the
stuff out of @ vesse] that may have cost thousands of pounds; bur if you
are a member of that vanishing tribe, the amateurs of fine vintages, you

will choose the crystal, because everything about it is calculated to revea!

rather than to hide the beautiful thing which it was meant to contain.

The obvious excesses of a “solid gold” goblet costing “thousands of
Poﬁnds” (in 1932 at that) is less interesting in itself than the facr thar
its ostentation is so closely linked with the rhetoric of display that runs
through the paragraph (ostendere: “to display”). The crystal goblet—her
model for typographic characters-~not only reveals the character of the
wine, it reveals the “character” of the drinker as well, and conspicuous con-
sumption, in both cases, is precisely the point (com + specere: “to see thor-
oughly™). Although she gives no indication of the allusion, Warde’s figu-
ration of writing as wine, which she repeats elsewhere, might seem less a
mark of leisured dissipation and more a witty and oblique metaphoric play
if one recalls the supposed origin of the fifteenth-century printing press
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in rthe mechanism of the winepress” Wine itself, however, is not merely
the point in Warde’s little story; it is the costly wine favored by daydream-
ing “connoisseurs.” Perhaps like Guy Debord. Though unlike the bars and
living rooms in which Debord was purported to turn against those who put

“their wine giasses on the table in a bourgeois manner,” Warde’s crysta.l —
even leaving aside the sheer wcalrh implied by someone who can afford to
spend thousands of pounds on stemware — connotes the mise-en-scéne of
a social function requiring the best manners. The proper crystal, then, is

ot beside the point when the subjectivity of “unselfconscious transpar-

ency” expressing “unintermediated thought” has been elevared, as Richard
Lanham has argued, to “a culrural ideal for Western civilization. The best
style is the style not noticed; the best manners the most uncbtrusive”: the
“consummate reticence and rare discipline,” that is, which designers like
Morison demand of an “obedient” typeface.®

I do not want to be reductive about discursive affinities; ry argument
is not, of course, that these connections are necessary, or unavoidablé, or
somehow immediately causal: reading a book set in Garamond does not
automatically render one docile in the face of state authority, and strug-
gling to read a visually resistant book like V&if does not send its reader
into the streets to take up the struggle of political resistance. At the same

- time, I would not want to ignore or separate off the convicrions which

have historically attended aesthetic ideologies, nor do I want to discount
or underestimate the very real effects of metaphor, for which Lakoff and
Johnson have argued, on our undesstanding and our actions— particularly
when,. as Lanham’s argument suggests, furcher metaphoric slippages be-
tween graphic design, linguistics, and philosophy are easily and commeonly
enough made. As a caveat against such slippage, Bernstein’s writing against
typographic and ocular transparency works as a reminder, frustrating any
uncritical move to related theories of transparent communication and the
vatious social dreams which have accompanied such theories. Indeed, part
of the force of the convcrsauona.lly unliterary and casually personal lan-
guage which makes up the “veils” is to emphasize the fact that even the
most seemingly unmediared language —those colloquial styles which are
construed as “direct” and “unselfconsciously transparent,” from Coleridge

. and Wordsworth’s claims in the Zyrical Ballads to the confessional mode of

television ralk shows—must always be instantiated in an “obstinate physi-
cality” which can prevent the reader’s absorption into the illusion of simu-

. lared immediacy.*®
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oder vielmehr zu zeigen, dass es iri einem wichtigen Sinne keine
Subjeke gibt: Von thm allein na.m.heh konnte in chescm Buche
nic hrt die Rede sein.
5.632 Das Subjeckt gehért nicht zur Welt, sondern es’ ist eine
Grenze der Welt.
£.633 = Wo in der Welt st ein mctaphyswches Subjekr zu merken?
Du sagst, es verhile sich hier ganz, wie mit Auge und Ge-
sichesfeld. Aber das Auge sichst du wirklichnich .
Und nichts am Gesichresfeld Lisst darauf schliessen,
~ dass es von einem Auge gesehen wird.

P2 7 :
If I wrore a book “The world as 1 found is,” I should also have
therein 10 report on my body and say which members obey my will
and which do not, ezc. This then wounld be a mefb@d of #solating the
subject or yather of showing thar in an important sense there is no
subject: that s to say, of it alone in this book mention could not be
made.
5.632 The subject does not belong to the world but it is a limir of the
world. o
5-633 Where in the world is 2 metaphysical subject 1o be noted?
You say that this case is altogether like thar of the eye and the field
of sight. But you do not really see the eye.

And from nothing in the field of S].ght can iz be concluded thar - @

it is seen from an eye.
At issue in these propositions is Wittgenstein’s concern with the solipsis-
tic subject, emblematized by the monocular eye, to which he would return
~ later in his career and continue to investigate in terms of the visual field.
Furthermore, in the particular context of the Tractatus, this section thymes
_ with similar discussions of the meta position of all those things—from
the rules which govern logical operations to the laws of ethics—that can-

not themselves be explained by the explanatory structures they make pos- .

sible.” Wittgenstein’s notoriously difficult and gnomic writng lends irself
to radically different and conflicting interpretations (commentary tends;
even more than usual, towards becoming “my own private Wittgenstein”);
what interests me at the moment, however, is not the ultimate philosophi-
cal import of the passage, whatever it may be, but rather how hinged that
meaning is on the transparency of vision and the suppression of the carnal
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eye. Unlike the geometric eye of rationalized sight, which one can direct
and focus avwill, the physical eye, as we have seen, is one member of the
body which does not always obey the will as it continually generates images
and opacities on its own; That optical noise, moreover, does indeed mani-
fest itself in the field of sight so that one really does see the eye and acnrally
can conclude its presence.

The point is not that Witrgensrein has been Jax by choosing an unfortu-
nate meraphor, which might be correcred by substiruting a more accurate
one; throughour his writing, visual models are far too frequent and integral
to permit so easy a dismissal. For just one other example of how ineitri-
cably intertwined such models are with the “hard rock” of the riverbed of

. Wittgenstein’s thought, consider a passage from the Blue Book, in which

he returns to the rigidity of the Tractarus and begins to test its proposi-
tions with-the “play” (in both relevant senses) of language games. In this
particular passage, Wittgenstein is attempting to undetstand what it would
mean “to think whar is not the case” {or more poetically, to ask: “How can
something be the shadow of a fact which doesn’t exist?™):

But what do you mean by “redness exists”? My watch exists, if it hasn't
been pulled to pieces, if it hasn't been dem'q:ed. What would we call
“destroying redness”? We might of course rhean.-‘destroying all red ob-
jects; bur would that make it impossible to imagine a red object? Sup-

. posing to this one answered: “But surely, red objects must have existed
and you must have seen them if you are able to imagine them”? —But
how do you know thar this is so? Suppose I said, “Exerting 2 pressure
on your eye-ball produces a red image.” Couldn’t the way by which you
first became acquainted with red have been this???

Wittgenstein here counters his earlier assumption of ocular transparency
with the phosphenes of Brakhage’s “closed-eye vision”: those images pro-
ducéd by exerting pressure on the eyeball. Additionally, in the context of
subjective visual experignce,"ﬁ-.‘the punning example of “my warch” is not

- merely incidenral. Again, my concern is not to advance any argument for

a particular understanding of the philosophical issues— negative ontology,
intentionality, the “grammar of wishing” - for which Witigenstein enlists
this Gedankenesperiment, but rather to note that he once more makes re-
course to the subjective details of a particular scopic regime, which is nec-

: essarily implicated in those “larger” philosophical concerns. Finally, exerr-

ing a pressure on the visuality of his la.nguage, one cannot quite éxorcise
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the ghost of “re[a]dness” from this passage, particularly in the context of
a later discussion which employs the prop of a sheet of paper.that can sdll
be “re[a]d” despite the “imagery” which “shows us something less definite”
and “hazier.”’* Keeping the indefinite imagery of Bernstein’s Ve#/ in mind,
I wanr to turn, in the following chapter, to some similar experiments in
overprinting and consider what it would really mean to destroy readness.
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++ more and mere my own language appears to me like a veil that mustbe

torm apartin order to get at things (or the Neothingness) behind t .. s
there any reason why that terrible materiality of the word surfaﬂ-:e should
not be cépable of being dissclved?

—Samue! Bedkett, letter to Axel Kaun

4. The inhumanness of Languagé

Destroying Readness
In his philosophical investigation of the bemtchmg a.nd ‘seductive”

narure of language, Wittgenstein states: “A picsure held us captive. Andwe

could not ger outside it, for it lay in our language and language seermed o
repeat itself to us inexorably™* Taken literally, this proposition might serve
as an apt description of Rosmarie Waldrop’s Camp Printing, which submits
the texts of some of James Camp’s fairly conventional lyrics to a series of re-
petitive overprintings. Unlike the palimpsests of different texts in V24, each
page of Waldrop’s book reiterates a single poem. Nevertheless; the range
of visual effects and the degree of illegibility is even more dramaric. The
book opens with the slightly out-of-focus blur of a single duplication and

progresses—adding a layer with each page and increasingly bringing the

texts into vertical alignment—until eight levels of text have accumulated.
The almost filmic sense of animated print accreting before the reader’s eyes
imparts an illusion of textual activity to the process of wrning pages; the
opening sequence emphasizci the codicological structure of the book and
at the same time undercuts its'usually static impression.

This sequence is followed by a page which effects the almost total can-
cellation of its text beneath a smear of twenty-two printings made along

£ carefully maintained horizonral axis, after which the layering in the

poems becomes less extreme but more compositionally varied. Texts ap-

" pear o vibrate, stipple into the texture of magnified brushstrokes, and

sweep across the page in arcs that recall the lines of force in chronophotog-
raphy and its futurist imitations.? (See figure 7.) Repeating itself to us in-
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Figure 7. Rosmarie Weldrop, Camp Printing (1970)

exorably, the language in these poems approaches the pictorial. In part,

such works produce abstract forms by exploiting the visuality of writing for

compositional ends, 2 potential realized in more legible ways by t_he. MHS,:
grarnmes of Apollinaire and the collages of cubism and futurism. “Wntmg
in these poems, to appropriate Plito’s famous line from the Phaedrus, “is
very much like painting.”* To speak of the “purely visual” nature of such
texts, however, or to close off their reading by classifying them as “visual”
art, would be a mistake —and nor just because writing is itself (always) al-
ready a visual arc. .

The ideal of a “perfect” language, one operaring exophorically to com-
municate a “content” of purely referential signifieds, would depend—as
the quotations from Silliman and Marin in the previous chapter have im-
plied—on the absolute transparence of the medium: not just the “disap-

pearance of the word” into a “blank page,” bur ultimately the disappear- .

ance of even that page itself# As the material of the medium asserts itself
with an increasingly intrusive opacity, the exophoric possibilities dimin-
ish'in proportion. This ratio, however, need not be construed elegiacally.
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As Twill try to make clear in this chaprer, the materiality of the medium
makes availdble alternative strategies for pursuing signs along routes of sig-
nification, and it thus allows language to funcrion anaphorically and cata-
phorically—gesturing forward and baclowards within the economy of the
text, ‘This shifting dynamic berween opacity and transparence, berween
the material and the meaning it subtends, explains in parr why so many
difficult and visually unconventional works seem self-referential or meta-
textual. Veil, as | noted earlier, contains undeniably self-reflexive passages,
but as Camp Printing manifests by its use of poems from a different con-
text, even phrases with no explicit reference to their production take on an
added charge when they are the only readable words in an otherwise illeg-
ible page. The examples are mimerous, but consider a poem I have already
mentioned, in which “errors” immediately suggests the overprinting which

- mirrors duplicated lines inro a twinkling sweep of words objectified into

AESTHETIC DISTANCES from which most are d#m but a few can be made out
in the sndecent exposure made necessary by the mechanics of the printing
process used 10 make the overlay. :

As a text moves even further towards complete illegibility, the dimin-
ishing denorational capacity of its words helps to foreground the poten-
tial of the medium itself to signify, regardless of any specific “content” at
all. Consider, for instance, the information cartied by typeface and con-
veyed by even the smallest fragments of lerterforms, Bernstein’s “veils,” for
example, appear as typewritten works —wich all the connotations of that
machine— even before their words can be made out, Simila,rljr, were the
poems in Camp Printing composed in a black-letver gothic they would be
disdncdy different poems because they would convey distincdly different
cultural informaion, just as would the connotations of 4 particular word
substituted for its synonym. Such examples could be mulriplicd, or ex-
panded to include more subjective responses, but I instead want to indi-
cate one of the physical aspects of these poems which signifies even when
the typeface itself has been reridered illegible. Compare the indecipherable .
lines of Waldrop’s most heavily overptinted poems wich Man Ray’s “Laut-
AMHC[—P—OEHEQ I (See figure 8.) The aesthetics of cancellation
will be addressed elsewhere in this book, but for now stmply note how fouz

g this seemingly muffled poem actually is. Without access to a single word,

the viewer immediarely knows something of the poem’s genre and subject
(and one is quite sure that it is a poem); it is neither 2 haiky nor an epic, for
instance, and it is likely to be more convenrional chan experimental, more

lyric than narrative. Regardless of such reasoned speculations, the poems
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Figure 8. Man Ray, “Lautgedicht” (1924)

by both Waldrop and Man Ray are obviously closed and carefully mea-
- sured forms. From the quick and uneven opening of its tercec first stanza,
“Lautgedicht” balances with two longer stanzas at its center and then con-
veys a saong “sense of an ending” with the sturdy, neatly four-square final
stanza, wherein the line lengths, which have varied somewhat throughour
the poem, setile to a much greater uniformity. The force of the quatrains
in Whaldrop’s poem, where the regularity of line length further suggests a
" metrical regulation, is even more pronounced.®
The meanings which artend these details of Y1

e
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the syntactic and denotative meanings of textual reference, and their in-
formation can underscore those refc.tenccsl {as in most concrete poerry, for
instance) or contradicr them (as some dada poets discovered). Beyond such
meanings, the visual text also encodes more specific information abour
the material production of its language. As the texcual history of Susan
Howe’s work has made clear—with the “same™ 'poem altering its appear-
ance slightly as it migrates from chapbook to journal to one anthology
or another—the range of a exr’s visual prosody; depends t0 large extent
on the mechanics of reproduction. Certain effects, and this is particularly
true of overprinting, can be obrained only by letterpress, others by offset
lithography, others by Quark and a laser printer, and so on. Part of the in-
formation carried by the visual form of Camp Prinring is the possibilities
and consuaines.of its medial technologies” The text, for instance, informs
the reader thar it was composed on 2 machine which permitted the same
sheet to be reprinted with some precision; similacly, regardless of the look
of its letterforms, the téxt announces thar it was not produced on a Irype-
writer, where the carriage space would restrict the rotation of the paper,
One could deduce further specifics, but the point is that the marerial exi-
gencies of the text, in these ways, always hint at the allegory of its mode of
production, and it is in this sense that the printing of Waldrop’s book —
while not being particularly funny (the overprinting is too meticulous and
beautiful to avoid seeming serious)—is indeed actually campy: self-ironic
and always drawing attention o its arcifice. _ :

So while the physical opacity of a text prevents communication from
ever being perfect, meaning is always being communicated by that very

~ materiality. Those excesses of signification provided by the physical prop-

erties of a poem complicate any simple understanding of concepts like
“meaning” and “informarion.” More cleatly than most works, V&l and
Camp Printing serve as reminders of the conceptual limitations of restrict-
ing such terms to denotative reference. In their refusal to convey denotative
information, the texts I have been considering would seem at first o be the
ultimate fulfillment of a definition of “poetry” which has echoed through
this century as a mainstay of formalist poetics. In Jan Mukafovsky’s famil-
lar version, “poetry” is that language which “is not used in the services of

- . communication,” and Witrgenstein offers a similar caveat: “Do not forger

that a poem, although ir is composed in the language of information, is
not used in the language game of giving information.” The rext, however,
has already been picked for the team and cannor help but play along; it can
never escape from the services of communication or decline o give infor-
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mation in any but the narrowest sense. As rerainders of the non-denotative
aspects of language, statements like these are unportant, but even in their
rejections they still operate on the terms of normative, unpllcu:ly conserva-
tive, models of communication, and they o quickly foreclose possibilities
for a wider understanding of the very concepts they employ.

Similarly, in the terms of information theory, obstacles o “giving infor-
mation” —the overinking, doubled printing, or smudge which blots outa
word, to give just a few relevant instances among a wide range of poten-
tial impediments—would usually be considered as “noise.” By explicitly
introducing noise 4s message, these poems briefly short-circuit the para-
sitic economy; they remind readers that the distinction between “message”
and “noise” ultimarely deconstructs itself (in the most technical sense of
the phrase). I have addressed the polirical aspects of these issues at some
length in chapter 2, and here I wanr to recall Michel Serres’s torus as a
model for understanding the precarious limnal space where these poems
balance in other (though ultimarely, perhaps, equivalent) terms. In their
most extreme instances, the works I have been discussi.ng occupy a privi-
leged position between what we might name “meaning” and “significa-
tion,” or “language” and “writing,” or “writing” and “inscription.”

So far, all of the examples | have mentioned of information being com-

T municated by the matertal text still operate rcfercnr.ia.lly, that is, they con-
L vey some arbitrary, culwurally deterrnined “meaning.” While form must

mean, it need not necessarily correspond to any particular, a priori mean-
ing. The materiality of written language, however, opens up yet further -
possibilities for formally encoded signification which would generate 4§

meaning by radically different protocols.® However naturalized they scem,
the strategies we normally use to activate written language as signs (what
we usually think of simply as “reading”: what you are doing now in follow-
ing this sentence to its end) might be substituted with other techniques
of engaging a rexr. These alternatives, moreover, would not necessarily be
perverse, to the degree that the writing itself does not mandate the conven-
tional (in all the relevant senses) modes of processing its data. The material
form of language, by definition, permits those conventional modes of read-
ing, bur they cannot be cxmpoiated back out of the marcerial form in any
requisite way. By deploying language vertically and disrupting the Lorizon-
tal spacing of words and letters, overprinting explicitly presents codes other
than the pursuit of words spread out in sequential, horizontal lines meant
10 be followed repetitively left to right, top to bottom?®

Perhaps the most infamous example of an aliernative protocol comes
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from Ferdinand de Saussure’s notebooks on paragrammes® The story by
now is familiar, bur worth recalling. In brif, de Saussure suspecied thar

! classical verse contained the nares of otherwise unmentioned dedicatory

figures, whose monikers were disseminated through the text in disarticu-
lated phonemes. ApoLlo, for instance, might appear distributed as “ad
mea templa portatg,” With a chilling meutu.lousness— we are not forget-
ting the patience of the mad, their love of detail,” as Lyn Hejinian might
put it—de Saussure labored to enumerate the intricate and unfa:.lmgly con-
sistent rules he saw governing the paragrammes. Buc then he waso't so sure
after all. Not only could a single couplet supply an almost endless num-
ber of names, bur the parggrammes were not limited to classical verse—
one mighe start reading them out of any text and seeing them everywhere.

From this vantage, the marerial signifier thus comes to be seen as not sim-
ply an unforrunate precondition for comununicating some intended lin-
guistic meaning, but also as the marrix for the generation of multiple, un-
controllable, and unhierarchized meanings. Faced with la folie du Lingue,

this “uncontrollable power of the letter as inscription,” de Saussure sup-
prcssed his work and backed away from the project with a caution that
“supports the assumption of a terror ghmpsed "1 That tcrror was the in-

humanness of language.'

I borrow this term from Paul de Man, who prowdes 2 succinet and cell-
ingly emphauc definition:

the inhuman is: linguistic structures, the play of linguistic tensions, lin-
guistic events that occur, possibilities which are inherent in la.nguage—
mdependently of any intent or any drive or any wish or any desire we

might have?

De Man here contrasts the linguistic (language as a material structure) with
the discursive (language as meaning) 14 Given the articulating system of
a.lphabeuc writing, with its grammar of spacing; lettering, and recombina-
tion, a material sngmﬁcatmn——as de Saussure’s paragrammes demonstrate—

is always excessive and indiscreer. The > multiplicity of potential meanings in
such a system can sometimes be exploired, or recuperated, but it can never
be entirely circumscribed or controlled; the materiality of language always
escapes semaniics, in the sense of any totalizing reading that could claim
coherent closure. That is to say, one could of course write paragrammati-

- cally, bringing its model within the circle of intention and control, but

then other possibilities would have to be overlooked, and even if all of
those alrernarives could be recognized, they could never be simultaneously

The Inhumanness of Language 77 |



engaged; to pursue some would mean that;still other models would ship
away in tuen, Nor is this to make any arguments about the origin of alpha-
betic language, or its obvious use as a hu.rnan tool: only to recognize that
once the system is in place it keeps working beyond its mandare.. '

For just one illustration of the way in which language “is totally indiffer-
ent in relation to the human” in this way, notice that whenever you write
“slaughter” you write—necessarily and inescapably— “laughter” as well 5
I should be quick to emphasize that this is not 2 claim about the cleverness
of the writer or the ingenuity of the reader; stop reading, and it continues.
Look away; it’s still happening. Close the book. I’s still going on. Try 1o
forger it. It goes on. It doesn’t care. It continues. Language is relentless in
its excesses, and those inevitable excesses are precisely that “nonhuman as-
pect of language . . . from which we cannot escape, because language does
things which are so radically out of our control that they cannot be as-
similated to the human ac all, against which one fights constantly.” Part
of that fight is taken up by the way certain reading habits condition us to
ignore the marerial effects of language, just as we are conditioned to regard
the eye as transparent. But the wolf is always at the door; from the moment
of inscription writing introduces

the mareniality of the letter, the independence, or the way in which the
letter can disrupt the ostensibly stable meaning of a sentence and intro-
duce in it a slippage by micans of which that meaning disappears, eva-
nesces, and by means of which all control over that meaning is lost.”

“Matrer asks no questions, eXpects NO answers of us. It ignores us. It made
us the way it made all bodies—by chance and according to its laws,” as
Jean-Frangois Lyotard puts it in his own essay on the “inhuman.”*® Or
again, as George Oppen writes: “Words cannet be wholly cransparent. And
that is the ‘heartlessness’ of words.”"® The indifference (in différance} of
language can be felein the “laughver” that always emerges from “slaughrer,”
bur thar langhter is never mocking, becanse—like the opacities of vision
that the eye, beyond the range of willful bodily control, produces indepen-

dently of picturing any external images—the inhuman of language hasno - §

regard for its' meaning effects; “a pure language (reine Sprache) . . . would be
entirely freed of the illusion of meaning.”?® In the slaughter of semantics,
that leughrer “n’éclate que depuis le renoncement absolu au sens [bussts
out only on the basis of an absolute renunciation of meaning].”*

If the description of the “inhuman” has the feel of déjé I, thatis because

it has taken many incarnations in recent theoretical writings, of which I
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want to single out just one particularly resonant version, which also takes de
Saussure’s paragrammes as its cue.’? In Jean Baudrillasd’s account, the dis-
play of illegibly overprinted tefts, “purement graphiques er indéchiffrables
[purely graphic and‘-i"uildeciphcrable] .. where the message has ceased to
exist under the imposition of the medium —a writing where there is noth-
ing to read, like “unc image ot il Ry a zien % voir [an image where there

is nothing to see]” —achieves “I'exrase de la communication [the ecstasy of

comimnurnicarion].”?* Under thar swoon of language,

ce n'est plus nous qui lui donnons un sens ou non en le [monde] tran-
scendant ou en le réfléchissant. Mexveilleuse est I'indifférence du monde
a cet égard, merveilleuse Iindifférence des choses i notre égard, et leurs
passion pourtant de se dérouler et de méler leitrs apparences.

it is o longer we who give or withhold meaning in transcending or reflecting
upon the world, The indifference of the world in this respect is marvelous; the
indifference of things with regard to us is marvelous— and still they spread
out before us, in their promiscuous poses, with such passion.* '

In this gleeful version of de Saussure’s rerror, Baudrillard recognizes char
“le malin génie du langage consiste 4 se faire objet, i ot on attend du sujet
et du sens [the evil demon of language consists in'its ability to render itself
as an object, where one had instead expected to find subject and mean-
ing}.”** In Baudrillard’s idiosyncratic vocabulary, the indifference of thar
ecstatic demon (an incarnation of Serres’s: ex-static) is Jfatal—“Tout ce qui
s'enchaine hors du sujet, done du coré de sa disparition, est fatal. Tour

. ce qui n'est plus une stratégie humaine devient par li méme une stratégie

fatale [Everything l_inkecl up beyond the subject, and therefore on the side
of its disappearance, is fatal. All that which is no longer 2 human straregy
becomes, by definition, a faral strategy]”—as well as seductive: “si I'objet
nous séduit, cest d'abord par son indifférence [if the object seduces us, it
does so first by its indifferénce]."2¢ And as we shall see nexr, “La séduc-
tion est maudite (mais ce n'est pas’la son moindre charme) [Seduction is
damned (bur that’s not the least of its charms)].”%

To conceptualize language in these ways is to understand it as operat-
ing in a general economy.*® In contrast to restricted economies, which are
predicated on scarcity, general economies are driven by surplus and excess.

* Georges Baraille develops the concept at length over several volumes, bur

he provides a concise definition of such systems, as well as the related idea
of “sovereignty,” in a footnote from L'expérience intérienre:?®
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Léconomie générale met en ¢vidence en primier lieu que des excédents
d'énergie se produisent qui, par définition; ne peuvent étre urilisés. Uén-
ergie excédante ne peut étre que perdue sans le moindre but, en con-
séquence sans aucun sens. Clest cette pértc inurile, insensée, quesz [a
souveraineré, R

General economy evinces, firstly, that excesses of energy are produced which,
by definition, cannot be utilized. Thas excessive energy cannot but be lost
withous the leass goal, and hence without any meaning. It is this useless,
meaningless loss, which is sovereignty >

“Dans la souveraineré, 'auronomie procéde . . . d'un refus de conserver,

d'une prodigalité sans mesure . . . . La souveraineté ne differe en rien d’une

dissipation sans limite [In sovereignty, autonomy proceeds . . . from a re-

fusal to conserve, from an infinite prodigality . . . . Sovercignty does not
differ in the least from a limitless dissipation].”* We have already met Ba-

taille’s “sovereignry” in the queenly (Resne) indifference of “pure” (reine)

language, which one can do absolutely nothing (rierz de rien) to rein in
completely or deny (nier) ixs ultimately elusive margin of material signi-
fication. Recalling all those “demons” which have haunted systems (from
Clerle Maxwell’s entropic to Baudrillard’s ecstatic to Serres’s prosopopoeia
of noise), as well as ¢’s repeated assertion thar “the limit of Opakeness
is named Saran,” that fifaterial excess of the textual {general) economy, the
“inhuman” measure of language, is—in Bataille’s lexicon — /e part maudite:
the devil's lot, the accurséd share. Le part mandite is that pordion given
up to waste in potlarch or “sacrifice,” which in Baraille’s argument com-
pensates for the abuse something suffers in its role as an object of utile
servitude by restoring it to subjecthood. Accordingly, by ostentatiously
celebrating language’s indifference (in both the narrow sense of erasing ar-
dculetion beneath an undifferentiated inscription, and the broader sense
of irs disinterested sovereignry) at the expense of its role as an uncompli-

catedly servile object of urilitarian communication (servile utility, one will.

recall, was precisely and not coincidentally the goal of the new traditional-
ists’ typographic transparency), poems like those in Camp Printing become

~ that mode of sacrifice in which the victims are words.*
The point is worth repeating; this understanding of language does not
imply that some of the ineluctabl excesses of the linguistic system could

not be recuperated, by either a resourceful writer or reader, as part of a~ 4

restricted economy of semantic meaning. Indeed, even to view the inevi-

table loss of meaning in a (general) textual economy as wagic or nostalgic

30 READING THE ILLEGIBLE

is to lose one’s grip on the general as it slides irrevocably into a restricted
feconomy ilj. which tha.rapparchy profitless loss has thus been salvaged—
if only partially — as affect, and so recycled for the benefit of the reager
Rather than think of 2 general or restricted economy as being a fixed char-
_actcris_tic of some object, one would do betrer to conceive of them as shifi-
ing frames of reference, or as the point of view from which a given sysiem
is understood. General and restricred €conomies are not, however, easily
separable alternatives which one might simply choose between; they cease-

lessly irrupt within one another according to rhe same dynamic thar de-

fines the relationship between opacity and ransparence. In ways that con-
stantly destabilize the very categories of “general” and “restricted,” every
tfext threatens to sacrifice icself in an ecstatic loss of meaning, ar the same
time that its meaninglessness can always be accounted for {even if only
as the meaning of “meaninglessness”). If there is no language perfectly
iubservient to the communication of exophoric reference, neither is there

souveraineté efle-méme [sovereignty ieself].”34 '

- To pur this another way, let me be explicit abour the converse of a
proposition I have taken up in some detail; a purely opaque materiality
would be as untenable as 2 perfectly transparent language. Faced with lan-
guage in irs sheer mareriality, one would no longer beable to recognize it a5
language Paradoxically, Warde’s ideal of the “crystal gobla” is achieved
f;t the price of its inversion; only in its complete opacity, and not in some
un:aginecl transparency, does writing become invisible, does it disappear as
writing, “Le cristal,” as Baudriliard sums up, “se venge [the crystal takes its
Tevenge].”*¢ “We all secrecly venerate the ideal of a language which in the
last analysis would deliver us from language by delivering us ro things,” ac-
cording to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, but even if that “thing” is the material
of language itself, deliverance is always ultimately withheld. Even to rec
ognize a single disarticulated letrer a5 4 Leszer a.lready'inc-orporates the rest
of .the alphabet which it presupposes, or—as with an unknown script—
to imagiae che possibility of an alphabet. That moment of recognition ac-
counts for the giddy theill of éncountering a foreign [anguage written in
2 script one does not understand, and it has intrigued the many writers
who have attempred, as Wittgenstein proposed, to “Imagine some arbi-

. tary cipher.”*” Henri Michaux's anthropomorphized “characters,” Chris-

tian’ Dotren‘no:.lt’sl logogrammes, Decio Pignatari’s semiotic poems, Dicter
Rot’s 44 variations, B. P. Nichol’s 26 Alpbabets, the graphism of Jes leseristes,
as well as much .g.mfﬁti art, all experitent with that alphabetic threshold.
Even more pertinent are Hansju':‘-rg Mayer’s overprinted alphabets, 'some--
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of which recall the blurred motion of Waldrop’s poems or the lattices of
Bernstein’s “veils.” . - L
" Both Camp Printing and Vedl, in fact, mig:h"c'bé thought of as- partici-
paung in this intergenre wadition, bec;usc like invented scripts the}r pto-
vide a glimpse of the moment—flecting and almost imperceptible—when
writing shifts between 2 general and a restricted economy as “the mareri-
ality of the letter” passes from the unrecognizable opaciry of “pure . . .
datum” into readable, if not inelligible, “language.”?® One catches that
glimpse not through Alberti’s transparent window out on the world, but
from the other side of the screen from which language looks back with
its “stony gaze.” Even if it could never achieve a reine S'Pmc}:e that would
be identifiable as such, the illegible poem offers a rare view as it balances
on the cusp of Serres’s torus: displaying the marerial precondition of lan-
guage in all its nonreferential opacity while—moméntarily —staying the
illimicable movement of the grum which might induce kz folie de Saussure.®
“The unreadable text is an ourer limit for poetry,” Bernstein has written,
and by inhabiting the threshold at which wriring passes between the field
of human language and the inhumanness of sheer materiality, the illegible
text is 2 liveralization of Wingenstein's proposition that “dass die Grenzen
der Sprache {der Sprache, die allein ich verstehe) die Grenzen meiner
Welt bedeuten [the limits of language (the language which | understand)
mean the limits of my world).”* Approaching the limit (sub fimn) of an
© “opake immeasurable,” in fact, is all to the point.# As they negotiate that
unstable middle ground in the field of inscription, the most extreme poems
in Vil and Camp Printing open onto vistas of the textual sublime.
De Saussure’s reaction to the paragramme’s infinite proliferation of re-
combinatory pessibilities “in a manner analogous to terror,” indeed, sug-
gests nothing so much as the experience of the “mathematical sublime,” 42
Moreover, to armive at a recognition of the inhumanness of language
through texts like Veil or Camyp Printing—with their “obscurity,” “priva-
tions such as darkness,” “silence,” and “difficulty” —would seem o corre-
spond perfectly, if rather literally, to Burke’s description of the sublime ob-
ject, which intervenes against habit and familiarity to make things strange,
aud which works to “create particular problems for the sensations— by pre-
senting themselves as too powerful or too vast or too obscure or too much
of a deprivation for the senses to process them comfortably.”® The dis-
course on the sublime (not to be confused with sublime discourse) has
done brisk business recently, and this is not the place for yet another critical
réad.ing of the tradition which has developed under its name.#4 I do, how-
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EVeT, Want to draw attention to how suggestively the rheroric of the sublime
reads in relation to illegible writing, as well as how neatly it dovetails with

| clefcripr.ions of the “inhumanneis” of hnguage, further émphasizmg the
swiking affinities berween those descriptions and telated theorizations of
language. o -

I.n his study of the “sublime as text,” Vincent A. De Luca posits the
project of approaching a reine Sprache and “liberating the signifier from
the signified” as the very definition of the rextual sublime. As an exem-
plary case, he examines the most densely scripted and difficult-to-read
pages from Blake’s illuminated books, which he describes in terms thac
could be applied equally, if not better, to an overprinted work like Vaif As
‘]‘SIal_:e “increases the density of inscription to the point of visnal srrain,”
-faugue,” and “vertigo,” those inscriptions “tend to.withdraw from referen-
tial function altogether” so thar “the rext becomes fconic, a physical Ding
an Jf}:"r” not 2 transparent medium through which mca.nir;g is easily dis-
seminated.”* This opacity “inevitably irritates those who come to texus for
.snipoth communication][;] the effect of this impediment to the reading eye
is prccist‘:[y to reify the signifier and so provoke the tension necessary for
the sublime experience.”# The constant movement of words in and out

of readability which we saw in V2 thus becomes, for De Luca, the very
grounds of the textual sublime:4” '

The barrier seems to flicker before the ¢yes, NOW Opaque, Now trans-
lucent, at once forbidding and yielding. The sublime object presents
2 vowering face and yer offers a conspicuious invitation to as;:ent, or ic
holds back and teases with the promise of penetration, or it hints at
ineffable possibilities of Presence and then defers them 4

As with Waldrop’s priuti.ng or Bernstein’s poems, the “artention of the

reader is diverted from 2 sequential pursuit of words and lines 1o a visual

contemplation of the whole block of text as a sirgle unit, a panel,” which

D " ) = g 4
- De Luca names “a wall of word;. * Or, as Vedl itself announces, “warr of

WORDS WHICH MEANS LOOK YOU LOOR,” 0

Given the concentration and visual strain demanded by a work like V2,
or the double vision so perfectly replicated by many of the poems in Carmp

.- Prinving, looking at that “wall of words” for any lengeh of time can be

c!uite literally dizzying, and De Luca’s description of “fatigue” and “ver.
tigo” sh?uid not necessazily be taken as figurative hyperbole. In fact, the
most‘st_nking precedent ro Waldrop's overprinting is 2 nineteenth- cenmury
warning against precisely such dangess. (See figure 9.) Taken from James
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How it looks in a Railway Carriage,
Figure 9. Jarnes Millington, Are We to Read Backwords? (1883)

Millingron’s 1883 Are We to Read Backiwards?, this page was meant to illus-
trate the dangers of reading on the “metropolitan railways.” The simula-
tion of vibration in Millingron’s text is assumed to be so self-evident that
the appearance of “train cars,” in conjunction with 2 visual vocabulary
(“window,” “imagery,” “watching,” “mirrors,” “tears,” and so on), in James
Camp’s “The Iron Year” may not have been incidenral in Waldrop’s choice
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to treat it with an almost idenrical technique.” Appropriate 1o a scene in
which the speaker imagines the hallucinatory iflusion of actually experi-
encing the “clanging” of the rails, Waldrop’s tremulous printing becomes
a complex and witty inscription of that experiendal illusion back into the
monologue itself. The synesthesaic translation from the vibrations of sound
in the “car” to the visual tremors of a vibrating railcar would indeed be the
irony (“The [Iron Y)es") of the text. (See figure 10.) _

As with all of the poems in Camp Printing, as well as those in Veil, the
text read on'a trembling railway cails “for a continual adjustment of the
focus of vision™ which, when “added to the muscular tension necessitated
by the vibration of the carriage,” would, in Millington’s opinion, “suffi-
ciently account for much of the nervous malaise felt by some habirual trav-
ellers on these lines.” Those are “lines” of rails and.not of writing, bur while
dizzying rexrual effects may not be responsible for the stress of cominuting,

they do seem to be commensuTate with the experience of communicaring -

when that communication disappears into the textual sublime. De Luca
notes thar the prototypically sublime moment is “usually described as ver-
#igo of blockage or bafflement,” and Steve McCaffery accordingly explains
that de Saussure, in his investigations of the paragrammes, “hit upon the
yertiginous nature of textuality” —echoing Starobinski’s description of de
Saussure’s “vertige de erreur [vertigo of error],” as well as de Man’s char-
acterization of the paragrammaric project as “vertiginously speculative”

and Baudrillard’s repeated description of the “vertigq (giddiness)” of de l

Saussure’s anagrammatic rexts.5 “I| ¥ a,” Baudrillard announces, “un éeat
propre de fascination et de vertige lié & ce délire de la communication. Une
forme de plaisire singulier peut-éure, mais aléatoire et vertiginenx. [There

 Isa state of fascination and giddiness which attends thar delirium of com-

munication. A singular form of pleasure perhaps, but aleatory and verrigi-
nous.]”>* This is the pleasure of the illegible. Le défire de ire.

Once again, as we saw with all those theories which consider writing as
a “general economy,” the particular details of the material texe, when en-
gaged with the atrention and patience of a uuly radical formalism, figure

© the most abstract theoretical constructs, At the fundamental level of con-

crete, physiological response to specific textual demands, works like Visl

- . and Camp Printing produce equivalents to cheoretical positions even be-

fore any given “message abour” such theories might be conveyed. However,
any such “content”—no matter how comfortingly familiar or easy it would
seem when compared wich the demands of an “obstinare physicality” —

. would have been redundan, if not paradoxically contradictory. Which is
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© to refuse to posit these works as mere illustrations; they enact the very con-
dition of the thcorctica.l--dahm__which might be made on their behalf.5¢ For
this reason, it is perhaps no coincidence that the designers of the journal -
Visible Language chose overprint as the emblematic typographic technique
with which to represent “instant theory.” As Blake understood in his o
profound awention to bibliographic detail, “Minute Discrimination is Not |
Accidental,” because “Singular & particular Detail is the foundation of thej
Sublime.” )

3

_

Figure 10. Rosmarie Waldrop, Camp Printing (1970)
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Someone says to me; Shew the children a game.” t teach thern gaming
with dice, and the other says *l dldn t mean that sort of gama
—Ludwig Wnugenstetn -

| have scarcely begun to make you understand that | don't m}:end to play
the game. :
—Guy Debord

5. Gamble and Sharp

Cheating at Language Games

Eatly in Charles Dickens’s Grear Expectations (chaprer 7), Joe Ga.rgery
- testifies to his “oncommon” fondness of reading:

Give me . . . a good book, or a good newspaper, and sit me down afore
a good fire, and I ask no bewer. Lord!™ he continued, after rubbing his
knees 2 litdle, “when you do come ro a J and 2 O, and says you ‘Here,
atlast, is a J-O, Joe,” how interesting reading is!”

Like de Saussure “deciphering” Saturnian verse, the implications of which
I explored in the previous chaprer, Joe here performs a “paragrammatic”
reading, and he provides a surprising precedent for the procedural
“writing-through” techniques of John Cage and Jackson Mac Low.! In the
carty 19805, with apparent inscience of one another’s projects, both Cage
and Mac Low—who had srudied together in Cage’s classes in experimental
composition at the New School for Social Research in the late 19505 —were
simultancously writing-through Ezra Pound’s Cansos, and a comparison of
the results is instructive. Cage refers to his strategy of writing-through as
“mesostic,” because it spells out 2 name or theme-word down the middle
(meso) of a verse line (stich), just as an acrostic spells down the beginning
of the lines, or a telestich down the termini. The mesostich is an ancient
verse form, of course, but Cage adds a twist to his version; in its stricrest
mode, first proposed by Louis Mink, Cage’s mesostics follow the rule that
between any two letters of the key-word those letters may not appear. So in
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“Writing Though The Cantos,” for instance, Cage chose the index “Ezra
Pound” and proceeded through Pound’s source texc until he came to the
first word containing-an “¢” bur not followed by a “z,” then continued unril
he came to a word with a “z” neither preceded by an “e” nor followed by
an “1” and so on in succeision through the text, repeating the index and
allowing himself to include as many words on-either side of the index-letter
as he wanted so long as they fit within the srandard 86-character spread of
the page and did not violate the exclusionary index-letter rule?

Jackson Mac Low refers to his own writings-through, appropriazely
enough, as “diastic” methods (2 term. I will adopt in this chaprer ro cover
Ca.ge’s mesostic operations as well), and he has used several variations of

- the procedure on a wide variety of source texts. For Words nd Ends from

Ez he read through The Cansos much as Cage did, replacing the exclu-
sionary rule with the constraint that each index-lerter had to occupy the
same position in the excerpted source text as it does in the index-word.
The letrer “e,” for instance, begins a suing that continues to the end of
whatever word contains it; the letter “z” holds the second place in the fol-
lowing string: “r” occurs as the third letter in the next string, and so on.
This rule both obviates the inclusion of extra words between index-lerters,
a degree of intervention that Cage permits himself, and also frequendy re-
quires Mac Low to truncate words or back up in the source text, disrupting
the word boundaries that Cage always mainrains.
So given this passage from “Canco [,”

And then went down to che ship,

Men many, mauled with bronze lance heads,
Battle spoil, bearing yet dreory arms,

These many crowded about me; with shouting,
Pallor upon me, cried to my men for more beasts;
Slaughrered the herds, sheep slain of bronze;
Poured Qintment,"‘-._lcried to the gods,

To Pluto che stron;g, and praised Proserpine

"Cage exrracts’

and thEn with bronZe lance heads beaRing yet Arms
sheeP slain Of plUro stroNg praiseD

and Mac Low derives
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EnnZe eaRing ory Ammas,
Pallor pOn laUghrered l2iN oureD Ent[] °

Of all the paragrammaric strategies’examined in this book, Cage and Mac
Low’s are clearly the most systematic, and while many of the works dis-
cussed in previous chapters have, rendered their illegibility visible, inking
words over words, these poems depend on the implicit absence of a par-
tially erased text; after working through the eight hundred or so pages of
Pound’s text in these ways, Mac Low reduces the epic poem to fewer than
eighty pages, while Cage’s version extends to only eight. I will examine the
most immediately obvious aspect of these poems, “the sudden spluttered
petulance of some capltallsed mIddle,” laterin this chapter, but for now let
me briefly call arrention to the less salient accidentals.? Cage’s poern omits
any punctuation, while Mac Low’s incorporates what amounts to an ex-
trapolation of Pound’s prosody; he includes any punctuation or line break
found at the end of a letter string—as well as any hyphens found within
the string—and he organizes his long poem into sections corresponding
with the sections of the New Directions edition of the collected Canros.
Additionally, it perhaps needs to be stressed that for all of their calcula-
ton and unfamiliarity these poems aze often quite beautiful  Mac Low’s
“ecRetary fex,” to cite just one instance, has the vocal frisson one expects
from a poem by Peter Inman or Clark Coolidge, either of whom might
have intentionally authored this unintentonally generaced line. Similarly,
the Joycean music of lines like “ShUn timNal un unDer Elody” in Mac
Low’s poem are matched by Cage with the melos of lines like “gonE glaZe
gReen feAthers,” which i:-icks up on a network of words (“graze,” “glaze,”
“gaze”) thar structure the larger movements of Cage’s poem much as Stein
organized her most carefully constructed texts. E
. In Dickens’s novel, Joe’s oncommon encomium on the swell pleasures
of reading is prompted by one of Pip’s writing exercises. With its word frag-
ments, unexpected letter combinations, and irruptions of capital leteers,
Pip’s halting epistle looks, at first glance, not unlike a passage from Mac
Low’s. Dickens reproduces the smudge-pipped epistle as

ml deer JO i opE, U r krWitE wEll i opE i shAl soN B haBelL 4 2
teeDge U JO 2N theN wE shOrd b sO glOdd aN wEn i M preNgD 2
u JO woT larX an bIEVE ME inF xn PiP,

The initial app.ca.rmcc of this text aside, however, the episode from Grear
Expectarions might also evoke one of the many pedagogic vignerres from
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the first part of Ludwig Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigasions. Not
coincidentq]]y, both Mac Low and Cage have written-through Wittgen-
stein’s work as well. Among the source texes used by Cage in his nororious
Charles Eliot Norton lecryre (published in 1990 as 1-1V), Witigenstein ac-
counts for the single largest number of quotations; Mac Low’s first “purely

- acrostic-stanzaic chance poem” was composed around 1960 using Wittgen-

stein’s Blue and Brown Books as its source, and he has more recently used
the Jnvestigations as part of his computer-assisted “praSTEX” poerry.” With
a striking accord, Wittgenstein’s text addresses precisely the same nexus of
themes brought to the fore not only by Pip’s scene of writing, bur also by
the mesostic and diastic poemis: proper names, rule-following, and what
acuvities can propetly be said to constitute “reading” and “writing.” Before
rerurning to a closer examination of Cage and Mac Low’s poetry, 1 want
to briefly consider the conjunction of these topics in the fvestigarions. 1
should be quick to note that I do not intend to advance anything liké a
standard philosophical interpretation of this notoriously hermetic work. 1
do, however, want to propose that Cage and Mac Low~— like Kosuth and
Johns in the visual arts—have engaged in a kind of “applied Investiga-
tion.”® Ac the very least, I want to forestall a common reaction to theircom-
positions and suggest hat such writings-through should not be too quickly
dismissed as mere gimmicks, but may in fact constiruee works which getat
the heart of some of the most vexing and fundamental ropics of modern
philosophy. .

In the larger scope of Dickens’s story, Pip’s letrer appears in 2 chap-
ter illustrating his early education, a training by which he learns to “read
write and cipher.” With “cipher” understood as encryption rather than
arithmetic, these three terms mighe all stand in apposition. Pip composes

+ his lerter, significantly, with an alphabert ar his feet “for reference” Like

Joe selecting and rearranging from the source text before him, Pip—or
Dickens himself, or any other writer, for thar marter—is doing much the
same. Similatly, by “making writing use of / something thought to be for
reaDing,” as Cage puts it in his own response to Mac Low’s Wayds nd Ends,
the procedure of witing-through underscores, by rendering literal, the way
in which readers always participate to some degree as writers: selecting cer-

- tin material from a text while ignoring other aspects, activaring particu-

lar codes of signification ar the expense of other strategies, and adhering

10 given protocols of linguistic recombination as they necessarily violate
alternative procedures.® '

Whether or not rule-determined procedures can be said to properly
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on multplicities. We may habitually read in only one way, for instance,
but that does not preclude the many other decoding proccss;tis:'.ihat might
also legitimarely constitute “reading,” This insistence on multiple alrerna-
tives is an attempr to counter the rigid-l,.at'imﬁsm and absolutes towards
which Wirtgenstein fele the Tractasus had pieviously erred by giving in to
that essentializing “dogmatism into which we fall so easily . . . when we
are dazzled by the ideal.”* In the Frvestigations, by contrast, Wittgenstein
underscores again and again “the fact thar there are other processes, be-
sides the one we originally thought of.”?> With reference to mathematics,
for instance, the “point is, we can think of more than one application of an
algebraic formula”; just as a sentence might be read in nonhabitual ways (as
the phonetic encryption of a proper name, for instance), so a mathematical

formula might be read in other ways as well = Dispelling the illusion of a

single logical necessiry for decoding the formula (the must which seems to
artend a mathematic computation) then leads Wittgenstein to the figure of
the machine. The utility associated with machines— like the communica-
tive utility of conventional reading and writing— induces us ro forget that
- they might equally perform other functions. The potnt is not just that we
might be bricolenrs, buc that even the conventional, utile operation of the
machine contains the latent potential for other functions and acrivities; we
calk abour a machine as if its parts could move ohly- in one way, “as if they
could not do anything else,” while we “forger the possibility of their bend-
ing, breaking off, melting, and 5o on.”?4 That machine, of course, is not
just 2 symbol for the modal grammar of mathemarics; it is the new model
of the “reading machine” Wirtgenstein had earlier proposed.

Unlike Jean Tinguély, or the Survival Rescarch Labs, however, Wite-
genstein is more the conscientious mechanic than the prurient spectator
of a self-destructing machine. Masking the distance between himself and
writers like Mac Low and Cage, Wirtgenstein asserts that “it is not our
aim to refine or complete the system of rules for the use of our words in
_ unheard-of ways.”** To this extent, and despite its affinities with so many
of the twenrierh century’s avant-gardes, the Investigations is a deeply con-
servative text. Like the purgative argument of the Tractatus, in which one
category after another is excluded from the realm of the propositionally
meaningful, the fnvestigations acknowledges transgressions in order to ulé-
mately exclude them from the purview of its project. However attentive
Wittgenstein becomes to moments when the system goes awry, his concern
with those moments is still always with avoiding such episodes in order to

keep his irwa_tigations on track, Whatever his metaphysics, the serious in-_
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vestigation of the exception would be a paraphysical enterprise that Wirr.
genstein declines to undertake. He never allows himself to experiment, for
instance, with what happens when only one aspect of the system “goes on
holiday” while the rest remain at home, hard ar work— or when the engine
idles 4 order to stay in gear. By picking up on elements of the Frvestiga-
tions that Wittgenstein invokes but does not pursue, Cage and Mac Low
provide examples not only of what it would mean vo take seriously the idea
of a Wittgensteinian poetics, but also what the next stage of those investi-
gations might look like: a specific philosophical praxis to follow from: the
general theory. . _

Within the Jrvestigations, for example, the “name” is another of the
categories into which Wingenstein attempts ro introduce some play as
he worries its Augustinian status as “a simple” into the warp and multi- _
plicity of a complex family resemblance. As with the concepr of reading,
the name plays in a vasiety of very different language games, a condition
manifested in a sentence like “Mr Scot is a Scot” or “Ms White is a white
White.”>¢ Where Wittgenstein analyzes the grammar of proper names,

i however, Cage and Mac Low use proper names a5 2 grammar by which

to generate and articutate their texts, in which the rigid designaror forms
the ridged design of raised lerters running 'through‘ and structuring the
poem.” With this onomastic metrics, what Cage and Mac Low “have pri-
marily discovered is a new way of looking at things. As if you had invented -
a new way of painting; or, again, 2 new metre, or a new kind of song,”
Having learned the lesson of ‘Witegenstein's insistence thar there are always
unthought-of uses for a name, Cage and Mac Low return 1 test the Au-
gustinian position with the literalness and intentional misunderstanding
of the mosr serious joke: whar if names were in fact used as a serict calcu-
lus? What if the name actually did become a fixed invariant art the base of -
linguistic production? _

This reliance on the proper name by Cage and Mac Low eXposes one
of the many sites of radical contradiction within their writing-through.
Both poets studied with Daiserz T. Suzuki at Columbia University in the
19503, and they both explicitly describe their algorithmic procedures as a
way to follow the Buddhist and Taoist goal of working towards a dissolu-
tion of the ego: what Mac Low has glossed as “taste, constirutional predi-

 lections, opinions, current or chronic emotions.”? To this end, they take
- part in the long avant-garde tradition of attempting to eliminate the “lyri-

cal interference of the ego,” a goal which has variously occupied writers -
as diverse as Henry Adams and Hugo Ball, . T. Marinerti and .André
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Breton, Gertrude Stein and Charles Qlson, Marcel Duchamp and Andy |

Warhol #* The contradiction is not 4 new Ofe, as even 2 brief ‘reflection
on the egomania of each of these ﬁgu:cs j.m.t__énediately suggests, and while
neither poet chooses his own name-for 4n index in writing-through others’
work, the most salient aspect of these supposedly anti-ego works s still the
authorial proper name, the very sign of the ego.* Mac Low and Cage capi-
talize (on) that name, which not only makes it readable in the first place—
one can easily imagine an alternate version of the writing-through which
did not advertise its index at all—but also establishes an automatic hier-
archy between the index-name and the rest of the derived text. This pro-
cess also reifies that name, as the diastic poem obsessively repears it like a
fetish, and this effect is all the more forceful because of the degree to which
the author’s name is uncritically assumed to be a natural choice of index,
Furthermore, the display of the author’s name in Mac Low's project for
writing-through The Cantos extends beyond the index-word; in the con-
texe of that insistent indexical inscription, the process of fragmentation in
Words nd Ends creates a flurry of addidonal words that can only be read, as
in the tite, as Pound’s nickname: “Ez” and “Es.” Like the pun on the pun-
dit “Pound” in “Pund,” or Bob Brown's quip “Well, whar guy cant write a
canto, Ez2,” this effect is frequently amusing.>* Pound’s anxious paranoia
is thus glossed as “eZ [ Nerveux,” and his exceedingly bizarre physiologi-
cal equation of sperm with spinal fluid is summed up by “glanD et €Z,” 2
phrase which might well serve as an alternate title to Gaudier-Brzeska's 1914
sculprural porirait of Pound, the Hieratic Head*® Darker political com-
mentary emerges from combinations like “eZ muRdered” and—as I will
examine in the second half of this chapter —“eZ erRed.” In the end, how-
ever, these spurious namings all work to emphasize the author’s name as
such. One occurrence in particular emblematically underscores Pound’s
presence in the pantheon of modernist writers (“cummings,” “Binyon,”
and “Lewis”) by contracring sixty-eight lines of the original Cantes and half
of “Velazquez” to leave “¢Z” among “the greats.” 34 :
Were this effect—an unmotivated result of the rules of English letrer
combination—not to have occurred, and even had Cage and Mac Low

chosen alternate, non-onomastic indices, the status of the ego in the diastic -+ ]

pocms would stll be vexed. On the one hand, rule-governed procedures
sufficiently distance the conventional, romantic conception of the artistic
ego from the production of the poem to provoke skeptical, if not indig-

nant, responses from many readers; on the other hand, the recourse to rules

never seems to surrender agency completely enough. Cage’s technique, of
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course, insists on the poet’s willful intervention around the fixed core of
mesostic-determined words.? Mac Low’s “words nd ends” variation of his
diastic method, in contrast, suggests an answer to Wittgenstein’s question:
“But what does a game look like thar is everywhere bounded by rules?
whose rules never let a doubt creep in, bue stop up all the cracks where
it might?”3¢ Mac Low’s strict procedure proposes one solution, in other
words, to the problem of what it would mean o imagine a mode of writ-
ing that was in fact like the calculus we often take it to be and not like the
game model for which Wirtgenstein convincingly argues.” Even in Mac
Low’s version, however, the individual choice of the poet plays an indis-
pensable role: the agreement to follow a particular rule, the selection of a
source text, and the decision o keep and publish the results®® In order
to abdicate choice, Cage and Mac Low— paradoxically—make a series of .
choices which are all the more willful and capricious; they wy “to [ avoid
taking chances / by / taking chances,” as Mac Low puts it in his “Seventh
Lighe Poem” (dedicated, not incidentally, to John Cage). The ideals of the
diastic poem repeatedly appear to be compromised by the very procedures
intended to effect their achievement. Consider, for another example of this
bind, the analogously woubled attempt by Mac Low and Cage to use rules
in order to engage in an explicitly anarchist poetics:productive and pro-
gressive consensus based on the coproducrion of meaning berween reader
and writer, diastic and source text. Yet in many ways, their work is far
more proscriptive than contingent or negotiared. One could easily point
our further discrepancies, but that very state of “discrepant engagement,”
to appropriate Nathaniel Mackey’s superb phrase, is worth considering in
itself.

Thc most simple and straightforward sentence, of course, displays a
great number of complex, fully internalized rules; it also artests to the vears
of disciplining by which such grammars are learned, and by which, more-
over, they come to appear so simple and natural that they disappear o
the writer as rufes. Indeed, as Witegenstein demonstrates, “every course of
action can be made our ro accord with a rule” (or in Cage’s own version:
“one thing always follows another”).** By preventing the possibility of fol-
lowing conventional rules—including those of which they might not even

. be aware—and instead adhering to baldly artificial rules, Mac Low and

Cage escape the carceral structure of standard, fully internalized gramamars

‘while simultaneously highlighting how extensive and deeply entrenched

such rules are: not just sentence grammar, but capitalization, punctuation,
morphermic construction, lerer combination, and so on. The diastic poem,
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that s, works indirectly and efficiently as a ipuénm ocrparmern (device of
making strange); by committing itself to an ostentatious surface of openly
acknowledged rules, it obliquely. “lays bare” the networks of compulsion
that have been internalized in more standard grammars and: become in-
visible by disappearing into a horizon of -'idéological naturalness. Cage and
Mac Low exaggerate rules until they turn against themselves, collapsing
beneath the weight of their own totalizing tendency. Part of the signifi-
cance of capitalizing the index-letters, in fact, is that they do not permit
readers to grow accustomed to the new set of rules, or to forget that they
are in force. By maintaining an awareness of rules in these ways, the diastic
poem succeeds in engaging what Mac Low has suggested could be called
“the politicai side of Dharma”#° .

The same argumenct also suggests a solution to the paradox of making
an emphatically deliberate set of choices all in the interest of swrrendering
choice. The most important issue, however, may be less the resolution of a
specific problematic than the way in which the diastic poem repeatedly in-
sists on the structure of paradox in general. In this sense, writing-through is
like the enactment of a zen koan. Witigenstein might have been describing
the diastic poem when he wrote: B

‘The fundamental fact here is that we lay down rules, a rechnique, fora
game, and that then when we follow the rules, things do not turn our as

we had assumed. That wé are therefore as it were entangled in our own -

rudes. 1

To accept thar entanglement is precisely the ethical dimension of poetry
for Cage. In the specific terms of reading his own work, this means ac-
cepting the results of rule-governed operations even if they go against pet-
sonal taste and aesthetic judgment: resisting the urge 1o tweak a line, or to
“overlook the rule in just one instance because the diastic has come close,
but not quite, to an even better phrase that it suggests. Or in Mac Low’s
words, the challenge is to avoid the errors “made [ by following instruc-

tions exactly [ some / times.”4? The diastics” ethics of acceptance, more- 3

over, is farther reaching than the question of taste. By flaunting its para-
doxes, the diastic poem tries to teach its reader to accept the difhculties
presented by unstable and reversible terms as they move through a dy-
namic of indeterminate relations. To eliminate the ego completely, for in-
stance, would simply reverse polarities and insist on a new set of absolutes,

as well as a new hierarchy (the aleatory over and above the intentional); - !
by simply damping, or “toning down” the role of the artistic ego instead, -
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Cage and Mac Low draw artention to its workings while also offering the
more important lesson of how to negotiate a contradicrory world without
easy absolutes. Through the erection of structures which check the fluid
operation of binaristic or dialecric thinking, the diastic poems continuaily -
warn against that “dogmatism into which we fall so easily . . . when we arc
dazzled by the ideal. "4 - '

By eliciting and then blocking such dogmatism, the diastics extend be-
yond mere cavears; they also work as liumus tests of the strength of our
desires to make judgments on an all-or-nothing basis, and our tendency to
kold the poct to an ideal, at whatever pole of the spectrum.* These poeins

2 also do more than merely register the impulse and then frustrare our de-

sires for an absolute, or sabotage our artempts to fix them as exempla by
refusing to hold to one excreme or the other. Through these processes the

't diastic poem also reveals that concepts like “rotality” and “the absolute”

are themselves far less toralizing and absolute than we might lilke —whether
we seek to uphold or oppose them —but rather fold into and out of their
opposites with a slippery and complex dynamic. As we will see, this is a
lesson particularly apposite for those who would look to counter the totali-
tarian aspirations of Pound’s ostensibly fascist epic. In the context of the
thematics of Pound’s politically appalling rext, the diastic poems’ ability
to engage overt rule-following, while simultaneously nudging the reader
away from settling invo too facile a judgment, or from slipping into a dan-
gerously easy binarism, becomes fraught with particular import. Because
the “totalitarian” is always far more subtle, supple, and complicated than
irs bulkthead would have it appear, to be t00 quick to accept it on its own
terms and rake it as monolithic—even in defense against it—is already to

have given over and handed it a victory from within. With these stakes in

mind, I want to return to the diastic poems for 2 closer reading of their
language, and try to apply the lessons of their koan structure not only to
Tke Cantos, but to the writings-through themselves.

As they submit their-source text to algorithmic procedures, the diastic
and mesostic methods not only dismantle the obvious references of the
source text; they also paragrammaically (re)construct significations larent
in the works they write-through. For all of the genuinely restive disjunc-

E 3 | tions in these poems, many of the lines can be read as only slightly modified

or eccentric versions of standard sentences: “DOwn e oUt,” for example,

§ - or the humorously irreverent “singing to Zeus|[: |down heRe fAwy.” 45 Such
mundane meanings are even miore striking when one keeps in mind the

randomness of their conjuncrion. Consider, for example, the “yes, no, yes”
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‘which stutters from “ays No oke” onde Mac Low’s method has erased
most of the lines “he thar holdeth by castle-guard / pays no scutage / And
speaking of clariry / Milite, Cglgg,_—‘Edﬁr;irdps.”“ The coupling of “Car-
dinal” and “porphyry” is similarly unéaniny; in their original context in

~“Canto IX” these words refer, respectively; w an ecclesiastic officer and 2
feldspar stone, bur Mac Low’s poem collapses their initial distance of three
lines and twenty-one words to create a new context that colors what is read
and emphasizes the happenstance of their shared denotation of shades of
red. .

The most interesting meaning effects, however, result from the way in
which the irruptive capitalization of the index-letters, like the fragmenta-
tion of Mac Low’s diastic method, disrupts lexical integrity to pack and
unpack signification below the level of the word. For instance, the empha-
sis of a single letter in a word can mufile a “murttering” into a “murtee”
“Ring”: precisely the sort of Joycean paradox—like “laughtears” —tha so
delighted Cage*” The capital “R” in “heR ichArd,” to give another ex-
ample, restores the truncated capitel from the proper name to shift genders

and suggest the appositive “he, Richard.”4* Similarly, while the spacings - -

within a line like “sOme d oUt us” cannot cancel the evocation of “sorne
doubt us,” the internal capiralization of the “O7” introduces furcher seg-
mentations to bring out the pronomial play berween “us” and the latent

“me.”* In the unfamiliar territory of the diastic text, the slightest hint of

teference can orient its deliriously resonant language. As fragmenrs of the
words “shelved (shored)” from the opening of “Canto VIII” are collecred
into “elveD Ed).” for instance, the period after “Ed” suggests the abbre-
viation for “education,” which in turn works backward in the line to coax
out the possibility of an impish pedagogic reference in “el[e]ve”: a French
student, or déve>° _ :
~ Asldiscussed in the previous chapter, these linguistic effects would have
been recognized by the Russian formalists as czsmra (shifts). The examples
I have already noted from Susan Howe’s carefully crafted poetry reappeor
in the fault lines that fracture Mac Low’s arbitrarily generated poem, where
the violent curting of words appears as 2 “’s worD,” and the frequenty hu-
- morous revision of Pound’s militaristic “slaughter” appears as “laughter.”
"The “P rOof” of the unstable and indiscreet significations which threaten
language at its slightest disruption can also be seen in the indererminacy
brought out in lines like “tO y oUr,” which rtoys with the play of paragogic
* ambivalence that a line fike “f lanD Eveloped” develops more fully by sug-
gestng not only the subdivision of real estate (“of Jand developed™), but
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also the enveloping folds of custard which make flan.*? Further possibilizies
emerge from a line like “And Plant sO ¢ rUe,” in which the verbAl mass of
“rue” competes with the “so” to ateract che “t” suspended halfx¢ay between
them, pitting the smaighr reading of “so true” against-thie foolish play of
inebriated street language that wonld constitute “sot rue,” or even tobacco
("sot-weed” being one of the original terms for the plant), given the horti-
cultural context of the passage {“rue,” “plant”) and the shimmer of “sew”
{to plant) behind “so.”%? Examples could be multiplied almost endlessly,
but the point is that Mac Low’s poem repeatedly surprises; the infinite
and inhuman resourcefulness of language continually astounds, and Wirds
nd Ends stands—with a work like Finnegans Wake—-as a testament ro the
wonders of language itself,

Beyond illustrating the general economy of language in these ways, the
diastic poems inevirably propose a specific commentary on their source
texts, and so the poewy of Cage and Mac Low might productively be
tead as critical essays in its own right.54 Part of the interest of the diastic
poem lies in the rensions between its source text and the resultant writing-
through: that chance “fit” which is sometimes conjunction and sometimes
convulsion (the tics in diastics). For an instance of the latter, nore thar
by submitting Pound’s book to their algorithmic methods, Cage and Mac
Low perform an ideological hijacking of sorrs; they désourne Pound’s text
in ways thar can only be taken, from Pound’s perspective, as a challenging
affront and indignity; their Buddhist- and Taoist-inspired processes rework
what is surely the most virulently anti-Buddhist and 212 Taoist book in
the Western literary canon.® The examplesof Pound’s rage are legion, as he
devotes long stretches of the middle cantos to reiterating, ad nauseam, his

.+ claim thar Confucian governments were advantageous and others iniqui-

tous. A few of the most explicit passages from “Canto LIV” should jog the

., memory: “Goddam bhuddists” and “damn bhuddists” aside, Pound terms

one age of Buddhist influence a “seepage of bhuddists.” and he places the
worst plagues’in apposition; “'l_lamas, foés, / shir and religion always stink-
ing in concord,” “wat, taxes, oppression / backsheesh, taoists, bhuddists /
wats, taxes, oppressions.”® The diacritic aside, “Foés,” in The Canzos, are
clearly the eneny: always, also, simply “foes.” Adding insult to injury, the

- capitalization of the index-words forces the source test to perjure itself

and confess against its will. The “2” in his name makes Fzra quite liter-

‘ally responsible for bringing out the “zen” latenr in his own writing: the

repeated “citiZen,” “citiZens,” and “doZen” of Cage’s text, for instance,
all make words like “loZenges” and “Zenos” resonate as well.” Mac Low’s
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procedure is somewhat less prone to produce this effect, but his poem also

records a literal “seepage of Buddhists” through the letrers of Pound's text

until they can in fact be seen on the page.,"Aiky” —that divinely poetic
justice—indeed 5 o :

Moments of conjunction berween the works also create a number of
less pointed in-jokes for the reader familiar with Pound’s poem. Does the
ant in his dragon world, for example, become 2 “scent ar?” —a phrase that
resonates strongly in Mac Low’s poer despite the fact thar it derives not
from one of Pound’s most famous lines (“The ant’s a centaur in his dragen
world”), but rather from a phrase in the previous canto: “how hast thou the
crescent for car?”*® As aspects are sent from one context to another, thar fir
between the two poems also works to highlight certain facets of the source
text, and they can help to clarify a reader’s understanding of its workings

by establishing a texuual version of parallax: the same element seen from
two slighdy differenc perspectives. Mac Low’s fragmenting diastics, for in-
stance, underscote the polyglot nature of The Gantos. “It can’t,” as Pound
admits, “be all in one language,” and while this component of the poem is
central to its reputed difficulty and aggression (“I shall have to learn 2 lirtle
greek to keep up with this / but so will you, drran you”), The Cantos have
not figured prominently in discussions of bilingual or multiculwral writ-
ing.5° The muldlingual cross-referencing between Mac Lowand Pound can
be most easily seen in the “€”s and “et”s which are so frequently mined

and isolated from Pound’s English; while this effect merely represents a sta- '
tistical projection of letter frequency and the rules of letrer combination ° j

in phonemic constructions in modern English, it also echoes these letters’
appearance not as fragments but as legitimate words in Pound’s use of Iral-
fan and the wide range of classical, medieval, and approximared Latin that
recurs throughout the poem. Similarly, combinations such as “r2” mimic
his transliteration of Chinese, which in Pound’s orthography follows the
French standard, although these parricles in fact most often derive, in Mac
Low’s poem, from Pound’s quotations of German or his imitation of East-
ern European languages, dialects, and accents...

Linguistic promiscuity also plays a central role in the visual prosody of

The Cantos. Passages in Greek appear against the Roman type “out of odd
hollows and solids / . . . slanty,” and all of the alphabetic writing in the
poem— from whatever language—stands in marked contrast to the ideo-
grams, hieroglyphs, and petroglyphs which become increasingly frequent
and pronounced as the poem progresses.® Unlike Mac Low, Cage does
scan the Greek, but neither accounts for the ideogrammatic Chinese. This
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omission not only confines the look of their poems to an alphabetic text,
and continues the erasure of visual codings thar has marked the publishing
histv'ory of The Cantos, bur also eliminates the reminder of writing systems
which opetate vertically, or—as Witegenstein's schema of tables would have
it—are prédicated on very different ways 6f “going on.”¢? These differences
a‘rc particulacly evident in Cage’s poém, which .is set with long lines flush
right—a horizontal layout thar stands in matked contrast with all of his

© mesostic poems, which are arr. d S . .
’ anged around the rigidl cal
of index-words like this: : grdly vertical axis

and thEn
with bronZe lance heads
beaRing '
yet Arms
sheeP slain
of .
plUto
stroNg
praiseD

By instead setting the poem in more strongly horizontal lines, Cage lat-
erally redistributes che vertical, downward: thrust of Pounds later poetry,
and he cg]ls attention to the role the ideograms play in organizing the SP"C‘;
of the page. Cage’s poem thus argues for the degree to which the Chi-
nese characters—regardless of their referental meaning —signify within
Pound’s text,

Thisis not, [ want to stress; an incidental remark about the poem’s deco-
rative stylistics. Despite Pound’s faith in the ability of true artists to intuit
tl}c meaning of the idcograms, one might reasonably assume that many of
his readers— whatever the likélihood that they actually know Latin, Greek,
Italian, French, #nd German—‘l;do not initially understand the Chinese in
referential rerms, or that any but the most dedicated and pedantic of schol-
arly readers has the patience to continually cross-reference a dicrionary or
readers’ guide.® Nonetheless, the ideograms still play an important part

. In constructing the poem’s meaning, In the opening cantos of Rock Drill,

for instance, the heavily weighted ideograms frequenty provide 4 strong

“central axis, very much like the tapiralizcd index-words of a typical Cage

mesostic.® Jerome McGann has rightly suggested that such layouts, in e
Canzos, can be read “as a phanopoeic allusion to Pound’s idea of the un-
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wobbling pivot.”¢* The significance of these images, howe\:elj,_' is broader
still, Within a work that had been conceived-of prior to Rock Drillas an ex-
plicicly fascist epic—a modern speculum: principts written by the self-styled
trouvére of the Sald Republic —the visual prosody of these pages is far from
incidental ¢ As Bob Perelman argues, the ideogram also makes phanopoeic
allusion to the fasces, and so tl'tey also always stand, to some degree, as
visual emblems of authority in Pound’s poem. Moreover, when strictly ar-
ranged down the center of the page these representations of authority take
on an added charge. The thematics of the “unwobbling pivoc” in The Can-
s05 is directly related to the justification of authority and obedience: “Law
of MOU is law of che just middle, the pivot.”®” That “Law of MOU,
furchermore, evokes 7he Cantes celebration of the law of Mu(ssolini), who
plays both Aeneas and Ocravius Augustus to Pound’s epic, serving simul-
taneously as imagined patron and pivotal hero. In this context, the ideo-
grams’ ordering function, and their appearance in uniform, rigid, and hier-
archized lines, rakes on a rather chilling presence, especially for the reader
complicit with following their structuring design and reading according to

~~___rtheirrule {and who has not been well disciplined by graphic design con-

ventions in the protocols for these codes of visual semiotics?). “The order
does not end in the arts,” Pound ominously writes in an early poem: “The
order shall come and pass through them.”%® Or, as Bruce Andrews puts it:
“The content gives orders to make order content.” -

But as Robert Smithson knew, “there is no order outside the order of

the material,” and the dialogue between the diastic poem and its source -

text also takes place in even more complex ways. The significance of effects

such as the irruption of “Zen” through the work, for instance, goes fur- L 3

ther than the humor of a practical joke, however well it works to deflate
Pound’s pontifical rage. The success of the writing-through is predicated
on the ability of language to operate in a general economy. As Largued in
the previous chapter, the excessive measure of language’s signifying poven-
tial, [z part maudize, dbways frustrates a writer’s attempt either to control
language complerely or to direct strategies of reading, and that refusal of
circumscription is an important resistance to the authoritarian imperial-
ism with which Pound appropriates source texts and arrays them for his
readers. One would not want to be too quick to imagine that linguistics,
on this account, automarically saves us from the possibility of an authori-
tarian work (though a readership more atruned to such moments and less
swayed by thematics alone might go 2 long way toward establishing a buffer

against their efficacy). The Cantos, however, specifically highlights and en- -
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courages the disruprions of linguistic play. Richard Sieburth netes that

Pound's “addiction to puiining, so evident in his letters and in the late Can-

tos, provides a particularly obvious instance of the shq:e'r'productiﬁty' of
the signifier in the generation of semantic surplus value.”” Such momeats

are certainly not limited 1o the ecsrarically resonant Thrones, or to Pound’s

quirky correspondence; The Cantos is replete with displays of the signifier’s

surplus productivity from the very beginning, A blatant example from the

second canto should give a sense of the reading practices Pound invites-
throughout the poem: “Elanor, éavdpos, and éXémrolis!” repeated in

“Canto VII” as “EAévavs, édavdpos, éAémroMis.”™ In Charles Bernstein’s

argument, such opaque slippages and refusals of coherence constitute the’
saving grace, rather than the failure, of Pound’s writing; they keep it from

becoming a “meRe ss nArration,” as it were.* As the earliest record in the

Oxford English Diciionary (OED) would have it (1598): “errara, or faules

escaped.” Or as Pound himself would confess: “my errors and wrecks lic

about me,” where “lie about” is taken not only in the sense of “fragments

shored” but also in the sense of “speaking untruths in reference to.”7? Ac-

cordingly, Mac Low’s poem is important for Bernstéin because it “fore-

grounds much of the ‘free play” thar remains the most salient feature of
The Canzos.” 7 “Ar an allegorical level,” Bernstein thus proposes, “ Words nd
Ends exorcises the authoritarianism that underlies The Canros.”

The dynamics at work are important ones, and Bernstein does well
to call attention to them, bur the exorcism, unfortunately, is nor quite
so simple. Like McGaan, Perelman, and Sieburth—as well as Christine
Froula, Robert Casillo, and others—Bernstein is part of a recent tradi- -
tion in Pound criticism thar insists on unflinching readings of the polirics

of poetic form. The reception history of The Cantos artests to the dan-

gers of allowing formalism to excuse content, but the naiveté of ignor-
ing the signification of form is all the more dangerous when it permits
the reinscription —ar an even more entrenched and insidious level —of the
very meanings ic secks to oppose. Such glosses surrender the subtleties
and sophistications most desperately required by ethical and political com-
plexities to a simplemindedness that is ultimately far more dangerous than
the risks run by reading the most overtly fascist poetry. Hence the treacher-
ousness of those communities—and I can think of several English depart-
ments where this is currently the case —that reward an uncridcal dismissal

b of Pound by encouraging surface engagements, thematic readings, bio-

graphical and “historical” appeals to some ultimate grounding truch, and
even the dismissive assertion that one need not réad a work like The Carn-
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tos at all. Such approaches once aga'iﬁ-fbb the reader of a prime rool in the
service of the very politics they would advance. To the extent that indeter-

minacy provokes fear and helplessness, it isin the service of authoritarian '

regimes that would offer the reassurances of coherence in place’of the anxi-
eties of the unfamiliar. Presenting oppé;i_ti.mities to face and work through
the contradictory and indeterminare—to develop skills of effective engage-
ment—is one of the chief virtues of avant-garde fiterarure, regardless of its
ostensible political afhliations.” In part, scholars such as Casillo remind
us that we cannot afford to be lazy or gullible readers, because the price
of admitring aspects of 2 poetics without thinking through their implica-
tions, or of accepting the authority of thematic claims without considering
what the structure of those claims enacts, is far too dear.”” The principled

scrutiny Bernstein brings to his reading of The Canzos is preciscly the mode

by which we should continue the analysis of Cage and Mac Low’s own
Texts. :

To begin with, readers can hardly avoid the authoritative, repetitive,
and controlling regime of ryles in the composition of the diastic poem.
As in Pound’s idiosyncratic history of Chinese politics, the Buddhism in

W's poery is inextricably bound up with issues of gover-

chance would have it, both Cage and Mac Low have at times employed
the T Ching as part of their awempt to enact a Buddhist poetics, and in
the diastic poems the equivalent technique for surrendering intentionality
takes the form of disciplined rule-following.”® The coercion behind this
technology of chance should not be minimized. “The only correlate in
language to an intrinsic necessity,” as Wirtgenstein argues, “is an arbitrary
rule.”7? In Wittgenstein’s writing, the political implications of following
such a rule, the grammar of which is fandamentaily linked to that of obey-
ing an order, is underscored by the slide from “rule” to “rules” (the straight-
edge meter stick) to “ruler” (a sovereign). “What 1 have to do [in describing
the nature of a rule],” Wittgenstein explains, “is as it were to describe the
officé of a king,” and this move is related, at several levels, o his rumina-
tions on the analogy of the chess piece (once again, not incideneally, the
king) to the rule-governed uses of words in a sentence.® Given Bernstein’s
insights inrco the politics of poetic form, a formal procedure that is so obvi-
ously bound (thetorically, if not in fact logically) to a totalitarian practice
seemns a dangerously weak point on which to postt resistance to Pound's
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AWhen Pound writes “And they worked out the Y-king or changes / N
to guess from,” the inscription of political authority (the “king™) within
the means of “nonintentional” procedure (the 7 Ching) is emblemadic. As ¥

totalirarian poetics — particularly when the diastic poems are so deeply im-
plicated in the rotalitaridn structures of Pound’s own textual strategies.
Pound explicitly announces his aspiration for many of the references in
The Cansos: “Perhaps you will look up his verses.”® For Pound, it seems,
this ability to serve as a reference to “the Classics”—a students’ guide
to further study, essentially— grounds the utility of his epic poem. Mar-
shaling, organizing, and directing a literary tradition, Te Canros would
have functioned as an instructional rool in the service of fascism: the
cornerstone of educational curriculz and culrural policy for the Sald Re-
public.’ In the first place, the choice of The Cantos as a source text for
writing-through does lirde to subvert 2 sense of literary hierarchy; like it
or not, it too is one of the modernist “classics.” As. Pound knew: “You re-
spect a good book, contradicting it,” and however much one might “Edit
rZa teRms” (“edit Ezra’s terms™) by “pruNg nbsiDge Er” (“pruning and
abridging error”), the result remains, to some extent, for “Ever Ez.”83 In
fact, throughout Cage’s carcer (this is not true for Mac Low), the gallery
of wrinten-through subjects offers a glimpse of personal taste but no real
surprises; they are drawn from 2 list of (exclusively male) masters: Joyce,
Duchamp, Satie, Schoenberg, Emerson, Ginsberg, et al.# More impor-
want, however much the diastic poem works to disruptand sabotage certain
elements of Pound’s text, for the reader familiar with 7he Canros, Cage
and Mac Low end up performing whar is perhaps the primary function of -
the Poundian epic: excising, collaging, and recalling a source text with a
tachygraphy of “gists and piths.”® Just as Pound seferences other works, at
times with only a single word, so a single “luminous detail” from 75 Can-
tos irself, reappearing in the diastic poem, works to remind the reader of
the themes of Pound’s own work.* A particular cication of Pound’s dicdon
can prompr the reader to recall, “thar’s from the part in ‘Canto XVT about
the poers sent off to the First World War,” or “oh yes, there are the verses
abour the leopard towards the end,” or whatever. The specifics depend, of
course, on the individual reader, but even if readers refuse to follow the
lead of Pound’s citations, or if the reader of the diastic poem has never read
The Cantos, the strucrures of textual authority are even more deeply rooted
in the diastic method, _

As The Cantos progresses, its references become increasingly self-cira-
tional. As if under pressure from the “speed of communication,” an excerpt
from “the Classics™ quoted in an carlier canto will be recalled in a subse-
quent canto with a shorthand phrase, and chat phrase is later invoked with
further truncation or ellipsis, perhaps even as a single talismanic word. By
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“Canto CIL” Pound is essentially “writing-through™ his oWn gext and com-
posing exclusively with telegraphit: fragmerits from previous cantos. For -
example: P :
“Eleven literates’ wrote 'Seniltpf, Curdng,
‘and, Isup‘plése,‘ Dwight L. Morrow’

rerurns, with the apdy \cd Senator cut, as

*
‘eleven literates an\il, I suppose,

\ Dwight L. Morrow’®

I could document the sources, of the remaining lines, but even a cur-
sory reading of the later cantos tannor help bur catch the cla.tm:.'r of these
echoes, and for now I simplywant ro note that Pound’s mnemonic method
inscribes a coercive protocol for reading across the larger-scale structure
of the entire Cantos. For the references of Pound’s increasingly abbre‘vr
ated citarions vo make sense, The Cantos must be read from the beginmfg
in a linear and sequential manner. “Thus the book of the‘ mandfucs. 8
Correspondingly, the supposedly anarchic models of diasuc.n’aadmg de-
mand a far more linear, uniform, fanatically disciplined, and rigidly unfor-
giving reading than even The Canios induces: writing—t!nrough moves not
just chapter t chapter, but letter to lewter with unrelenting dlsc.iph‘ne. The
diastics preclude the forward and backward skimming and skipping, the
waxing and waning of attention, the assumption and guesswork of unread
ot half-read words thar describe conventional reading. Vﬁth yet afm.tber
parados, the paragrammatic diasrics, that is, adhereto a strict pro]:ubm?n
against optical, lexical, or attentive twandering—and error (Latin errare), In
these works, is all to the point.

The Reign of Error

Jackson-Mac Low can not type.
—Amir] Baraka

Genjus is the error in the system.
— Paul Kies

Jackson Mac Low explicitly themarizes the connection between wander-
ing and error in his 1989 Poem “Barnes 4, which enacts the very process of
wandering and texwual error that it describes. One of a series of works that
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write-through the texts of Djuna Bames, the poem represents a more even
balance of intentional and procedural practice than do works like Wards
nd Ends® WWith distince echoes of Gertrude Stein’s “insistent” style (the
lines frequently sound as though they were extracted whole from one of
her poems, rather than reassembled from the. prose of Barnes's novels),
Mac Low’s poem repeats 2nd permutates both synractic patterns and indi-
vidual words. Moreover, 2 series of paragogic rerms rambles through the
poem: “around” and “ground,” “well” and “wall,” “car” and “dear.” “Won-
dered” and “wandered” are by far the most strongly emphasized pair of
such words. They frequently occur side by side, and even when appearing
independently they often seem to exchange places; the line “Wondered her
back works” is followed by “Wandered back never moved,” for example,
and in one of the poem’s refrains they alternare almost stroboscopically:
“Told wondered wandered wondered wandered against.” These conspicu-
ous shifts charge the particles of the entire textual field of “Barnes 4,” uncil
a phrase such as “back works” immcdiatély suggests “backwards,” which
in turn works back from. “wards” to carry a whisper of “words.” The poem
is scarred in these ways by spectral traces of the nomadic signifiers® errant
paths: “Matter thar wondered wandered against the whisper” of alternate
readings.”® From the very first line of “Barnes 4,” in-which only eight let-
ters form all of its seven words, “marter” really does “wander mysterious”
as the eye or “car moves” from word to word. The poem opens: “Now very
never-more never more no.” Letters themselves seem to grow and rerract

i descenders and minims as the proximity of w’s and v’s, v's and ¥’s, n’s and

m’s highlights their minimal differences. On a larger scale, the words them-
selves appear to merge and separate: “now” drops its final lezer to form
the final word ("no”) rather than the syntactically expected “so”; the first
two words of the line combine to form the paragrammatic third; the “o,”
“e,” and *1” then reattach to a mutated “0” to form “more” —and indeed
more of an “n” would in fact be an “m.”

That minimal meaningful iswerve of typographic matter—the coeffi-
cient of textual errancy which makes wonder wander—is of course familiar
as the clinamen. By exploiting the clinamatic swoon of language, “Barnes
4" joins works like Christopher Dewdney’s “Fractal Diffusion” and Steve

B . McCaffery’s “Zarathrustran ‘Paraphysics,” both of which (1o borrow Stein’s

phrase} are brilliant examples of “composition by explanation,” enacting
the very structures they simultaneously address through conventionally dis-
cursive and thematically referential means. Dewdney’s exponentially pro-
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gressive and cumulative substiutiph of syllables for letters proceeds with
a decimal geometry that refraces’ the fall of syllables thro_g§h the mor-
phemes of his prose rext’s grid. The scagter partern turns out -ave fa.ra:vcr /
faretrcoherdio cooncolusion,” as “oply Thet ococoavesionavel wordio or
sometrimets phraveset stavendios intavecot” (and that after ?nly the first
six lecters of the élphabct have been replaced!). Because of its prog'rm;n-
matic encryption, Dewdney’s essay, pits competing strata of _ref_'crcnua:hty
against one another; the fractal na of the text, in fact, is its 'repllca-
tion of referential patterns at mulriple levels. At a submorphemic level,
the substituted syllables refer directly to the letters they rcpla:cc, but by
doing so they simultancously fracture and ciipple the convenuo.nal refer-
ential capacity ac the level of the word. Reference, vd_len taken htera.}ly:—
or at least letterally —suffocates itself. At the saxe tlmc,‘ language, in its
errance, occasionally—and to everyone’s surprise—finds itself. '
Withour this “tightly regimented” “dispersion of mavethema\:etlcoal
hieravercohies,” this conjunction of “er” and “orDeer,” McCai'?r'cry 5 cssag;
deploys a similar strategy with a somewhat different. theoretical focus
It both argues for—and also inhabits—the ’pataph_ysms of Luc,reuus s fa-
mous analogy of atomic to letiristic clinamina. As in Dewdney’s text, the
degree of deviation from standard orthography increases as the essay pro-

gresses, Withour the calculated schedule of Dewdney's merric substirution,  §
however, the argument of McCaffery’s essay is less for the namre of ref-

erendialiry than for the dynamics of the alphabetic system as it permits

of lexical reference. In bibliographic terminology, of course, the details i

of that system are known as “accidéntals” —a deliciously felicitous rubric

i the context of McCaffery’s investigation of (and by) mistake, Far from

being incidental, such so-called accidentals follow the q.mfgcrotfs Ilogic. of
a Derridean supplement: establishing the ground for a s:gmﬁca:uon Wh.l.f:h
 they subtend bu to which they cannot be assimilated. Lll.{E W%ttg:nStem,
McCaffery reminds his reader of “the possibility of a dlstomon. of the
parts in the cextual machine, “of their bending, breaking off, melting, and

i i : that the
so on.”?? Unlike Wintgenstein, however, he also goes on to prove

machine continues to operate—if in unexpected or unintended ways (self-
destruction and short-circuits are still operations, after all), and he uses

the new device to measure the fragility and resiliency of that supple sup- . 3

plemental economy of writing with a *pataphysical prec.ision. Moteover,
McCaffery argues that when “the semiantic deviance, mtmducfcd 1.11:11:0
writing by the clincamin, is not ti be valuud as erronoeus, nor as 0spinng
2 desife to be cormected;” it leads 1o “a pectics thal delibrately introducters
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errop into linguistic dystens of constraint ti initiate the interpl og chauce
ans neceddity.”?* :

In short, “in / Discourse / E3 . . . noration” and— conversely— the ne-
cessity of signification-always “x seeDs Error” and the chance of mistake.?*
One site of the interplay between the two in Mac Low’s diastics are the
many morphemes that fragment from their source words to leave only
a whispered “err.” In the neighborhood of the sounds “very” and “her,”
“first,” “whisper,” —the phonemic encryption of “error” in the lines “her
very ear / First whisper” from “Barnes 4”—the ear moves thar “ear” even
closer o bleeding into “err,” both aurally and graphically. To literally “err,”
in fact, is pethaps the most characteristic feature of the surface of Words nd
Ends. From the opening srurter of “En nZe eaRing,” Mac Low’s writing-
through The Canzos peals wich the “Ring” of “ealt]ring” echoes. Indeed,
Mac Low’s text is so overrun with “Er 1s,” “Er—s,” “ero . . . s,” “eers,”
“Eres,” “ers,” “ears,” and similar permurations, that the reader’s “eaRs er[r]”
and hear the echo even in more distant versions (“erit,” “ert,” “Erum,”
“Erona,” “cuRs.” “ours,” “airs,” “eirs,” “eras,” and so on)—not to men-
uon the host of identical phonemes embedded within larger fragments.
“Errare” itself, no less, makes its appearance in the reduction of Pound’s
two “Tralian Cantos,” though with a beaurtful coincidence it has been
mined from afferrare: both literally and figuratively “to grasp.”** Given this
arrant and ubiquitous “Ersation” of the source rexr, the valence of other
“Drifting” sounds a resonant subject thyme®¢ For instance, the veering
of “veR ing” has “veR red” from the proper spelling one expects to have
“refald” there. Similarly, as “eiRs is mAde Paper,” the connection between
the cantos, or songs, is made clear: air and err® To wanslave: cants, charnts,
chance. In fact, the “SUNG” nature of The Canzos is underscored in-what
might be taken as the diastic’s own ars poerica:

eriNg aw coDe
Eliminared iZ
weRe greAt Pire

1rOm e SUNG couNrting
stooD) Er iZ ndRed[.]*8

_ The diastic ends up “eriNg” portions of the “Eliminated” source text by

employing a “coDe” that hinges on the “rOte coUnt” of index letters: Zhe

- Cantos not just as song (a word which recurs throughout this seetion of

Mac Low’s poem), but as Countes; where “couNting” once “stooD,” there
error shall be (“Er iZ”), and there be read (“nd Red”).”* Wich “eaRing
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IphAbets / Peaking” —which is to say “speaking” on their own in these
ways — Words nd Fnds works to “peRfect rer”: itself a perfect printer’s err!®
Indeed, through its paragrammari¢ practice, Mac Low’s Poem reminds us
that in the prinver’s lexicon, a “paragramme” is the term for a. transposi-
tional error in typeserting, and he pits the “Printers d Oue”™ (“printers’
doubt™) against an im:orrigible “rAscality Print.”**

- Following the death of Robert Lowell; Jime magazine ran a cover article o

assessing the state of contemporary American “poetry in an age of prose,”
and among the notables in a “remarkable poetic pantheon” it misprinted
the name of “the Zeus of that lofry company”: “Erza” Pound.**? While one
would probably be wrong to take this as a slyly witty commentary on his
work, print errors are themselves a central feature, of The Cantos. Pound
famously defined the epic as a “poem including hjs};ory,” and 2t one level,
the history that Pound’s own epic includes is the dotumental, vextual his-
tory of its sources, errors and all.' In Pound’s poem, preserving such clina-
mina in the “rain {reign] of factual atoms” is part of a larger ethic which
also includes noting the aporia in the texrual record 1°4 Those lacunae come
not just from a “day when the historians left blanks in their writing,” bur
also from the fragility of the material support of that writing itself.! Such
erasures are the very embodiment of history: “Time blacked out with the
rubber.”1%6 So that: time signatures {where “signature” is a verb). Cage was
raught by Schoenberg to write counterpoint with the eraser (“This end of

the pencil is just as important as the other end,” the maestro explained), g
but he might have learned such skiagraphy from Pound, whose blacking- -

out marks the eirs of eras writ of ersz, Pound incorporates those omissions
and material reconfigurations in what is pethaps the most profoundly im-
portant moment in the entire Canros; adverrtising his recognition of the
textual condition, the opening of “Canto VIII” not only refers to “shelved”
“fragments,” it actually reproduces them:

... hannide
. . dicis

... emtia™®

The missing letters, torn between the “two halves of a seal,” are easy to
supply: [GioJhanni de [Me]dicis [FiorJentia, “equivalent to,” as Pound
notes, “Giohanni of the Medici, / Florence.”'?® This stanza stands as the

counterpart to Pound’s translation, a few years earlicr, of a Sapphic frag-

ment.'%” The entirety of his exquisite poem “Papyrus” reads:
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Underscoring his poem’s elegiac mood, Pound registers the disintegrated
papyrus with the same care that he reproduces the texrual details of Mala-
testa’s letter: the upper right of one, the upper left of another, what is left
of what to write of fragments shorn. With a poetics of erasure that sets a
precedent for Tom Phillips’s Humument, which I will address in the follow-
ing chapter, Pound is essentially “writing through” source texts 1o produce
these poems. Indecd, the effect of the lines from “Canto VIII” chimes not
only in those Clark Coolidge poems made up of lists of truncated words
{Space, section IV), bur also — not inctdentally —in Mac Low's frégmcnt—
ing diastics (ellipses in original):

iceNza
icteD
E.. ..

rror is central 10. The Canios at other levels as well° In her brilliandy
entitled chaprer “The Pound Error,” Christine Froula argﬁes that errors are
integral both to the genre of the epic, with the wandérings (errare) and mis-
takes of its heros, and also to the particulars of Pound’s modern epic.™ Ser-
ting aside the question of how a reader might distingnish berween Pound’s
intendonal reworking of material 2nd his unintenttonally mistaken under-
standing or transcription of that material, scholars have documenred the
ways in which his composition introduces discrepancies thar appear to be
“eTrc_»rs of fact such as misremembered names, and dares, misquotarions,
mistranscriptions, misspellings, and transliterations of Greek and Chinese
produced by local ot otherwise nonstandard principles.” 2 Similarly, schol-
ars have noted some of the divergences berween the multiple versions of
F’ou.nd’s poems which accrued at the various stages of composition, copy-
ing, printing, and publication as the extraordinarily “long and complicared
[textual] history™ of The Cartos “provided frequent opportunirties for errors
of every description to enter the rext.” 1% Far more important than the com-

. Plex stare of the documents, or the introduction of mistakes, however. is

the way in which Pound destabilizes the very category of “error” within
those cexts. I refuse 1o accepr ANY alphabetic display as final,” Pound,
the maverick, wrote to Lewis Maverick, and contrary to the intolerance
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of deviance and the insistence on abédldte aéi_:uracy that one might e'xpe?t
from his toralitarian ambitions, Pound was' netoriously capricious in his
attitude toward errors ™ At times predictably fanatical abour “getting the
facts rights,” he was at other times surprisingly cavalier in his Fole'rancc of
imprecisions and mistakes, whether they were introduced by hl.mse_lf or by
the copyists, secretaries, editors, and compositors who took part in pub-
lishing the cantos. In addition to Christine Froula, :]erome McGann and
Hugh Kenner have documented and argued persuasively for the extent to
which Pound, with his keen interest in bibliography, not only ackm‘:vwl— |
edged errors of transmission but openly accepred them as fully e)lurh?n.zcd
and genuine aspects of the poem. " Indeed, in James Laugh]ms opinion,
part of the intrinsic character of Tb&\Canm itself is precisely those “so-
called mistakes and inconsistencies” that Pound wanted to let stand as the
received poem.' o
On the one hand, Pound’s recognié'\on of the opaque mediarion o
the material text (the role of Andreas Divus, say; or of Aldus’s die cutter
Francesco da Bologna), like the scrupulous, reproduction of texcual par-
dculerities or the fidelity with which the ripped epistle is represcnted‘ in
“Canto VIIL” all artest to Pound’s interest in ever greater degrees of cita-
tional accuracy” Pound understands that the meanings tra.n:smittcd by
texts extend to their bibliographic details, and at times he tries w pack

as much information into his condensed lines as he can. On the other

hand, he can be surprisingly sloppy. At the close of “Canto X,” to give just

one of many examples, Pound mistakes the diacritical marks in his source

and writes “a quisti annudi” in place of “a questi aun_nunt’ii.” ““'Before
autornatically “correcting” the supposedly inconsequential mlsspel.lfngs, or
making too fast a judgment, however, one might read moments like Flns
as yet further examples of Pound’s concern with texrual accuracy: faith-
fully recording the history of his own note-taking and thfj' poem’s own
material production in such a way that the horizon of esTor in Tbe_ Carf'tas
disappears within itself. Inscribing the clinamatic swerve into a confession

. - a
of his habits, Pound admirts to an “inclination to perseverance 1n error

once it has been made.® With error thus mise en abime, the condition
of the poem reaches a textual dilemma in which, as And.wny Brax;con has
famously remarked with reference to jazz improvisation, if you don’t make
a mistake, you're making a mistake,

Indeed, by so thoroughly incorporating error in all of these ways, Pound
inoculates his text: The Canzos is a poem that cannot, in the ﬁna.l._a.naly-
sis, actually contain an error. For an illustration of this textual immu-
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nology, consider the line from “Canto CXVI”: “Muss., wrecked for an
error.” ¢ Given the unambiguous shertening of “Mussofini” to the famil-
iar “Muss” elsewhere in The Cantos (as in the opening lines of “Canro
CV,” for instance), the subjecr of the line initially appears 1o be Il Duce
of course. Those other appearances, however, also emphasize the erratic
addition of punctuation in “Canto CXVL."'! Given the bibliographic ref-
erences in the lines that immediately follow (“But the record / the palimp-

- sest”}, one cannot be cerrain thar the “error” in question is not the sort

that would “wreck” manuscripts by making a “mess” of the abbreviation
“Mss.”; a few lines later, the word “mass” suggests both a possible correc-
tion—or yet another error—as well as the musical genre which would reso-
nate with another candidate: the music of “Mus. viva voce” from “Canto
LXXXVIIL"™2 In both of these latcer cases, moreover, the words appear
proximate to “laws”: a synecdoche for Mussolini’s totalitarian rule (recall
the coercive “must” implied by the “law of MU™), and a coincidence that
further unsettles any attempr to fix the signification. Additionally; atten-
tive readers will recall the sudden shift to Latin in “Canto LVI™; among
the other signs of error wrecking the province, “muss” might be 2 witry
rewriting of “mus ingens, ingens” (“a really large mouse”), quite liver-
ally 2 larger version of the simple “mus.”*® An actual mistake; in any of
these cases, would be a (literal) shorccoming of the miuses which inhabit
Pound’s epic—visible simply as muss. I should emphasize that this reading
1s neither to deflect the blatant references to Italian Fascism in 77%e Cantos,
nor to mitigate Pound’s hagiography of Mussolini, but only to demonstrate
the consequence of Pound’s epic textual instability; there is a comedy of
errors behind rhe tragedy. Or as Mac Low would have it: “uNder I finDD
Er— "2 Like the missense left by the missing letters in Malatesta’s mis-
sive, ot the miscellaneous misspelled words in other cantos, the indetermi-
nacy of words like “Muss.” reduces the text; in the end, to an irreconcilable
muss in which an error, if made, ¢ould not be recognized.

By James Joyce’s measure, Pound thus escablishes his genius. Before
Stephen Dacdalus delivers his Faustrollian proof of paternity in Hamler
(“He proves by algebra thar Shakespeare’s ghost is Hamlet's grandfacher”),
he proclaims: “A man of genius makes no mistakes. His errors are volitional
and are the porrals of discovery.”12* However facetiously Joyce presents the
perverse logic of academic debate in this chapter on the “Acomedy of ler-

x ters,” he actually furnishes the proof himself in Finnegans Wake1* Even

more than The Cantos, pethaps, the Wake is another text in which there
cannot be an error, but the strategy of inoculation is precisely the same?”
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By “calling unnecessary attention t6 errors, dmissions, repetitions a.x.ld m’i.s-
alignments,” one of the central themes of Joyce’s book becomes, 151 FFI-IZ
Senn'’s words (though he is referging to .a]%.'lOthﬂI aspect of “]o?rces mmis-
conducting univesse”), linguistic “derailment, deviarion, dislocation, omis-
sions, chance delays and collisions, accidents— failure itself.”12° Morcow?r,
Joyce pursues a polysemics in excremis; the errant particles of language in
Finnegans Wake are charged to such a saturated state, and ]oy?c‘ employs
such a range of techniqiies-to achieve its dream of linguistic delmum,_ thit
an errot could not appear “in allits fearureful perfection of imperferction™s
it would be imperceptible against the background of “all the earrears al-:ld
erroriboose” of the book’s “fine artful disorder.”'*® T want to emphasize
that as with my claim for The Canzos, this ls.nor an argument based on the
work’s notorious {if wildly overrated) difhculty. To judge what c‘orfsr{tuted
“properer misakes” in the Wake would not just be difficult, as it is in the
punning and pre-standardized language of Elizabethan texts, for instance,
but that act of judgment itself would no longer be meaningful.**° To* uy
and discern a mistake does not make sense when standards of linguistic
correctness— the very grounds on which error, as such, is predicated —no
fonger exist. The radical textual condition of the Wake, that is, obviates the
category of error itself by canceling the criteria for defining an error and
removing the necessary conditions for establishing its ontological status.
This is not the place to pursue a definitive analysis of Joyce's work, but

I want to be clear abour the conditions I have in mind. Like Pound, ]?ycc '
“did nov always wish to correct an error once it had made its way into -

print,” and one of the porrals of discovery he opens lets in errors of trans-

mission.'” As Vicki Mahaffey provocatively argues Finnegans Wake explic- ~ 3%

ily “welcomels] adulreration, chance, [and] the transmigrarion of'_writtcn
characters through tme.”"*? An illustrative parable comes from Sam.uel
‘Beckert’s brief service as Joyce’s amanuensis: he was once taking dictation
when someone knocked at the door;

Joyce said ‘Come in,’ and Beckett wrote it down. Afterwards he zead

back what he had wrirten and Joyce said, ‘What's that “Come in”? ‘Yes, -

you said that,” said Beckett. Joyce thoughr for a while then said, ‘let it
stand.’ 33

Corroborating Joyce’s claim that the book was not really being written |.3y
him, but by “you, and you, and you, and that man over there, and that gu'l
at the next table . . . .,” the Wake itself repeatedly argues againse its writer
as a guarantor of textual authority** Joyce disperses the source of signifi-
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cation, that is, v language itself, but he does so withour allowing language
to ground even its own authority. “Aprés mot,” as he put it, “le deluge.” 13
At one level, the work removes further support on which the reader can
anchor signification by refusing either sustained plot or characters against
which to posit and test the interpreration of words. ¢ Similarly, the Wake
resists even an overall rextual telos: the book not only repeats itself like a
Mébius swip (“the lubricitous.conjuga.tion of the last with the firsc™), bue
individual words gesture freely and unpredicrably forward and backwards
through the text without regard for linear structures, thus “indicaring that
the words which follow may be taken in any order desired.” ™7 As these
indicators of transmitted “message” decrease, so does the possibility of an
error that could be posited against some larger fiction which would stand as
arbiter. In other words, as the Wike moves from work to text its cocfficient
of error approaches zero. There are no eirors at the level of inscription, only
what—in Witgensteinian terms—is shown. Or as Cage puts it: “A ‘mis-
take’ is beside the point” at the level of sheer textuality, “for once anything
happens it authentically is.”1¢ ‘ .
None of these points would be sufficient to eliminate mistakes as such,
buc within this already undependable’ contexr, Joyce places individual
woids beyond the measure of error. Those 'words are often comprised of
different languages grafted and spliced ar the level of the morpheme, so
that Joyce’s hybrid vocabulary constitures an idiolecr that ultimately moves

B . beyond a deviance from “standard English” to create a langnage which can-

not be confirmed by any single lexicon, and in which even the grammati-
cal parts of speech are frequently miscegenated®® As “the traced words, .
run, march, halt, walk, stumble at doubrful points” through the difficult
if decipherable synrax of the Wike (and note that the puncruation here
indicates that “word” is the verb conjugated to agree with the nomina-
tive “traced™}, even the indeterminacy of those words is unsrable.149 They
condnually shift models of reference from the more familiar uses of de-
notation, connotarion, and allusion, to subde metaphoric and allegorical
patterns, to Joyee's trademark portmanteaux, etymological play, avral pun-
ning, graphic paronomasia, and a series of paragrammatic constructions
(writing backwards, dislocarions across word boundaries, anagrams, acros-
tics, and undoubredly several devices that have not even been noticed).
Since more than one of these models are often simultaneously combined
in a single word, without definitively privileging any single strategy for
reading, there is no base against which uncertain aspects of 2 word can
be conclusively measured. The “verbivocovisual” terms of Joyce’s text, in
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short, are “variously inflected, differentdly pronounced, otherwise spelled,
changeably meaning vocal scriptsigns.”'4! At its most neologistic extreme,
the reader of this “idioglossary” rio lohger has recourse to positive terms
against which deviation could be measured, only a series of .hapax lego-
meoa, irreconcilable and unassimilable to ‘one another to such a degree
thar none can claim precedence or priority.'¥? Most important, one of the
bool’s central lessons is that any “error” is itself a Jelix culpa; faced with
what at times seems to be a “book composed entirely of misprints,” or at
least of “hides and hints and misses in prints,” the reader must learn to
treat the unfamiliar or unverifiable word not as an impediment to some
“proper” or “correct” reading; the very site for pursuing muldple, ad
hoc, and proﬁsioﬂmsmcdy speaking,” Juri Tyn-
janov remarks, “every deformation, every ‘mistake,’ every ‘irregularity’ of
normative poetics is potentially a new construction principle.” %44 Like the
fururist texts from which Tynjanov learned his lesson, Joyce’s own text is
repeatedly “pointing to a fact that seems to be an error & showing it 1o be
other than it seems,” as Mac Low puts it in his first Prorzouns dance, which
carties the appropriately Poundian subtitde “making things new.”45
The Wake, not incidentally, is the other major source of Cage’s mesos-
. tics, providing him wich five full poems. Starting in 1978 with the book-
leng:h Whiting Through Finnegans Wake, then repeating the process with a
more concise version, and moving to a suicter mesostic rule for the third
writing-through, Cage subsequently produced an even shorrer fourth ver-

sion, which proceeds withour permitring the reappearance of given syl- -

lable for a given letter of the [index] name”; the final writing-through,

fourteen pages of closely set and frequendy unspaced prose blocks, con- ..

tinues this exclusionary rule to achieve an even greater fragmentation:
“no sentences, just phrases, words, syllables, and letters.”146 Cage’s Wizke
texts ultimarely march the level of disarticulation in Mac Low’s Words nd
Ends, and they both perform a successive “dismemberment of language,
as meaning-producing rropes are replaced by the fragmentation of sen-
tences and propositions inco discrete words, or the fragmentation of words

into syllables or finally lecters.”'¥” This decomposition of linguistic struc-

tures is a perfect, if liceral, example of Paul Bourget’s definition of a “deca-
dent” style, and one which Cage and Mac Low cairy beyond its historical

precedent:

A decadent style is one where the unity of the book is broken down in
favour of the independence of the page, where the page is broken down
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to allow the in-dependence of the phrase, and {accordingly) the phrase
in favour of the word. 148

jﬁs this iliq:casing degree of disarriculation favors the individual letter, it
indicates the primary site for the possibility of crror in the diastic poems,
and even the least fragmented of Cage’s mesostics gestures towards this

location; the capitalization of the index—words, as we have seen, highlighes -

the status of individual letrers wirhin the word. .

Indeed, the status of those letters, when coupled with source texts like
Finnegans Witk and The Cantos, sets in motion a series of striking rever-
sals. Cage and Mac Low take texts replete with erraric orthography, but
in which there cannot in fact be errors, and through rule-generated proce-
dures they transform those sources into new texts which can indeed con-
tain errors, but in which any mistake would be very difhcult to notice; a
reader would have to replicate the com position of the diastic poem, reading
both the source text and the writing-through en fiuce. Indeed, errors.are not
only possible in writings-through, they are acrually quite probable given
the difficulty of composing a diastic that accords with its rules to the lerter,
so to speak. To read through a book identifying and recording individual
letters is more difficult than it might ar first sound. As anyone who has
composed a mesostic or worked as a texrual editor or professional proof-
reader can artest, letters become all but invisible in the most familiar words,
vowels smuggle themselves into the middle of words undetected, and as-
cenders masquerade as one another with equal cunning, A single mistake
in the diastic, moreover, is rarely local; because the selected texr is cumula-
tive, a mistake almost always invalidates everything which follows, Aware
of these difficulties, Cage adoprs a practical approach; when he notices 2
mistake, he says: “If I can go back and correce it I do. If I can’e (if, for in-
stance, the printour used had already been thrown in the garbagc which
had already been collected) 1 accept what’s happened and continue my
work.”149 Conunuing the series of reversals and diamerric cancellations,

- . . i : . - - '
the irruptive' index-lecters mark che transformation of intentionally com-

posed rexrs, filled —as we have seen—with chance occurrences and inter-
ventions, into nonintentional compositions which are strucrured in such a
way thar they aspire to eliminate chance. Despite the frequent use of the
term “chance procedure” to describe the poetry of Cage and Mac Low, the
most rigid diastic poems —like Words nd Ends— are encirely determined.
The author or reader may not know beforehand exactly how the poem will
rwrn out, but once a source text, index, and set of rules are chosen that out-
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come is predetermined. Chance, in the diastic poem, occurs only with an
error: only in an inadvertent violation of the riiles.or a mistake ini transcrip-
tion. Additionally, any error in the diastic poem acrually becomes a sign
of the individual human agent at work Eo_;zi—jhh_“unintentional” composition
designed to deemphasize theego. '

These series of inversios, like the others I have enumerated in this
chapter, lead to one firtal example, in which “inversion” is in fact all o
the point. The erratic rewyiting of The Cantos by Cage and Mac Low fre-
quenty results in what ¢
through, for instance, the blazén of 2n “uptumed nipple” remarked from
“Canto III” is followed by “As / sPeak,” which contracts nine lines of
Pound’s poem to both cull the “ass” from his text and provide a peek of the
“peak” of these body parts. This suggestive jocularity then continues in the
miniature narrative that emerges around the joke syntax of “a whOre qUit
the driNk saveD up / his pay monEy and 0oZe scRupulously cleAn / Penis”
and concludes wich the punchline: “skin profiteers” —all of which then
adds to the insinuations made by the sequence char follows a few lines later:
“up to the beD-room / stubby fEllow cocky,” and irs hint of “fEl[ati]ow”
foretold 350 The import of such. passages is less their scant locker-room hu-
mor than the thetorical force of “deviation” when it couples the staris-
tical register of the word (the diastic metheds’ recombinarory generation
of text) with the social (the themarics of socially unsanctioned sexual ac-
tivicy). That crossing can be seen in Cage’s reworking of Joyce’s notori-

ously risqué prose, of course, but the effect is even more charged when the

“openly closeted” Cage recuperates Pound's stridently homophobic text
through the mesostic ellipsis which makes 2 “lipsus of some hetarousexual”
poem** These rewritings at times merely funcrion as subtle censorings;
guided by che staristical distributions of lerter occurrence in English and
medieval Iralian, the mesostic passes over the lewd sailors’ joke which closes
“Canto XII” (“ ‘P'm not your fader but your moder,” quod he, / “Your fader
was a rich merchant in Strambouli’ ”), as well as Malatesta’s ugly quip at

the end of “Canto X~ (“They’ve got a bigger army, / but there are more

men in this camp”), with an appropriately Cagean silence ¥** Intervening
with similar understatement, Mac Low’s poem wirtily shortens “the man”
to creare “he mAnR” out of the machismo of Malatesta’s letters, rersading
“what they found in the post-bag” as his mail bag, or rather: male bag.**?
The proper distribution of that bag’s contents—the seren of the scro-
tum and the o¥jua of the leters (alphaberic if not epistolary) —is themati-
cally central to Pound’s text, and structurally central to the diastic poems
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only be termed an errotics. In Cage’s writing- .

that cancel and redeliver his letters. When Pound visits Blake's “Printing
house in hell” in Cantos XIV-XVI, he conflates a series of deviations contre
naturant: “perverts,”“in}_rerts” (the figures are literally “reversed” and “head
down,” and those engaged in anal “intercourse” {in every sense of the
word).*>* Even the names of the damned —erased from a time when pub-
Lishers left blanks in their writings to p:ofect themselves from libel — rerain
only their last letters: they are reduced to being nothing but (butt) ends. As
in Alighieri’s Inferno, Pound equates anal sex with bad economics because
he imagines both to be at work “against Nature’s increase.” % Although
Pound’s text undoes itself in its ranting haste, accusing the hemorrhoidal
landscape of England of being a place “devoid of interest” in the intel-
lectual, but obviously not the financial, sense of the word, “Canto XIV”
reiterates the logic which binds activities “withour regard to productions;
often without regard to the possibilities of producrion”:

Usura slayeth the child in the womb

[t stayeth the young man’s courting

It hath brought palsey to bed, lyech _

berween the young bride and her bridegroom
CONTRA NATURAM.] 156

Accordingly, the enemies in the so~called “hell cantos” are “obstructors
of distribution” —whether of sperm, the Classics, or currency—and each
of these moral mis-conceptions, improperly “distribucing its productions,”
appears among examples of erroncous generation: the “foetor” of “foetid
combustion” recalling the image of the unviably “swollen foerus,” rhe par-.
mrition of “dung hatching,” the excessive growth of the formicate “fout-
millionth tumour,” and the “living pus” in which Pound imagines “dead
maggots begetting live maggots.”'s” These images rhyme with the themat-
ics of “copies,” “multiples,” and mirrors in “Canto-XV” to underscore the
fact that appropriate reproduction is at stake.’® Specifically, the “unsink-
able shield” of efficacious réproduction—Perseus’s improvised mirror— is
implicidy contrasted with the emblem of Pound's condemnarion of frus-
trated and unnamniral reproduction: the “shield” or “condom filled with
black beetles:”'*? The phallic aggression of this repeated image is superbly
overdetermined; not only is a “beetle” a rocl for ramming (or pounding)
something in, but 2 “black beerle” is another name for a cockroach —where
“roach” denotes something having an upward curve and the insect itself is
characterized by its hard “sheath” (yet another term for “condom™).

These passages by no means exhaust the rhieroric of sexuality in The
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Cantos, but they should be suﬁicxcnt to establish the dcgree to which the
diastic poems would be condcm.ncd by Pound’s-ethics. Ax:cord.mg to the
logic of that ethics, Wrmngs-th:ough enaet an improper rexrual producuon
by taking their usurious cut of the mrplus of a source text’s general econ-
omy; they produce poeuy from poew like “financiers” generating money
from money.**® Moreover, Cage and Mac Low may have taken up the
golden thread and answered Pound’s final question in The Cantos—“who
will copy this palimpsest?” —but their act of reproduction is distorted in
the very er Pound abhors: blocking the circulation of his text and
perverting thedistribution of most of its letters, ending up “deepknee in
“listerish fragments” of its subsequently “unreadable vol-
umes.” %! Pound ¢s the anal focus of an inverted “eros” as “erosion” in
the hell cantos, wheke “[rype]faces™ are “smeared” to feces, and the erosion
of his text’s own legibility by the diastic poem’s writing-through replicates
preciscly that evil and “inchoate error” of perverted reproduction that we

error” among thi

have seen Pound explicitdy condemn.'? A careful reading of the hell canvos,

however, reveals that Pound also explicitly enzers that mode of perverse re-
Production. Ina Pasmge where the Virgil ﬁgure explains, “This sort breeds
by scission / . . . . In this bolze,” Pound himself makes a scission of his
source text, Dante’s “Malebolge [evil ditch]”; he ditches the first half of the
word to leave only the end, with the “male” — implicitly and wittily trans-

lated into English—understood ** The moment is emblematic; Pounds

practice once again belies his rheroric, and he anticipates the diastics’ com-
plex and paradoxical power not only to generate meaning through “breed- -

ing by scission,” but also to present strong, and significant, formal argu-

mens as they “WRite ert.”'¢ “To err,” as Bruce Andrews says, is always

“sratemnental.”
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The whele thing at once seemed 1o be artificial, and instead of interesting
fact, to'be very childish ﬁctlons
—W H. Mallock

There is nothmg we can say. to the nineteenth century that wouldr't break
its heart.
—M. Remski

6. Cover-Up

The Archaeology of Knowledge/
The Knowledge of Archacology

In 1965, IBM ran a full-page advertisement in Arz in America appeal-
ing to the reader’s interest in archacology and the mystery of fragmentary
texts. Beneath a photograph of the earthworks at Stonchenge, which IBM
computers had helped to map, the copy featured Babylonian “books of
clay” and the “tartered” Dead Sea Scrolls in which “words, even whole sen-
tences, were missing.” I am setting down these apparently aimless phrases
so that the reader may have some sort of background, something less de-
aailed than Umbrian clarity, some sort of retrospect, cloudy in irself, bur

| from which the teeth and gnashing of the p resent, the mental incisions,

can emerge and whiereby they may have a chance of keeping some sort of
proportion. At least that is how Ezra Pound might have put it; because de-
spite the familiar story of science in the service of humanism, IBM was
registering what Pound called thé “tone of the time.”!

. The writers on Madison, Avenne uncannily anticipated the fact that
within the year a number of poets and artists would set independently ro

- work on projects thar replicated those fragmentary documents of antiquity

and prehistory. Robert Smithson—who like other artists of his genera-
tion would soon visit Stonehenge — might well have taken that very issue

. - of Art in America with him when he began the site-selection: explorations

that would bring his own “earthworks” indoors, mapping terrestrial dis-
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placements even withour the aid of 2 computer; Tom Phillips was simulta-
neously out scarching for the site that would-yield A Himumens, a text pro-
duced by tattering an old book so tha-t’__‘-‘wérds, even whole sentences were
missing” ; and Armand Schweme}?, wi'r-.l':n'-_a comparable aesthetic, was begin-
ning his Zibless, modeled on those very Babylonian “books of clay” the
IBM computers had helped to date? Such excavation, 2s Smithson noted
in 1968 —just a month before the Situationists would excavate the cobble-
stones of Parisian streets in search of the beach beneath—%is becoming
more and more important to artists,” and by decade’s end Jonarhan Wil-
liams, Ronald Johnson, Vito Acconci, and Alastair Johnston, to name only
a few, would begin theikown mining of source texts. Something was clearly
in che air?® Or again, %uﬁd’s appropriately geological words: “There
was a strata . . . which mete criticism of books fails to get hold of, a strara
that goes either into litera e itself, ] mean as its subject, or-remains unre-
corded.”# This chapter will actempr to uncarth those strata and sound out
thaz tone of that time. Like the archaeologists who used an IBM computer
to work backwards from the placeément of cromlechs or cuneiform mark-
ings and correlate the network of planetary positions no longer visible to
us, I want o look for “answers to literary puzzles” and gain “new perspec-
. tives on literary figures” by setting a series of artifacts in relation o one an-
other and reconstructing the alignments and parallactic canceliarions they

may once have displayed.
1 will begin in the winter of 1968, when Robert Smithson returned from

a trip to the New Jersey Pine Barrens and constructed the first of his “non--

sites.” A hexagonal section cut from a topographic map of the Pine Barrens

was reproduced and mounted on the wall; accompanying this photostar, a -

series of stepped aluminum containers were arranged on the floor in a cor-
respondingly hexagonal array and filled with sand from the area indicated
" in the map. With an elegant simplicity, this “indoor earthwork” sets in
motion an intriguing deictic network; the organization of aluminum bins
refers viewers to the map, which references the absent site, where Smich-
son’s prior excavations have displaced marerial, which leads one back to the

bins, and so on in an endless concatenation. Moreover, the series of hori-~
zons mise ¢n abime by the installadon—sand contained within bins, non- = §

site contained within 2 gallery, gallery within an ourdoor plot that stretches
to meet up with the area indicated on the map —are folded inside one an-
other with the logic of a Klein botile, so that the outside erupts at the
interior? Look to the site, and its significance —as z site—is instanriared
in the gallery’s stylized documentation, but the status of those materials
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in the gallery is underwritten by the absent site, which has nonetheless
been incorporated at thie very center of the interior nonsite. Each element,
in short, directs the viewer to its own evasion. The nonsire can only be
confirmed by recourse to the site itself, which comes into being only with
the establishmentr of the nonsite, so thar Smithson’s new mode of sculp-
tural mapping operates according to the dangerous logic of the supplement
which Jacques Derrida, in 1967, was at that very moment explicaring s
With the dynamic of their constantly switching dialectic deconstructing
the two terms to generate a combined third, “both sid[/t]es ae present and
absent at the same time.”” “No where,” with the slightest shift of empty .
space, becomes “now here.” For Lawrence Alloway, the accumulation of
reference under these conditions constructs a relationship in which “che
nonsite acts as the signifier of the absent site,” and while this formulation
misleadingly stabilizes the complexiry of shifting relationships between rhe
terms of Smithson’s semiotics, the linguistic metaphor is entirely apropos.®
~ Smithson traces the development of the nonsite directly to his'interest
in carcography, which arose in turn from his study of crystallography and
the mapping of crystalline strucrures.® Moreover, such crystalline, minera]
structures are, for Smithson, equivalent to linguistic structures,*

The names of minerals and che minerals themselves do not differ from
¢ach other, because at the bottom of both the marerial and print is the
beginning of an abysmal number of fissures. Words and rocks contain a
language that follows a syntax of splits and ruptures.*

“Embedded in the sediment,” as Smithson saw, “is a text,” and with a con-
flation nicely summarized in his coinage “earthwords,” Smithson habitu-
ally figures language as chthonic and, correspondingly, casts geology in lin-
guistic terms.? Language can bear the weight of this equation because it
is an object with the same brute physicality as stone Like Basil Bunting,
who contemporaneously declared that one must “take a chisel to write,”
Smithson takes writing for granite.® Before the phrase “marerialicy of the
signifier” became clichéd, Smithson was exploiting a decidedly poststruc-
tural understanding of language auanr L lestre. Works such as the visual

- poem A Heap of Language (1966) and the “geophoto-graphic fiction” Straza

(1970) embody his belief that “Language should find itself in the physical
world and not end up locked in an idea in somebody’s head . . . . Writing
should generate ideas into matter and not the other way around.”* Smich-
son’s title for a 1967 press release, “Language to be looked ar and/or things
to be read,” encapsulates his sense of language’s accreted materiality, and
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in a postscript to that statement added five years later he explains: “My
sense of language is that it is matter and not ideas—i.e. “printed marter,” '

Smithson's affinicy with a contgmpéraneous poctic avant-garde comes

not so much from this shared emphasis i the maceriality of writing, how-
ever, as from a common procedural prifci:ice and poetics. In his 1972 essay
“The Spiral Jetty,” Smithson quotes Thomas Clark and Colin Stern’s Geo-
lagical Evolusion of North America, which had, significantly, been published
in 1968: “The earth’s history seems at times like a story recorded in a book
each page of which is torn into small pieces. Many of the pages and some of
the pieces of each page are missing,”" Smithson’s nonsites are one recon-
struction of those fragments into new historical maps, but “all language,”
for Smithson, “becomes an alphabert of sites,” and between the publica-
tion of Geological Evolution and Smithson’s essay, several other writers had
begun constructing books by displaying “pages vorn into small pieces” and
with “some of the pieces of each page . . . missing.”"” As with the diastic
poems by Cage and Mac Low, these works were composed by writing-
through a source texr {or, in the case of Armand Schwerner’s Tabless, cre-
aring a simulacrum of such fragmenration). Jonathan Williams selected
cagse histories from the “Inversion” chaprer of Havelock Ellis’s turn-of-the-
century Spudies in the Psychology of Sex; as his sive-specific source for A Hu-
mument, Tom Phillips used chance and predecermined rules to choose the

single-volurne reprint of William Hurrell Mallock’s all but forgotten Vic-

torian novel A Human Document; and Ronald Johnson derived his poem

Radi Os from an edition of Paradise Lost.® Significantly, all of these writers

echo Smithson and describe their literary projects im geological texms. Wil-
liams named his writings-through “excavations”; Phillips thoughr of his
treatment as “an exhumartion” (ex bumus: “from the earth”), a word he felt
resonated with the “carthy sound” of his book’s title; and “mined” is per-
‘haps the most frequent description of all these projects, including John-
son’s text, which Guy Davenport characterizes as “sifted” like silt or soil1?
As 1 will argue, these works are all nonsites, but for simplicity and clarity I
will adopr Phillips’s phrase and refer to them as “ureated” texts.

For Smithson, “the material determined the choice of the site,” and he :

emphasized the dependence of the nonsite on that source material: “I want

to make clear the point that it’s not preconceived. The things rurnup asI ™

go along. In other words, the piece is contingent on the availability of great
amounts of homogencous matter.”** The texts by Willtams, Phillips, and
Johnson also depend on a suitable lode; this is why prose, or in the case of
Paradise Lost, the relatively uniform layout of blank verse, works so well for
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‘these revisionst projects, and the way in which the resistance of thar fixed
and recalcitrant marerial inflects the resulting poem'is one of the primary
interests of their writing, Unlike the procedural and rﬁlé—guidcd diastics
of Cage and Mac Low, these treatments are intenfional and associationally
free-form, but while they are not constrained by self-imposed rules, they
are nevertheless bounded by the original typographic layour of the source
text. Taking the page of that source texr as a unjt of composition, each of
these treatments then erases or oveIprinis to render most of the original
text illegible, allowing the remaining clusters of words or fragmented parts
of words to reforge new syntactic relationships. From the famous opening

pass;gc of Milton’s Paradise Lost, for instance, Johnson deletes most of the
words: '

O‘ D 1 + E ll ] I- . ! I " % .
Of-that forbidden rec whesetneortal-taste
Brought-death into the World, sad-all-oussvoe;
[ ;‘ G; I ; FS; " i- i . a :
II&.E'SJEP*@%“EH’H&H%E. the chosen seed
Rose out of Chaos:lei,—'rf—Sieﬂ-hﬂ-L

Involee-thyaid-to-my-sdventurous song, .

<

5 HOAFBEOOH

and leaves, spaced across the first page of his book:

8]
tree
ii,}to the World,
B . Mm
the chosen
Rose out of Chaos: .
soﬁg,
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Phillips’s book follows the same procedure; and is equally constrﬁ D
the typographic disposition of the. page of Mallock’s novel 2%, -
Part of the purpose of the nonsite wis 1o defamiliarize the physmal aw
reality” of the sire: “the earth or the graund that we are not teally iware
of.”?* The pun is exact, and all of the-treated texts both depend on and
underscore the perceprual ground of the page, even as their authors refer
to its geological valence. Remapping the space of the dis-covered page, the
treated texts rechart the contours of its layoutr with clusters of rext like
“landmasses thas aren’t following [the] preconceived boundaries” of the
original, uniform print.2? Phillips further emphasizes the original typeset-
ting’s gutter, those spaced and leaded gaps berween type, which he isolates
and uses like speech balloons to connect phrases; the meander and flow of
those gaps, in fact, become an integral aspect of his treatment’s aestheric.
He also extends the punning reversal of ground and figure whenever he
pictures Bill Toge, the new protagonist he adds to Mallock’s original two
main characters; the “figure” of Phillips’s “character” (itself, significantly,
another typographic term) always appears with its conrour shaped accord-
ing to those “ ‘rivers’ in the type of the original.”2¢ Moreover, if Toge’s body
and the connectors berween words underscore the sinuous infileration of
ground that worms its way through the crannied plot of every prose-set
type, Phillips is equally artentive to the rectilinear set of thar block within
the frame of the page. He uses the solidity of that shape both as an anchor-

ing form against which to play the diverse visual styles of his pages, and also *
as a plane with which to create the effect of layered depth by allowing cer-

tain elaments to floar “over” the space of the central block. Phillips often

underscores the inherent rigidity of justified type by adding hard outlines i

and mulciple frames to the text block, crearing pages within pages just as
Smithson’s nonsites established “rooms within rooms,” and Phillips breaks
with that given rectangle in only 2 handful of pages. “In fact,” as Johanna
Drucker notes, “this respect for the margin is so strong throughout the
work that in the few sites where it is broken through or bled into these read
very clearly as gestures by contrast,” and she adds with equal perspicacity
that “part of Phillips’ skill is his sensitivity to the existing structures of the
page, as well as the complexides of the book form in its entirety.”?¢
Williams also works with the structure of the page in his excavations;
in “History XIX” the physical actions of reading the book— thumbing,
handling, and releasing pages in their turning—are described with an un-
canny anticipation of the reader’s movements. Coming at the bottom of
-the page, just as readers are about to remove their hands and tum the
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leaf over, the text conflates the sexual activity of Ellis’s case study and the
reader’s own manual, if not masturbatq'ry, activity: “removed his hand /
turned over.” Johnson is equally-ateentive’to the structure of the codex; and

Iike Phillips and Williams he replicates his source text’s run.of tide headers

and its sequencing of books. Johnson, moreover, also incorporates the co-
dexical structure metatextually into the thematic allusions of his Pdem- To
begin with, the blank paper exposed by erasing so many of Mileon’s words
thymes with the “mee” that figures prominentdy in his poem. As we saw
with Susan Howe's poetry, the book’s link to the forest exrended beyond its
etymological ties when wood pulp replaced cotton rag as the chief material
in the manufacture of paper at the end of the nineteenth century—thar
is, at precisely the moment when the volume used by Johnson was pub-
lished > “Books are my erees,” Johnson might have said (although the line
is quoted from R. B. Kitaj by Johnson’s close friend Jonathan Williams),
and when he writes “I return / turned / Through the wood,” Johnson may
well be referring to his own trearment of Milton’s pages. Indeed, with the
words spaced across the page in an imitation of open “ficld” poetics, a line
like “amid the field / Of cross-barred / fold / into / the Tree” takes on a cer-
tain self-referentialicy, suggesting the laid-lined (“cross-barred”) paper thar
is bound into the gurter “fold? of the books where it “Forms / autumnal
leaves” “gathered.” In Johnsons téatment, the “shade” and “shadowed”
“void” of thar gurter-fold merges with the “shade” given by a tree’s “leaves,”
and it ultimately becomes the figure of Milron’s dark “Abyss.”2® The book’s
binding, that is, becomes the literal creation of an “utter darkness, / from
the centre / whirlwind” of pages, the white paper of which stretches “on
all sides round” like “bright arms™: a body with “arms / From either end”

.: . revolving “out of . . . f darkness [ an / unobscured / tound.” In fact, the

essential strucrure of the codex, with its fixed spine around which pages
can be turned in a cylindrical geomerry of rotating segments, equares each
page with a radius—or as Johnson’s tide would have it: books seen from

. the bottom are Os because their pages are Radl[7]. This figure of forms re-

volving and wheeling around 2 fixed center is a xecurrent modif in Radi Os;
occasionally imagined as the earth—“the O” or “new / globe” made from

-a “pole” and “circumference” of radii which wurn to form “a globe [ en-

closed” — this image is most often cast as the sun: “Amid the Sun’s bright
circle / See f meridian / minded, / with corporeal bar / within the cir-

cuit of whatsoever shape.” The sun’s golden rays (Latin #24%), moreover,

. . rthyme with Johnson's mention of “golden ribs” and suggest another trans-

lation of Radi Os: the bones {Latin ossus) radiating from the spine.?® Or
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again: the gilt-edged pages of an 18905 book radiating from their “spine:
Which leads back, of course, to the figure of the tree: its roor erymologi-
cally rooted in the Larin 7adix, and:jrs ringed. trunk and branchies radiating
out to “awrumnal leaves” which have “tu.mod” to become goldc_n.

A Sedimental Journey

Look at any word long enough and you will see it open up into a series of
faults, into a terrain of particles each containing fts own void.
—Robert Smithsan

The closer you look at aword, the grearer the distance {rom which 1t looks
back.
—Karl Krauss

The recurrent figures of elongared radial stmcrures in Radi Os, with
their play of horizontal and vertical, also include the horizontal layour of
Milton’s poem and the vertical reworking of Johnson’s trearment. All of
the treated texts, in fact, record a reading down the page, replacing the
serial and linear horizontality of conventional reading with vectors that are
not only vervical, bur frequently oriented from righe to left. This process

of vertical reading and writing— constructing new syntaxes according to .

the formal possibilities inherent in the soucture of language bur against
its conwentions—should be familiar from previous chaprers as a strategy
of paragrammatic déronrnemens. As we saw, détournement is the antithe-
sis of quotation, and so even though they rely so absolutely on a source
the treated texs are effectively “noncites.” For all of their ostensible pre-
cision and documentation, Smithson’s own noncites are also essentially

paragrammatic, and he explicitly theorized them as the elaboration of new

syntactic grammars.2® If writers like Phillips and Johnson find altérnare

sentiments embedded in texts and accessed through methods of reading

that evade the usual, rational order, Smithson — conversely —realized that
“embedded in the sediment is 2 text that contains limits and boundaries
which evade the rational order.”* “From the linguistic point of view,” he
noted elsewhere, “one establishes rules of structure based on a change in
the semantics of building.”** From the engineering point of view, accord-
ingly, the new semantic structures constructed by weating texts are them-

L3 - kY &= - II-
selves, in Smithson’s vocabulary, the result of “sice selection™ “extracting i

from a site certain associations that have remained invisiblé within the old
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framework of rational language” so that “the aim is to re-construct a new
type of ‘building’ into a whole thar engenders new meanings.”®

- This radical architecture of Sriithson’s “new type of building’” aligns
him with the Situationists’ politicized geography, and'one of Debord’s fizst
manifestos, in fact, calls for the soxt of revolutionary mappings developed
by the nonsite: “Entre divers moyens ' intervention plus difficiles, une car-
tographie rénovée parait propre 3 Iexploiration immédiate [Among various
other means of intervention, a renovated cartography seems appropriate
for immediate utilization].” > The nonsite of the treated page also shares an
affinity with contemporaneous Situationist poetics; treated rexts, like De-
bord’s psychogeographical maps of Paris, construct a syntax of sites on the

- page Lrrespective of spatial contiguity but according to the dérive (drift) of

the eye down the page as it finds new centers of attraction unhampered by
the archirecture of the original layout. With this same sense of contingency
and play—a hallmark, as we have seen, of Simadionist practice—Smith-
son's own constructions demonstrate his belief thar “we have to fabricate
our rules as we go along the avalanches of language and over the terraces
of criticism.”* Furthermore, working wich “whar form and / bounds pre-
scribed” (Johnson), and like the treated text’s mancuvers within the fixed
and given dispensation of words in the space of the source texr’s. page,
Smithson's constructions repeatedly evince the Situationists” fundamencal
insight thar interventions must always be made wichin preexisting struc-
tures. Gary Shapiro argues for che importance of this insight, and given
the resonance of his vocabulary with material I have discussed elsewhere
in this book, he is worth quoting at some length:

Smithson’s comments on the museumn and, even miore, his production
of nonsites, earthworks, films, and other displacements ought 1o be seen
as oblique or lateral interventions rather than as attempts at creating
“new” institutions that could be reabsorbed into the museal culture. In
chis sense all of $michson’s activicy is strategic rather than principled.

" That is, he is aware thar thei__'e 15 no-easy way out of the muséum (which

 he often compares to 2 labyrinth) ariy more than (as Heideggerand Der-
rida show) there is any simple escape from metaphysics, for to claim
that one is ‘outside’ or ‘beyond’ in these cases is to accept the horizon
established by that from which one flees.3s

In the nonsite, this examination of inside and outside takes the specific
form of a play of circumscription and release; the nonsite “in a physical way
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contains the disruptions of the site 7 Ag | atgued in chapter 4, ;uch\ncrms
correspond to the distincrions Georges Bauille drew berween restricted
and general economies, or berween conventional and paragrammaic reads
ing swrategies. The paragrammatic procedure of treating texts, in facx,
picely illuserares the constantdy mtclnng dialectic I claborated earlier;
against the infinite instability and surplus of the source text, the trearment
isolates and stabilizes one potential route for the outler of its excessive sig-

nificatory capacity. The treated page is thus a record of /g part maudite,”

parzdozically canceling that measure in its very registration. By retaining
and incorporating the trace of the source text in the form of the original
page layou, like the nonsite’s photostatic references to the site, the treated
Page constantly reminds its reader that the words still visible have been di-
verted from their intended function, “Here language ‘covers’ rather than
‘discovers’ its sites and situations. Here language ‘closes’ rather than ‘dis-
dloses’ doots to utilitarian interpretations and explanations.” 38 As with the
Situationists, Smithson frequently appeals to the utopian potential of an
antifunctionalist perspective, and that sacrifice, one will recall, is the very
condition of 2 general economy. Baraille’s work on such economies, La pary
rmaudite, was published posthumously in 1967, precisely as Smithson was
developing the nonsite, and Bataille’s insistence on the ubiquiry of inevi-

table, uncontrollable, and unzecuperable dépense (expenditure) anticipares | : {

Smithson’s fascination with entopy. Treated texts are obviously activities
of such irreversible entropic loss, eliminating and erasing their source rexes
like the erosion and decomposition of mineral structires, and the insight
of the artists [ have been discussing is to recognize that such loss can itself
always be productively exploited towards critical and aesthetic ends,

The theme of loss is of course central to Milton’s postlapsarian epic,
and in Johnson’s treatment of the poem apparent references to the “fortu.-
nate fall” merge with phrases that inevitably read as meratextual references
to the reatment’s method of production from a “Dissolved” source. If,
“In that dark durance. { The rest is / loss,” there is nonetheless “fuition /
from urter loss” because “high words™ emerge “In loss itself.” Like the nega-
tive ontology explicated by Smithson’s nonsites, for which he ado pred Carl
Andre’s formulation “A thing is a hole in a thing it is not,” this paradox of
productive loss is the “theory of sediment” posited by Steve McCaffery:
“Sediment is 2 derivative from other material. Passing the way of words.”*
Making this connection between words and minerals even more explicit,
McCaffery resurrects the geolinguistic vocabulary of the late 1960s and
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elaborares the metaphors we have already noted in the writing of Smithson,
Clark, and Stern: '

Sedimentation is a process of denuding: the erosion of a land or text
mass and its wransportation to numerous environments of deposttions;
this leading 10 both stable and unstable forms. Reading provokes as a so-

* cial act che release of turbid optical currents on a texrual slope effecting
‘both a lateral and vertical modification of the source texts 40

As we have seen, this ambivalent play of stable and unstable, lateral and
vertical, is integral to the treated text, and several pages later McCaffery
‘explains: “a more violent form of sedimentary mansport is the treared text”

. In which “reading persists as an intervention into granular stares,” probing

the ground between the latticework of type so that “the poems resulting
are evaporites obtained from the closed basin of the page.”*! The degree
to which such poems are “a drainage effected upon history™ is nicely sum-
marized by Schwerner’s “Tabler X,” which differentiares with ridiculous
scholasticism becween the unreadabie (dots), the missing (pluses), and the
confusing (crossed circles), and which ostensibly records the unlikely com-
bination of a double article: “the the.” The inevitable recollection of the
conclusion of Wallace Stevens’s “The Man on the Duamp” is reinforced by
the lateer’s conjuncrion of “stanza” and “stone,” a conflation to which the
pretense of Schwerner’s Tiblezs aspires. While one might pursue a parallel
reading of the two poems, or see Schwerner’s as an explicit commentary
on Stevens, [ instead want to recall what may have been the source for
Stevens’s original srurter: Bertrand Russell’s 1905 essay “On Denoting.”42
The only imaginable reading of those two legible words requires the first
“the” to refer to the second, and although a logician might not be per-
suaded, for the casual finguist the definite article wopld seem to be the
degree-zero mark of history, Unlike indefinire articles, “the” seems to pre-
suppose an antecedent referent whose differentiable existence must im-
plicitly precede the use of the article. By artesting to the facticity of thar
previous burt absent stare of affairs, the “the” thus inscribes history ineo its
grammar. This condition of recorded loss, a “drainage effected upon his-
tory,” is the condition of the treated page, which is analogous to a palimp-

i _sest, in which the destructive processes of time—the fading and eroding

of the textual support—Ilead to the gain of earlier texts even as they de-
stroy more recent writing. “In other words, it’s one site superimposed over
another site,” as Smithson explained in describing the nonsite, and the
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treated page is itself 2 nonsite pitched at-another degree of regress and
Tocated as the site itself-** KR _
When the boundaries of that;site-within-a-site are reduced to within
the space of a single word, the treated text not only cuts across the syntax
of the original work—shearing and cleaving along the planes built into the
strata of its macrostructure—but also begins to disrupt its atomi¢ struc-
vare and thus its status as a coherent language. Eroding “the old frame-
works of rational language” to the point of generating entirely new vo-
cabularies, Phillips has a score of pages that open onto such “nonce sites.”
These passages range from archaisms and Carrollesque portmanteaux
onomatopoeic vocalise and English-language versions of Russian ist
saum.” Even his protagonist is a recurrent reminder of the degree t(;/ which
Phillips’s intervention veers from the intended trajectory of his soylrce; Bill
Toge can only appear, according to Phillips, “on pages which orijnaﬂycon-
tained the words ‘together’ or ‘altogether’ (the only words fromt which his
name can be extracted)” % Bomn from the literal breaking apart of what was
once “together,” the legendary source of this name adds a poignant empha-
sis to the jacket blurb's claim that Toge is “one of love’s tragedies.”** Since
almost every critic Or commentator on A Hummment apodictically reiter-
ates Phillips’s claim about the requirements for his characrer’s appearance,
rarely citing him, I should mention that it is simply not true. “Photogenic”
and “octogenarian” fit the bill, as do “protogenic” and “cystogenous,” and
I suspect some casual minutes spent with a good dictionary would reveal
more, perhaps less common, possibilities. For that macter, “toge” is itself an
English word derived from the late Latin for “toga,” admirtredly archaic and

obsolete but not out of place in A Humurment and right there in the OED—

an authority that cites four of Mallock’s books—for those who would care
to check. “I am not against pedantry,” and just to be precise, on at least one
occasion Phillips forms the name from two adjacent lines. ¢ Derails aside,
however, the point remains the same: regardless of its provenance, “toge”
marks the generative possibilities of sedimentation even when it derives
from the erosion of the morphemic structure of the source rext.

As we saw with Cage and Mac Low’s writings-th:ou.gh, such interven-

tions do nor just alter the source text, but can also critically comment on
them. One of the key differences berween these works, which might be
further elaborated, arises from the differences in the starus of their source
texts; where Mallock signals a cercain sense of high literary tradition, for
instance, he certainly does not have the canonical status enjoyed by Milton.
Phillips’s work, in this respect, is closer to Smithsomn’s; Mallock is the lit-
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erary equivalent of the New Jersey Pine Batrens. This discrepancy in the
cultural status of their source texts may account in part for why Phillips’s
‘treatment is more flippantly playful than Johnson's, which however much
it “violates” the sacrosanct monument of Englishdetﬁers only ever does
so towards serious, carnesdly vatic ends, William Blake’s audacious “cor-
rections” of Milton, in fact, manifest thie relative deference of Johnson's
re-visions. My focus on the wreated text’s disruption of its source should
not, however, overshadow the fact that such éom.mentary is never uni-
lateral. Rather chan elaborate the treated rexts’ critique of their sources,
I want to offer an example of the way in which the source text, in ac-
cord with the logic of the nonsite, makes reference to the treatment thar it
has always implicidy contained. Mallock’s 4 Human Document opens with
an announcement that might preface Phillips’s own book: “the following
wotk, though it has the form of a novel, yet for certain singular reasons
hardly deserves the name.” %7 Phillips not only reirerates the conventional
love story of his source, bur his weatment splinters Mallock’s novel into
avam;—garcle musical scores {(Phillips began his artistic careerasa COmposer),
art criticism, manifestos on poetics, biographical confessions, philosophi-
cal epigrams, political commentary, lysical poems, economic theory, pas-
sagesf of German and French, and so on. Mallock’s novel in turn claims w0
be constructed from an intergenre source text: “a"rough and experimen-
tal copy, interspersed with raw materials, of which as yet [the author] had
used part only.” ¢ Part book, part photo album, “not entirely a journal, and
... not entirely fan] imaginary” novella, this “scrap=book” “collection of
manuscripts” contains, among other things, “descriptions, conversations,
verses, philosophical and lierary reflections, and pieces of sclf-analysis.”*”
In this “volume compiled so sirangely,” a “single thread of narrative . . .
ran through the whole volume; but this was broken by pages after pages
of letters, by scraps of poetry, and various other documents” which inter-

vene in the hand of another author.*® Phillips’s own “narrative was broken '
in many places by the-insertion of various documents” as well, creating an
equally allusive text in “crude and fragmentary” form: full of “broken” and
“wounded” language, “baffled and crippled sentences . . . abrupt transi-

- tions, and odd lapses of grammar” that the reader “will have o pore and

puzzle over”*! In neither the rext from which Mallock’s novel ostensibly
derives nor the treated text in which it ends do these fragments form “a
story in any literary sense; though they enable us, or rather force us, o
construct one out of them for ourselves”** Moreover, as with Phillips’s
treatment, part of the interest A Human Document claims for ivself follows
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from its status as a wnung—through and tlme way in which an *authentic”
and invariable documentary source text is wotked around 1o create a fiction
from within its fixed parameters, leaﬂng a smgu]ar record not only on
account of Its contents, but of thc manner in which it seemed to have been
composed.”® In fact, even the Phy&:[cal character of Mallock’s “source,”
unlike the dose-set type and trade stock of the 1892 Human Documens,
is replicared by Phillips’s Humument: printed on “ehick cartridge-paper,”
of_' “varied . . . appearance” and “with a liberal allowance of margin.”%
Phillips, thar is, renders visible and liveral what the novel purports 1o be
born from; rning the simulacral text an origin it never really had.
With “words so strange / double-formed, and / phantasm” {Johnson),
the treared vext thus haunes the source from which it comes, even when it is
undifferentiated and invisible within an untreated copy, just as the unseen
portions of the source itself ghost a continually evoked presence even afrer
the obliterations of its most radical treatment. “The ambiguity thus arising
in the referent produces a relief development of the text and pertains, of
course, to the larter’s sedimentéry depth.” % Phillips’s Toge,' once again, is
the perfect emblem of this constantly shifting dynamic of presence and ab-
sence; whatever his associations with loss and rupture, Toge is also an index
of supplementarity. If not, by itself, a familiar English word, “toge” is the

¥

conventional transliceration of the common Russian word Toxxe: “also,” “as
well,” “t00.”56 Like most of the works discussed in this book, thar “also™
is the hallmark of the treated rext’s appropriation. Keeping both sousce

and derivative simultaneously in view, and making visible the traces of that-

doubled presence, the treated text is less a parasite on its source than a
pair of sights. This binocular vision is explicidy thematized in Johnsen’s
Radi Os, where “Both [ eyes, f Ar once” and “eyes in opposition” see whar
the “Divided / eye beheld:” “all things ar one view.” We should, by now,
expect both the pun and the paradox: the blur of that double vision also
leads to a “nonsight”; the same palimpsest that keeps both texts simulta-
neously in view also ensures the zones of their mutual illegibility. The par-
onomasia is already implicit in Smithson’s descriptions of the nonsites; like
his evacuated and viewless spaces without vanishing points, the enantia-
morphic chamber, or the anti-spectacular mirrors of the displacements, the
nonsites are brought “to a low level of perception” and constitute a “loss of
focus.”” The hemianoptics of the treated text is thematized by Johnson’s
visionary uearment of the blind Milton: “in the dagk f to gaze / Undazzled /
sight no obstacle.”*® Johnson's mysticism ultimately equares the eyes with
the otbs of boch moon and sun, but the “optic glass” of that moon be-
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comes an “ecliptic,” blinding the sun which in turn stares back at the reader
like the light of the page through the horizontal lines of type: “the sun /
Looks through the horizontal {behind the moon, / eclipse.” Indeed, like
the paper ground of the treated {ext, that glare of.the sun’s light is both

. the prerequisite for vision and its risk, permirting the sight which cannot

encompass it.%° The eye is the nonsite of the sun,
Which may, in the end, have had nothing to do with the earthworks
ar Stonehenge. Despite the success with which IBM promoted the self-

_publicizing theory that the megaliths were an 2ncient “astronomical com-

putey,” sighting the sun through its motions like the pipes of Nancy Holts
Sun Tunnels, their purpose remains a mystery and point of contention
among archacologists.* By the same token, the connections I have sug-
gested in this chapter should nor eclipse the more obvious lineage of
the treated text. Taking up the challenge of Tiistan Tzara aud Marcel
Duchamp’s dadaist provocations, Bob Cobbing, Brion Gysin, John Ash-
bery, and William Burroughs were all cutting up source texts in the 1950s.
The force of those physical manipulations, combined with the random-
izing procedures pioneered by Cage and Mac Low, proved a potent mix for
the poetic imagination of the postwar Anglo-American avant-garde % My
intention has not been to ignore such evidence, but to insist on remember-
ing——even art the risk of relying on a state of affairs that was not i fact the
case—that there are always unrecorded nexuses, unacknowledged affilia-
tions, and unspoken conversations nevertheless at echo “in the air.”¢> And
they operate like the blank page of the treated text, exerting a pressure de-
spite their absence. Even if the “tone of the time” is lost 10 us, the whilom
existence of that tone should not be forgoten. It is the secret language of
this century’s avani-garde, “la belle langue de mon siécle,” and its message
is always the same: the most abstract and philosophical poctry is never a
case of mind over matter, but always an example of mined-over matter. Or
as A Humument purs it: “a licrle white / opening our of / thought.” ¢4
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For writing to be mamf&st if its tuth {and notin its instr‘a;irngntality), it
must be lllegible. :
—Roland Barthes.

Readthe blank.
—Edmond |abés

7. The Aesthetics of Censorship

Techniques of Remembrance

As with so many of the works I have discussed, the textual excavations
of the treated page draw much of their interest and power from having' ap-
propriated and then manipulated a source text. While I have emphasized
the utopian aspirations of these tactics of “writing-through” and the con-

structive potential for the misuse of given structures, the spaces of erasure

that resulr from those ma.nipulations can be quite dark. The affective power

of textual illegibilicy derives in part from its ability to simultancously mo-

tivate and threaten the authority of both the text and its reader. In this

final chaprer, I want to consider the intersection of that drive and danger = §

as they come together in the visual text of censorship. _

The twin valences of “repression” —as both an exercise of authoritarian
h power and a psychological mechanismn—are neatly grafted in the self-
censoring tactics of Ken Campbell's 1989 artists” book Fathers Garden!
Like the treated pages we saw in the previous chapter, Campbell’s book

implicitly identifies the ground of the page as a place of soil: a fertile sur- 8
face to till, a clean space to stain, and a site to mark the gain and lossof 2

psychological spoil. Bound in a neo-Secessionist cover of green reptile skin
overstamped with Klime-like motifs, the book's text is ser in generous and
luxuriantly proportioned margins. On many of the pages the text is fur-
ther framed within a border so that it appears like nothing so much as the

bird’s eye-view architectural plan for a medieval garden: the lines of text
ranked like plandng rows in a hortus inclusus. In both the narrative and
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‘geographic senses of the word, the work, in shor, is plotted. The crop of
this garden, however, is never rotated; each page reprints the same twenty-
line poern. This poem.emphasizes its verse genre with strongly accented
1ambic and trochaic feet arranged, with the occasional expected substiru-
tions, in a mixture of pentameter and. terrareter lines. The language of

the poem navigates between the Victorian bombast of lines such as “no
. waves ourraged his railing walls” and a subte play of puas and implicit
lexical echoes; the unspoken words “keel” and “kneel,” for instance, haunt _

Campbell’s narrative of submission and nautical adventure as they ghost
between the nexus of “feet” and “kill” and “knew.” The result of these
clashing styles is a poem simultaneously embarrassing in its bald proclama-
tions of heavy-handed symbolism (“our father’s juice flows everywhere”)

and deliciously supple and slippery in its cleverly indeterminate and en- -

jambed syntax., .

- On its own terms, the poem itself would not seem to warrant its lavish
presentation and the atientiveness with which irs richly inked pages are
printed. The apparatus of Campbell’s artists’ book is justified, however, by

 the way in which the poem is presented. Or rather, is not presented; to

thicken the plot, as it were, only portions of the' poem are visible on any
given page. The enrire book, in facr, mighr be rea.d_as an ilkustradon of
Frend’s figure of the unconscious as 2 pardially illegible text, and che cumu-

Jative impression of Campbell's scotomizing cancellations is that the text

is voo painful for the author to face in its entirety. On the first page, 4l

" of the lines are canceled, save for the ¢ponymous opening words “Father’s

garden.” The poem then emerges bit by bit over the course of the book, as

E the gaps in those overprinted cancellations shuffle unpredictably and non-

sequendally from page 1o page. As the reader moves through the book, the

| obscuring geometric bars appear to move up and down the page, revealing

and re-veiling lines with each rurning. With “the poem silenced” in this

: way, “everything becomes suspense, fragmentary disposition with alterna-

tion and face-to-face, concyrring in the toval thythm . . . in the blanks.”2
Indeed, the irregular patterni with which that scrim of overprinting shifts
through Fathers Garden adds a thythm to the book as such, making each

‘twrning of a page a moment of revelarion and repression, Moreover, be-

cause the slats of these blinds--or blinders —allow only a glimpse of dis-
crete portions of the poem at a time, they obviate any gestale apprehen-
sion of the poem as 2 whole, so thar the poem’s illegibilities necessitate
its reconstruction in the reader’s mind. As readers engage in those acts
of covered and re-covered memory they approximate, to some degree, an
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analogous position to the poem’s n';_matclar, wh_’p nego_tiates‘ c_the{i'e::ollecuon
of a psychologically fraught relationship, with the Ffthcf. I don’t remem-
ber,” the poem seems to protest, “Iwas blacked ous.” This ‘parall.cl-bctwten
the emotions at once described and elicited by the poem is further under-
scored by the text’s hedging hide-and-seck, which cultivates a play o‘f read-
erly desire and frustrarion. Even those readers who mighr want to dlS‘taI]CC
themselyes from the poem’s rather overwrought sentiment are irplicated
in the psychological drama of Farher’s Garden, as thc?r ’ﬁnd thf:msclves——
in the act of terely accessing the melodrama—complicitous with tl}e very
psychological mechanisms it so mawkishly displays. Readers rnust,.m this
, be constahtly en garde.
'gm;lfc;arber} Gzzm%a: as f whole presents a visual analogue for a psycho-
logical mechanism, fts censored pages, when taken individl.l.a.lly, cvols.:e the
aesthetics of texts repressed by external, regulatory c:ensorshlp. I_'ch l-u:story
of censorship no doubt extends s far back as the history of writing msv.;-l‘f.
Plato, to take only one particularly famous example, would have the P-Olltl—
cally dangerous passages from Homer erased.” Even an account resmct;d
to the censorship of modern or contemporary literature would lie well be-
yond the scope of this chapter, but I do want to recall that the lo‘ok of the
censor’s pen has ar least 2 camec appearance in one of ic founding doa{-
mmenss of the very avant-garde tradition I have been tracing throughou this

Book. In the first issue of the vorticist journal BLAST (1914), Ezra Pound’s .

poem “Fratres Minores” appeared with the first and final two lines blacked
out with the hasty swipe of a marker:

Certain poers here and in France

Suill sigh over established and natural fact

Long since fully discussed by Ovid.

They howl. They complain in delicate and exhausted meters

e

Although it is hardly the sort of “masterly pornography” blessed by Pound

and the other vorticists who signed the “Manifesto” that a:lso appeared in
the first issue of BLAST, the complete text of Pound’s poem, for those
who are curious, is easily available in the Collecred Early Poems. The poem
does not improve with the lines’ elucidation. One assumes, however, tha'xt
the last-minute revision of “Fratres Minores” was not made on aesthetic

grounds. Bodley Head editor John Lane, who had witnessed the publish-
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ing scandals of the Yellow ’gos firsthand, was presumably willing to take
only so many risks with a new: journal whose raison d’étre was to offend
sensibiliries. P o

Even before the lines of “Frarres” wers canceled, however, censorship
was a noticeable part of the journal. In their-“Manifesto” the vorticists
invoke a rhetoric of violent silencing and threaten to “wring the neck”
of their enemies.* Moreover, Pound’s own contributions 0 BLAST begin
with a discussion of censorship. “Salutation the Third,” a tame version of
the rant thac would later expand to become the “hell cantos,” denounces
the de facto censorship tmplicit in the conventions of mainstream wric-
ing and publishing. Pound announces the fate of all the “obstrucrionist”
and “gagged reviewers” of the establishment press: “a lirtle black BOX con-

. tains them.” That figure of the little black box conflates the image of a

coffin (Pound mentions their “TOMB-STONES” two lines earlier) with
the blocky cancellation that will contain his own words just a few pages
later. Moreover, when “Salutation” ends in a particularly ugly instance of
Pound’s protofascism —*Here is the taste of my boot / caress it, lick off
the blacking”— the authoritarianism that would cornmand such an action
s in fact near at hand: the blacking pen of the censor which will liter-
ally cover the poet’s figurative tongue. With a distinct irony, “Salutation”
anricipates the graphic editing of “Fratres,” which in tarn serves as the
perfect illustration for the claims of the former. Even withour the con-
text of these explicit references, however, the three black lines over “Fra-
tres Minores” mark an important moment of disjunction inthe text of
BLASI! As a whole, the journal is poorly printed 2nd shoddily typeset.
Nevertheless, the cancellation of the lines in Pound’s poem is particularly
hasty and so unevenly inked that much of the original rext can still be made -
out. The imprecise, uneven, handwritten swerve of that marker stands out
all the more against the geometric precision and hard-edged aestheric of
vorticist design, underscoring the distance between the bellicose bravado
of their futurist-fueled blasting and :the banal violence of even the most
perty; actual censorship: a “vulgarity in revolr.” Serving as a check on the
excesses of the vorticists’ aggressive theroric by presenting an instance of
actual oppositional aggression, the censorship of Pound’s poem reminds

1. the reader of the consequences that can follow when such thetoric is put

into practice.

I'do not want to make too much of the cancellation of 2 few lines from a
poem which—even by Pound’s standards— is scarcely remarkable even in
its vituperatude; far more extensive acts of censorship and editing have cer-
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tainly taken place, even within Pound’s own oelvre, and to,greater effect.

Nor is “Fratres Minores” interesting merely as an unintended instance of
Pound’s recognition, as we saw in_‘*.dmﬁ_ti;ér 53 that the most fragmcnt:d texts

can be quite poetic. Instead; T want to" recall the censorship of “Fratres
Minores” because it is an instance of censorship made legible, and a mo-
ment in which it enters the graphic record of twentieth-century poetry.
The visual apparatus of censorship would return when Duchamp’s wartime
postecard to André Breton left the genre.of “correspondence” and enterffd
that of “poetry” with its publication in View in 1941 Duchamp’s mis-
sive was constructed by writing berween and canceling certain preprinted
words on agie of the official cards supplied by the Axis occuparion forces in
France. Preseniing interpolated civilian wtiters with a template, the card
forced correspondents to write-through the found text of a suggested, and
tather bleak vocabulary. For example, after a space for supplying the sub-
ject of the sentence, one of the lines concludes: “légérement, gravement,
malade, blessé [lightly, seriously, ill, wounded].” The instructions on the
postcard read:

Apres avoir complété cetie carte strictement réservée i la correspon-
dance d’ordre familial, biffer les indications inutiles. —Ne rien écrire en
dehors des lignes. .

ATTENTION. —Toute carte dont le libelié ne sera pas uniquement
d’ordre familial ne sera pas acheminée set sera probablement détruite.

After having completed this card which is strictly limited to correspon-

dence of a personal naiure, delete unnecessary indicarions. — Weite nothing '3

ouetside of the lines. .
NOTICE. — Any card whose texs is not exclusively of & personal nature

will not be forwarded and will probably be destroyed.

In the second decade of the twenteth century, Duchamp had Cfeatcd a
series of rexts of a “personal,” if not hermetic “nature” through precisely the

sort of deletions and strategic illegibilities suggested by the card: replacing
each instance of the definite article with an asterisk in the poem “The,”

substituting periods for letters in the punning and multlingual inscrip-
tion on “With Hidden Noise,” and détourning the advertising copy of a
Sapolin Enamel advertisement to create the tide and caption of “Apolinére
Enameled.” With the “weated text” of his 1939 poem “SURcenSURE,”
Duchamp explicitly aligns such manipulation with censorship (cersure).
Like a page from Ronald Johnsons Tzbless, most of the text of “SURcen-
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SURE” has been replaced by ellipses, leaving only discrere and discontinu-
ous phrases to remain legible. With its spoof of commercial language and
its references to Jarry; Duchamp’s essay “on censorship” is characteristi-
cally good humored, but those same references also recall the dictatorship
of Ubu Ro, and the piece’s title, like the occupation government’s threat

to destroy letters, hints at the serious stakes of his tactics of étoyrnenient _

As we saw in chaprer 1, détournement, by definition, instigates a dialogue
where authority would rather speak alone. But authority also knows how
to hold up its end of a conversation, and it does so with what is perhaps
the most familiar strategy of nonliterary illegibility: rext canceled by a cen-
sor. AAnd if the commonplaces about censorship are all true— thar it merely
draws artention to what it would seck to repress, that it spurs rather than
quiets the prurient interest—its mechanisms, however predictable, can still
be interesting and instructive. :

Michael Camille, in a discussion of censorship and obscenity in médi-
eval manuscripts, speculates that the erasures and obfuscations of censor-
ship might best be scen as a version of gloss: accreted commentary that
adds to the meanings of a text even as it takes away, quite Literally, from its
surface.® Not only do such tactics tend to draw artention to what they have
censored, bur—as the poets and artists discussed in the previous chapters
have repeatedly shown —even the most illegible marks are positive con-
tributions to the content of a text. Rather than decrease the signifying
ability of the text by making portions of the print illegible, such erasures
merely replace one set of signs with anocher, equally significant set. Indeed,
those interventions actually increase the information carried by the text

. because they mark the absence of an anterior work which they can never

complerely silence or obliterate. “Censorship,” as Dirk Hohnstriter writes,
“is a technique of remembrance.”” The censor’s inabiliry to intervene in a
text without augmenting it, without increasing its semantic content, is an-
other instance of what Baraille would recognize as a general economy. In
the mathematics of the text there is no subtraction, and all the additions
expand geometrically. “Subtraction;” in this texrual calculaton, “leaves a
marlk of erasure, a remainder which is added to the subsequent text and

which cannot be completely summed up within it.”® Leaving 2 trace of

the text cthart has been replaced—the shadowy outline of its body, the faint

. _ echo of its words, all those ghosts which haunt the space of their violent

removal —censoring marks keep open a space in which the work cleaves
between two moments of composition, znd they establish a second system
of signification, a competing semiotic regime, within the field of the text.
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The erasures and cancellations of .a censored text, in shorr, pperate with
the logic of a scar. ' ' -

Bu scars, of course, can be quite bearitiful, and the marks of the censor
can always be aestheticized ” In the 1970, for instance, the Italian visual -
poet Emilio Isgré created a series of zamcellature, in which each word in "}

"a source texl Is written over by'ha.m:l with a thick marker, so that entire
books, including a complete edition of the Enciclopedia Italiana, are ren-
dered almost completely illegible. Occasionally, a few words remain read-
able. For reasons discussed in chapter 3, those words often carry a self-
referential charge, as when\‘baratro [abyss]” and “buco [hole]” appear on
an otherwise overwrirten page. Such moments of legibility, however, are
not the focus of Isgré’s treatedhrexts, which at times seem to be the re-

sult of the destructive project propgsed by the professors from the school
of languages in Swift’s Lagoda Academy: “a scheme for entirely abolishing
all words whatsoever.”'® Indeed, much of the interest of his cancellations
comes from the rension between his meticulous and obsessive process of
methodically covering word after word, and the casual irregularity of the
individual, hastily inked marks. The end result of these cancellations is
visually similar to Man Ray’s “Lautgedicht.”

Unlike Man Ray’s poem, however, the focus of ateention of Isgrd’s poesia
cancellara is cxtended from the length of a lyric o the level of the book as- .
a whole; the scope of his treatments, sometimes sustained for hundreds of |,

pages, shifts the emphasis from the visual structure of verse to the forms

that organize individual units, like a single poem, within the architecture
of 2 book. The technique of cancellation emphasizes the visual structure g

of the source by reducing it to an almost schernatic form in which the ele-
ments of the codex and its design supplant the words to which they are
usually thought to be subservient. After Isgré’s treatment, the layout of
the original document and its generic conventions can be read with a new
clarity: the structuring power of headers and columns, the placement of
page numbers and des, the proportions of text blocks to margins and

founts to lead.ing', and the many subtle thythms of paragraph, sentence,

and word length. The elegance and visual ordering of these layours and the
cultured tradition of book design to which they belong contrasts with the
arte povera aesthetic of Isgré’s practice. Requiring only a pen and a found
text, £ cancellature were conceived of as part of a democratic poetics that
would realize Lanaéamont’s dream of a poetry “made by 21l.” Indeed, some

of the canceliations were staged as happenings in which an audience was - ;

provided with markers and books and invited to compose along with Esgré.
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“La poesia,” as he announced in the tide-of catalogue essay, “¢ facile farla
e appartiene 2l popolo [poetry_-iql'easy~§o make and belongs to everyone].”

Moreover, the populism of Isgré’s egalitarian process is given an added
political edge by the sources he has chosen to cancel: encyclopedias and
atlases. Not only do these works present themselves with all the authority

.of references —texes which one consults and defers to—bur they are also

emblenss of the power consolidated around institutions of specialized
knowledge. Although their assumptions ate often tacit, such works jm-
plicitly contain traces of the ideologics of the commercial and national
interests that underwrote their creation. By submitting such works to can-
cellarion, Isgré symbolically reopens the space of authoritadve discourse
on its own ground and suggests that the words of its apodictic mono-
logue might be replaced, or even abandoned. The black forms on Isgrd’s
canceled pages are spaces in which readers can imagine new possibilities.
Moreover, the aestherics of his particular tactic appropriates the power of
censorship, both as it inheres implicidy in any repulation and standard-
ization of knowledge aid also as it is ar times explicitly exercised by in-
stitutional powers. If censorship is essentially propaganda by other means,
Isgro’s cancellature short-circuits the equation by preemptively censoring
the censor. C :

- “Such an operation thus appears contradictory, and the same is true
of the interest one takes in it The “Inside Intelligence™ issue of the
quarterly Gransa is a case in point. In 1988, after Anthony Cavendish cir-
culated a few hundred privately printed copies of 2 memoir of his life
in the British secret service, the British government—in the immediate
wake of its furile and stubborn atrempts to stop the publication of Peter

Wright's Spycatcher—sought an injunction against the fitrther publicarion -

of Cavendish’s book. After a series of rulings, serials in the United King-
dom were permirted 1o print those extracts that were uarelated to the
secret service, and the American magazine Harper’s published some of the
disputed passages, although irs distribution in the United Kingdom was

' ostensibly prohibited. Granza, in both its North American and Brizish edi-

tions, publishgd a bowdlerized selection of marerial that the British gov-
ernment had previously approved, prefacing it with an aggrandizing and
racher self-righteous edirorial commensurate with Cavendish’s own postut-

.:‘ ~ ing abour the gentlemanly and honorable reasons for publishing his book.?

In addition, Granta dressed up its complicitous and compliant text with a
garishly melodramatic layout. Occasional words and phrases, presumably
those objected to by the government, are replaced by a studied handwrirten
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scribble, underscoring the act of indt'erventic:;n in the texr. Additionally, the
layout as a whole presents a simulacrum of censorship: several of the pages
have their text blocks framed by delibetately awkward, ugly, and exagger-
ated margins of thick-set black, and rhetén as a whole is punctuated with
similarly blacked-out blocks replacing the texr field altogether, or fram-
ing only the single word “censored,” which recurs on several pages luridly
printed in a 48-point bold sanserif-display face.

The protest of these pages, and their advertisement of outrage, are of
course well taken, but their ostentatiolys fields of black do not so much
obscure Cavendish’s secrets as they cameuflage and distract from the fact
of Granta’s acquiescence—rather than any real defiance—to the British
censors. Moreover, the design and layout torroborate and supplement the
intrigue of a work whose interest hinges or its status as a true account that
will reveal “secrets” of the author’s service. Wltimately, the inventiveness of
the layout is far more interesting than even the unexpurgated text, which
was eventually published in 1990, following a series of Law Lords appeals.
Publicity over the Spycarcher case helped turn thac book into a besr-seller,
and in Gremea’s trearment of “Inside Intelligence,” the graphic announce-
ment of legal actions, or what amounts to the restaged visual display of
legislation, works essentially as packaging and marketing hype, piquing
interest in an otherwise wholly unremarkable work.

To quote a passage as evidence of the book’s banaliry would be unchari-
table and grawitous, but the Greniz publicadon reminds readers of the
degree 1o which such selective censorship itself operates at the most banal
level of the text: reference. Regardless of their ultimare effectiveness, those
tactics familiar from the editors of mass media—silencing certain words
with an electric beep, or replacing the letters of a supposedly objectionable

~word with dashes— is symptomatic of a theoretically unsophisticated rela-
tion to a language. Ignoring form entirely, sach editing reifies the signified
and treass it as an uncontextualized fetish. Perhaps a more sophisticated
strategy of censorship would result in the type of work we saw in the pre-
vious chapter, or in the sort of vandal désorrnements recorded in chapeer 1.
Indeed, at the level of their tactics, the censor and the Situationist are in-

distinguishable; what differentiates censorship, as such, is the position of  §

power from which it operates. But one should be vigilant to remember rhat
a détournement can itself always be dérourned.

 That potential for a censor’s productive, rathier than resuwictive, inter-
vention is precisely the focus of Gm.'A'CemoredAnrbafag)r, Robert “Bob”
{Carleton) Brown’s send-up of the logic of censorship.’® Brown’s book in-
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cludes the gems of official verse culture and popular children’s culture—
romantic lyrics, Vietosan chesenuts, and Mother Goose nursery rhymes
—with portions of their text'sélectively canceled, so that familiar and in-
‘mocuous phrases are replaced with suggestive innuehdo. In general, Brown’s
clever technique produces surprisingly bland results; the poems in Gemsare
less transgressions than illustrations of the degree to which censorship com-
bines outrage wirh banality. After Brown’s treztment, for instance, Mar-
lowe’s Passionate Shepherd proclaims: '

Come live with me and be my love,

And we will all the pleasures prove

Thar NI and I, DENNN -1 DNONENN,
And all the craggy IEENE yield.

If there is a certain endearing charm to the unembartassed silliness of
Brown'’s schoolboy grafhiti and the clear delight he takes in these puer-
ile winks and nudges, 1o reader should be surprised that the-la.ug’ﬁage of
Marlowe’s poem, the centerpiece of a courtdy tradition of pastoral [yrxic,
is fraught with erotic undertones and sexual symbolism. But Brown’s can-
cellations could en occasion be inspired, and in the case of the Passionate
Shepherd, his stroke of genius comes, as it were, in the end:

There will we sit upon the rocks
And see the shepherds IS their flocks.

“Pleasure in poetry,” as Brown himself notes, “comes largely from reading
between the lines.” As we have seen again and again, all of those spaces be-

g tween—whether intended or the result of erasures and cancellations— are

instances of what we might term “veiling”™: a simulraneous concealment
and revelation. Their concealments are obvioﬁs, but we need to remember
that such blanks are revelations about hidden aspects of the rest of the texr,
which remains illuminated in 2 new legibility around their lacunae.

The effece is connnonpli}ce enough, and one we recognize from the
logic of the schoolyard joke, bur we might consider for a moment why
we assume 2 certain kind of content when we read berween the lines of

. 2 P * .
Brown’s censored poems; why, for instance, his erasures carry an erotic

charge rather than suggesting marerial with a political valence, say. Like
the schoolyard or sitcom innuendo, the effect of Brown’s gems depends
on the success of a formal logical fullacy. Because material with a sexual
ot scatological theme is so often censored in some way—with evasion, eli-

sion, indirecrion, gesture, or ourright repression replacing explicit denota-
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tion with allusive and elusive conn‘oiét-ions':“—‘_"-the impulse is-go.infer that
those sorts of illegibilities mark sexual_p_r scatological content when they
in other contextsaswell. & . = ¢ _
appl_;:(:wn was one of the twentieth-cenfury’s most vocal champions of
visual poetry, and he strove for ~a visual Literary Lauséuage sharply sepa-
rated from the Speaking Tongue” because “literature,” as Brown. repeat-
edly insisted, “is essendally Optical not :Voca.l.”“‘ Accordmg.ly, };.ls
distinctively past-oral graphic cancellations are Lm.mc.dmcly recognizable.
His détourned nursery rhymes and Mother Goose (liver) qam:.er clcr, how-
ever, have a precedent, which, although'it comes from a quite different
technique, is also fully grounded in a vis poetics. In the f‘ccond numbc:
of his dada 'zine Merz (1923), Kurt Schwitters published PPPPPPPPP,
“sornoeraphic i poem” which takes as ifs source “an innocuous poem
?n Eoghilg::np’s PiCtl:lrc book.” Anticipating the tex'w:al folds and cuts of
Burroughs and Gysin, Schwitters abbreviares the original poem by curting
vertically into its quatrain, dividing the poem in half:

P PPPPPPPP
pornographisches i—Gediche
Die Ziel
Diese Mech istll
Lieb und friedlich i
Und sie wird sich |
Mic den Hémern 1
Der Strich zeige, wo ich das harmlose Gedichtchen aus
einern Kinderbilderbuch durchgeschaicten habe, der Linge
nach. Aus der Ziege ist so die Zie geworden. _
Und sie wird sich I nicht erboflen,
Mit den Hornern | Euch ze Sroffen.

PPPPPPPPP
pornographici—poem
The go!
Its bleating is |
Sweet & peaceful §
And it will nocl
. With its homs1
The line indicates where [ cut lengthwise through
an innocuous poem from a children’s picture book. From .
the goat came a go.
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And it will not I become provoked

With its horns I to shove & poke..
1 have included che entire text, with its 'explanatien of p@ctic technique,
because the specifics of the poem’s composition seem to-come less from
a typical dadaist mockery of the domesticated propriety of boucgeois ide-
ology exemplified by the children’s picture book, or even from a more
subtle and pointed critique of the authority inherent in the pedagogy of
the alphabet book from which this poem probably came (with “ziege”
illustrating the final entry), than from the design aesthetic of Bauhaus
typography. With its bold segmenting line intersecting an asymmetrical,
constructivist layout, and the clean-edged tensions of interruption and
continuation produced by the collage-like layering of geometrical blocks
of text and white space, “PPPPPPPPP” echoes many of the designs from
Schwitters and other contemporaneous practitioners of the new typo-
graphy. | | | :
In addidion to its visual affinities ‘with other aspects of Schwitters's
oeuvte from the 19205, “PPPPPPPPP” also rhymes with his overall stylistic
interests. Like his collages, much of Schwitrers’s poetry consists of found or
appropriated matetial modified from a common public source; his poems
frequendy rewrite the language of commercial advertising and government
proclamarion to underscore the absurdicy and banality of the originals—or
perhaps to suggest the value of 2 genuinely nonsensical dadaist alternarive.
“Banalities,” in fact, figures in the titles of several of Schwitters’s poems,
and in the case of “PPPPPPPPP,” the banality is once again found not
so much in the “lieb und friedlich” kindergarten verse of its source as in
the mechanisms of censorship itself. The product of Schwitters’s writing- -
through is, like most of Brown’s gems, hardly exceptional. One might, with
sufficient effort and imagination, pair the historical association of the goat -
with lechery and the iconography of horns to construct a suggestive nar-
rative, but if the pornographic narure of Schwitters’s “i poem” is not im-
mediately evident, that disjuncrion between title and texr may well be the
point. As with Brown’s gems, the poem is less the creation of an érotic text
than a reminder that without censership, there is no pornography.

The Critical Obscene

I have been concetned, throughout this book, with how we read works
thatare quite literally illegible, but the works 1 have focused on have them-
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selves been largely unreadable in a more figurative sense as well. That T
am able to read these works at all-—as poerry—1is not a historical accident.
Equally contingent are all of the particular interpretations I have proposed.
For example, regardless of its persuais‘)'_w_‘éness, the ability to seriously ad-
vance a reading of “PPPPPPPPP” -asan avant-garde poetic composition
rather than having it remain sheer nonsense should not seem natural, or
be taken for granted. The complex mechanisms which make a work ge-
nerically legibie are neither obviousnor direct, but their operation is worth
considering even if it cannot be explicidy traced —even if its processes re--
main, to some degree, entirely illegible. ™\ -
Perhaps the most famous artistic work to:evoke the chillingly beautiful
aesthetics of censorship is Marcel Broodthaers's “edition” of Stéphane Mal-
larmé’s Un coup de dés (“A Throw of the Dicé\’\), to which the conceprual
artist adds the subritle “(image).” Broodthaers replaces the lines of Mal-
larm¢’s poem with black recrangular blocks positioned and sized according

 to the instructions Mallarmé left for the layout and font of his poem. The -

result is a geometric, constructivist design in which the calm expanse of
Mallarmé&’s oversized page is interrupted by the hard-edged precision of
fixed forms thar punctuate it. With this thorough illegibility, Broodthaers
thus establishes what Jacques Derrida would call “a text, that is, a read-
ability withour 2 signified ”** Like the mocked-up pages of commercial
layouts or the sketches Mallarmé made in preparation for the realizarion
of his lare work, (image) emphasizes the spatial dimensions of language
while eliminacing its reference. With one variable removed, the effects of
another can be more easily considered, and (image) is certainly not with-

out interest for readers of Mallarmé’s poetry. But as with the idiosyncratic '

renditions of verse in Peter Walkden Fogg's late eighteenth-century gram-
matical rreatise Elementa Anglicana, in which schematic figures of straight
lines replace sequences of words so that the reader can berrer analyze a
poenr’s phrasal, rather than syllabic, metrics, it would not be adequate to
consider Broodthaers’s diagrammatic measurement as a mere reduction.

Rather, (image) is more a logical extension of Mallarmé’s poetics, recog-.
nizing not just the obvious fact that Un coup de dés is a visually marked . 4

poem with a uniquely significant layout, but that Mallarmé’s work was
predicated —even in its most wranscendently spiritual aspirations—on the
materiality of the letcer. '

Broodthaers produced at least two, quite different versions of {image).
In one, the conventionally bound pages are made of wansparent paper,
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50 that the black recrangles of print appear to float through the depth of
the book, their cdgcs*incrcagijgly softened with each layer of paper scrim.
In contradistinction;. the: other version of (trnage) Mates, rather than
underscores, those aspects of the book, as such, that are literally and con-
c:epmally the center of Mallarmé’s last projecis: the signarures and dimen.-
sions of the codex. This edition replaces the white, pliable, transparent
pages of the bound book with 2 series of rigid aluminum plaves sized as
openings and with ne indication of the bookbinding’s center fold. In both
versions, (image) comments with perceptive critical zcuity on the concep-

tual _concerns of E.fn.caup de dé, and they are able to access that critical
rt‘:admg by recognizing, as Ernest Fracnkel has put it, that “un zexze plas-
#igue reste caché dans les couches extraconscientes du psychisme du poere, :

parallt%le au rexte verbal du podme [a plastic rext remains hidden in the extra-
conscious layers of the psychism of the poet, parallel 1o the zeréal rexr of

the poem],”*¢ Fraenkel himself, in face, produced a version of Un coup de -

. dés that also replaces Mallarmé’s words with black shapes. However, unlike
the cool, geomerri¢ clinicism of (fmage), which emphasizes the arrange-
r.nent of lines as distinct units on the feld of che pige, Fraenkel links each
line; he impressionistically suggests Mallarmé’s verse with thickly blotred
for'ms made by never lifting his pen fromn the page. Fraenkel's erratic hand-
written scrawl gives che impression of a readout from a machine set up
tecord the eye’s scan, linger, and rerurn sweep while reading Mallarmeé’s
poem. However, because it forgoes the precision with which Mallarmé dis-
wibuted fonts through U coup de dés, or the dimension of the book as
a poietic unit in itself, Fraenkel’s version of the pocm fails wo rerain the .
way in which its landmark source actually redirects and disruprs the linear
scanning of the reader’s eye. As Mallarmé wrote in “The Book: A Spiritual
Instrument™; “Ler us have no more of those successive, incessant, back and

forth motions of our eyes, wacking from one line o the nexr and begin- .

i . pig _ ) )
ning all over again. Whgtevcr its shortconmngs as a critical reading of its
source rext, Fraenkel’s work, like Broodthaers’s (image), caprures the visual
excitement of Lz conp de dés. '

Although it would of course be inaccurate to reify it as some sort of

 singular originary moment, Mallarmé’s book did in many ways inaugurate

:and help to instigate a century in which readers and writers would become
increasingly atruned to visual poetics. The tradition of visual poetry which
tollowed in the wake of Un coup de dés has led by indirect and circuitous
routes, and joined along the way with the rributaries of other traditions
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and tendencies, to 2 moment in which we can now read a range of visu-
ally marked works from histoﬁcﬁllj"morc pfb'éa.ic genres a5 postry—and in
which we can now in fact return to Mallarmé and actually read portions
of his work for the first time. Although 17am speaking of a general trend
in generic expansmn, one can logk sPecrﬁca.I.ly 10 Jerome Rothenberg and
Pierre Jotis's Poerns for the Millennium for evidence of this paradigm shift.

Rothenberg and Joris’s monumental 1995 anthology opens, quite deliber-
ately, with Un coup de dés as the inirial poem in the section "A First Gal-
lery.” Their book, however, displaces and diffuses that inaugural move by
including a section of “Forerunners,” which itself concludes with a selec-
tion from Mallarmé’s writing following the composition of Uz coup de dés.
This simultaneously anterior and subsequent text is drawn not from a con-
oetic text, however, but from Mallarmé’s manuscript notes
finished project Le livre. These notes are filled less with
drafts of poems, as stich, than with numerical calculations, vocabulary lists,
abbreviated schemata, and purely graphic sketches that seem to anticipate

the sort of visual renditions that Broodthaers or Fracnkel might have made

of the poems they would presumably have become. Rothenberg and joris
not only translate their selections from Le livre from French into English,
but also translate from the conventions of the textual edition of Mallarmé’s
manuscripts into a visual approximation of how the original page appears.

The entire text, the first page of the manuscript as it was assembled by -

Jacques Scherer, is, appropriately enough, canceled. As Scherer notes, “rous

les mots de ce feuiller sont biffés [all che words on this sheet are crossed N

out]”:
finir
conscience
Er peines +
+
Tue

+

enfance

double
leur
foule +
+ un—crime —égout

or in Joris’s translation:
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double
their
erewd +

+ A CHine-Sewer

The temporal short-circuiting of the anthology’s stricture, which makes
this newly contexrualized rext a forerunner to the work that in fact pre-

k dates i, is indicarive of the strangely anticipatory prolepsis by which the

innovitions of Mallarmé’s visual prosody have led, a century later, to 2 mo-
ment in which we can return to Mallarmé’s work with a new poeric vision
that permits us to read what he himself, perhaps, could never have read in
his own writing, “Le livre,” as another page from Le Jwre reads, “supprime
{the book deletes, suppresses, censors].” -

This moment of newly permissive reading is perhaps best exempliﬁed
by the work of Susan Howe, whose visual poetics 1 examined in chap-
ter 2 and which T want 1o recall here. Howe’s work is symptomatic of the
poetic climate, which it has also furthered, in which a page from Mal-

larmé’s MANUSCIIP NOLEs Can appear 4s a ﬁl.ll-ﬂedged poem. Following in '

the tradition opened by Pound's groundbreaking realization thar the visual
specifics of the historical record could be incorporated as poetic material, -

' Howe's visual attention has increasingly turned toward manuscripr pages
and textual editions to discover a rich poetry within the most minute par-
- dculars of their visual texc. T'hc first line of her “Scattering as Behavior

'11’ toward Risk,” for instance, qumes a line from a specialized textual edition
i of Billy Budd:

“on a [Pe;siidde:nly ..

. an 2> was shot thro with a dyed —<dyed—>a
soft]"¥? '

The line itself is quite beautiful and, as Peter Quartermain has shown ina
}: masterful explicarion, rich with meaning, Without pursuing a further close
, reading, or deuailing the specifics of Howe's other citations from various
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critical and texrual editions, I want to note that in its original context, this

line’s strange sequence of brackc{s and arrows and cllipscs_;-.rcv diacritical
markings, each of which serves 311 instfumental role in the conventions of
the text constructed by Harrison Hayford and Merton Sealts in their 1962
“genetic text” edition of Melville’s “ixiside narrative.” Within che generic

text, those diacritics encode the'illegibilities, cancellations, and erasures of . §

Melville’s various manuscripts and editions in a synthetic scholarly edition
of Billy Budd that is intended neither for casual nor poetic reading.

Appropriating and misusing the supposedly legible decipherments of
the generic text, Howe opens the unreadable aspects of thar new text—
the mysterious interruptions and distuptions of its brackets and indices—
to a new poetic legibiliry. Howe is not alone in employing chis ractic, and
she has already influenced a number of writers, such as Andrew Mossin,
who has written-through the facsimile edition of the notebooks of William
Blake edited by David Bfdman to produce the chapbook From Blake’s Note-
bogk:The coincidental compositional methods of these books is nov their
only interest, and one might pursue productive readings of these texts in
their own right and on their own terms, but for now I merely want to pro-
pose that the return 1o specialized, professional, critical editions by these
poets is not accidental. Such editions are exaggerated and clearly marked
instances of what is always the case in literary studies: an acceptance and,
manipulation of the unreadable. The facsimiles, transcriptions, and nota-
. tions of critical textual editions make legible the illegibility ar the heart of
the waditional lirerary scholarship with which we are all familiar. Even the
most partisan advocates of a conventional literature and conservative lic-
erary smdies—those openly opposed to the poetics of Howe, much less
that of Cage — traffic in appropriation and illegibility, and they take as their
typical practice a kind of writing-through. Appropriating 2 source text to
advance its argument, this scholarly mode then renders that source largely
illegible, writing between selected quotations, which it highlights even as
others are erased. The very book that you are now reading, in fact, has all
along been engagmg in pracrices analogous —at a certain remove —to those
it was discussing,

In the final analysis, however, that remove is too distant to excuse the
legibility of this book, and too close an alignment with the radical practices
I have caralogued would be disingenuous. At most, I have been able to in-
dicate a space which I have myself been unable, ‘or unwilling, to occupy.
Bur the lapse of a particular practice should not detract from the value of
the theory which it fails to Live up to, and I want to underscore the stakes
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that mark the borders of the textual practices I have not crossed. Nor, given
this project, could have crossed. The very act of recognizing moments of

' Sllegibilicy cancels thei status as suchs reading che illegible pullifies its own

account in the precise moinent of its construction and bbl.i_tc_‘ratcs the very
object it would claim to have identified, creating a new space of erasure
which cannot itself be read. In that moment of singularity the unreadable
disappears within its own legibility, and that legibilicy simultaneously ef-
faces the text it would seem to read. Those singular moments, as I hope
to have shown throughout this book, mark sites of intersection berween
organizarions of power and authority, including their resistance to, and
permission of, the authority of their own critical description. Whether tl?.cy
constitute openings and invitations, or blockages and deferrals, these sites
ate orifices and scars on the surface of the textual body, marking both the
histories and the possible futures for conflicting and competing and col-
laborating semantic interests. Whatever the value of the claims I have made
in this book through particular readings and arguments, the mere fact of
that hermeneutic activity, even in the necessary absence of the state it valo-
rizes with its betrayal, should suggest an echics of the illegible and remind
us that the unreadable text is 2 temporary autonomous zone: one which re-
fuses the permanence of its own constitution, and which calls on its readers
to account for the semantic drives that they cannot, in the end, resist—
and for which we must learn, as readers, to take responsibilicy.
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the mythology . . . that allows the relation of the individual to objects conceived
as use values 1o pass for a concrere and objective—in sum ‘natral’—relation be-

Notes to Fage 1o 161
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~words: “composition as explanation.” The catchphrases could proliferate, bur <f.
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Egsays, trans. Lee T. Lemon and Marion J, Reis (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1965), 12. '
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41. Or as it migh have been déourned with'a shift-(savig) intoithe vocabulary
of the Sitvationists: soider, épave, veilide, pézgiat'fm souse, shipwreck, a night out,.
plagiarism). A ' :

42.The phraseisa commonplacal;pf course— the same yeae that Jorn désourned
this painting, Jacques Robert published i Paris la nuiz—but Brassal's landmark
1933 book of the same title would have been an inescapable point of reference for
Jormn. -
43. Debord, Secieré, 53, 24.

4. Chair Gilman opens herarticle on Jorn with the same observation, although
she minimizes the consequences. Her argument opposes iy own readings on sev-
eral points and is worth consulting for a very different assessment of Jorn's success.
While I see no need to dispuce it on particulars, the source of our disagreement
should be clear from the arguments made throughour this chaprer. A rangential
observation: although Gilman casts her analysis in oddly sexual terms, reiteracing
Jorn’s “impotence,” she never makes explicit the ejaculatory nature of the stains on
Paris by Night, which she beautifully describes as “thin, white dribbles that sertle on
the surface like milk skim“(Gilman, “Asger Jorn’s Avant-Garde Archives,” October
79 [winter 1997): 37).

45. Guy-Emest Debord and Gil J. Wolman, “Mode d'emploi du dérourne-
ment,” Les Loves mues 8 (May 1956); reproduced in Documerits relatif & la_fonda-
sion de ITnternationale Situationniste, ed. Gerard Barreby (Paris: Allia, 1985), 3023
wanslated as “Methods of Derournement” in Knabb, Anzholagy, 8.

46. For the problem of Jorn’s rides, see Guy Atkins and Troels Andersen, Asger
Jorn: The Final Years (1965-1973) (London: Lund Humphries, 1980), 661,

47. Atkins, Asger form, 143 ' _

48. Greil Marcus claims that Mémoires was composed at the end of 1957 but not
published until 1959 (Marcus, “Guy Debord’s Mémoires,” 126). The 1993 Belles
Lettres facsimile dates the first edition to 1958, which Debord's preface to thar edi-
ion seems to corroborate; both Crow and Arkins cite 1959 as the date of both
composii:ion and publication (Thomas Crow, The Rise of the Sixties, 52; Arkins
and Andersen, Asger Jorn, 66). Fin de Copenbague, it seems, was indisputably com-
posed and printed in May 1957. Wharever the case, the point is that these books
emerge from the same moment of activity that also broughr the nascent Interma-
tionale Situadonniste into exiscence.

49. Debord, Société, 138.

o

50. Once again there is some d.isc:cpaﬁcy over details; Arkins records the period -

of composition as a day, and a notice in the Architecural Review trims that 1o “a
single afternoon.” Marcus, however, claims the time of realization was forty-eight
rather than twenty-four hours (Marcus, Lipstick Traces, 455; although he fails ro

cite his aurhority), and Len Bracken clocks it judiciously at “a weekend” (Bracken,
Guy Debord: Revolurionary, 76). In the event, it is surely not unimportant that the 3
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“average duration of a dérive is one day” as well (Debord, “Theorie de la dérive,”
51). For more on the Situationist concept of & dérive, see below.
5L Literally, “has a papier-méclig mein?; figuratively, “looks washed out.”
s2. Kaufman astutely notes that the Situationists emerged “ara moment when
:ri}&mg at the mercy of the signifier was becoming ub’iﬁujtbus” (“Angels of Purity,”
o). - : B *
53- Guy-Ernest Debord, “Théorie de la dérive,” Zes fwres nues 9 (November

.1956 )i reproduced in Barreby, Document, 312; ranslated as “Theory of the Dérive”
in Knabb, Anzholegy, s0.

s4. Thid.

s5. Ihid.

56. The disheartening naiveté is not so much the Sieuationists’ belief that wan-
dering drunk for days through the streers was revolutionary— wich dérive simply
giving a sophisticated French fair to the weave and stagger of an inebriate along
the sidewalk—but our forgetring thar it might zor be,

57. Greil Marcus, “Guy Debord’s Mémeires: A Simationist Primer,” in on he

' | passage of a few people through a rather brisf momens in time: the Siruationist Inrer-

national, 1g57-1972, ed. Elizabeth Sussman {Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989), 128.
58. Len Bracken, Guy Debord; Rewfun’om}y fVenice, Calif.: Feral House, 1997},
29, . .
59. "Yqu eat well there. And you meet 2 lor of good folks. Some writers, some
artists, more or less impoverished and, all of them, full of llusions” (Debord and
Jorn, Mémoires). “At the café tearace” is one of the fragmencs collaged into Fin dr
Copenhague; I have drawn my account of Sirviationist bar life from photographs as
well as interviews and documents quoted in Marcus, Bracken, and Debord’s auto-
biography (Panegyrigue), as well as from Jean-Michel Mansion’s L& Tribu {Paris:
Editions Allia, 1998) and the photographs of £d van der Elsken. '
6o. Debord and Wolman, “Mode d’emplo.” Jorn’s drips might also recall the
fawx-drip gothic lectering of the shop sign for Le Tonneau d’Or, one of the bars

. frequented by Debord and his corerie.

61. Stewart Home, The dsanlr on Culture: Utopian Curvenss from Lettiisme to
Class War (London: Aporia Press and Unpopular Books, 1988}, 30.
62. Guy-Ernest Debord, meegynqm: Tome premier (Paris: Editions Gérard

;".. Lebovici, 1989), 46; translatediby James Brook as Panegyric {New Yotk: Verso,

1991), 35.
63. Ibid., 43/33.
64. Tbid., 44/34. ) S
6s. Quoted in Greil Marcus, Lipstick Taces: A-Secret History of the Twentieth -

.:. Century (Cambridge: Harvard Universicy Press, 1989), 352.

56. One the one hand, as T have suggested, Siruationist “paragramimatics” in-

volves an anti-utilitarien “misuse” learncd directly from Baraille. This tendency
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can be seen at the theorerical level —rhe MIBEs répeated calls for-antifunction-
alism, for instance—as well as at the. level of diction. When Jorn describes his
modifications as “painting sacnﬁced —he aﬂudes to Bataille, as does the reference
to “The Northwest Passage” in M:mwm “Thar path is not just the mythical line

of flight, the course of the ultimare dénw, ‘bur “aorthwest” also evokes “the great

Indian totems of North America” and [l'._l.e Chinook, who gave Debord the e for
his journal, Pozlarch. In contrast to the restricted economy favored by surrealism,

according to Apostolides, the IS “participe également d'une économie générale des
conduites basées davantages sur le modéle du donjconsre don que sur ['échange .:.
marchand [participates just as much in a general economy of navigations based

above all on the model of the gift/counter-gift as ‘on marker exchange]” (Aposto-
Lides, “Surréalisme,” 748). I will discuss the nature of Baraille’s “general economy”

at greater length in chapter 4, but for now I simply want to note, pace Aposto-
lides, that if the Situationists perform certain anti-urilitarian sacrifices as parc of g

their dézournerments, it is always in the service of a restricred economy that recy-
perates their “misuse” for specific, productive goals. Jorn, for instance, conceives

of his modifications in explicidy (restricted) economic terms: “devalued” works
thar have been “reinvested” rather than simply taken out of the system altogether

1o take part in a symbolic exchange.

67. Debord was personally unimpressed i not actually opposed to other drugs
besides alcohol, but “éther,” “absinthe,” “maribuana,” and laudanum all rna.ke |

their appearance in Mémoires—the larter explicidy related: to “drinking”™:

Thomas de Quincey buvant / Lopium poison doux et chaste / A sa pauvre A.nne
allait révant [And Thomas de Quincey drinking / The opium poison sweet and _

chasee [ To his poor Anne gone dreaming].”

63. Debord, Panegyrique, 49{37. In Les chanes de Maldoror, the line comes at
the end of the dung beede section of Chanr 5: “The beetle, lovely as the wemor ¢
of the hands in alcoholism, disappeared on the horizon” {(Comte de Lautrtamont,

Lausréamonts Maldoror, wrans. Alexis Lykiard [New York: Crowell, 19731, 149).

69. Debord brings cut the thyme in Mémoires with the line “La fin, on la

devinée [ The end, they bad predicred ir]”
70. CE. Debord, Panegyrigue, 35-36.

here the academic’s morning cup of coffee—which I am sipping now berween

1 ~ sentences) is an essenna]ly fabcise reglme (Dc[cuze and Guau:a.rl, Capiraiisme et

schizophrenie). -

74. Gilles Delewze, 7 bafvgzc of Sensé, trans. Mark Lester 'mrh Cha:lw Stivale;
ed. Consrantin V. Boundas {(New York: Columbia Umvcrsxty Press, 1990}, 158.

© 75 Ibid.

76, I S, 3:106. That valonzauon, acaordmg to the Situationists, is also the
doomed calendar of che historical avant-garde. By definition, an avant-garde
worthy of the name cannor, orphic, afford to look back; bur neither can its mem-
bers falter and imagine surviving into the future: they are truly les enfants perdus.
In short: “avant-gardes have only one time” (Debord, Jr girum: insus nocte, 63).

77- Deleuze, Logic. 1593 Malcolm Lowry, Under the Volcano (New York: New

American Library, 1971}, 364, 369 er passim.

78. Deleuze, Logic, 160.

79. Debord, Saciéié, 87, 141,

80. Ibid., 163.

81. Thid., 126, 149, 147, 145. ' :
82. Rimband, Sazison, 104.

Chapter 2

1. Susan Howe, The Birsh-Mark: Unsetling the Wilderness in American Literary

History (Hanover, N.H.: Unlvcrsuy Press of New England for Wesleyan Universiry.
Press, 1993}, 157.

2. See, for instance, Birth-Mark and My Emily Dickinson. N
3. Howe, Birth-Mark, v5z..

4- The bibliography on Howe is already extensive. For an introduction, in addi-

tion to the works by Quartermain and McGann cited in this chaprer, see also
1 Peter Middleron’s essay “On lce: Julia Kristeva, Susan Howe, and Avant-Garde
Poetics,” in Contemporary Poeiry Meets Modern Theory, ed. Anthoriy Easthope and

; Jobn O. Thompson (Toronto, 1991); Kornelia Freitag, “Writing Language Poetry
a5 a Woman: Susan Howe's Feminist Project in 4 Bibliography of the King's Book,

L or Eikon Basilike,” .Ammémtm’wnxﬂmmcgn Studies 40, no. 1: 45~57; Paul Naylor,
k. “Where Are We Now in Poetry?,™ Sggatrieb 10, nos. 1-2: 29—44; Peter Nicholls,
. “Unsertling the Wilderness: Susan Howe and American History,” Contemporary
Literature 37, no. 4: $86-60z; and two superb essays by Ming-Qian Ma: “Poetry
[ as History Revised: Susan Howe’s “Scateering as Behavior toward Risk,” American
. Lizerary History 6, no. 4: 716-37; and “Articulacing the Inarticulate: Singularities
; "and the Counter-method in Susan Howe,” Conremporary Literature 36, no. 3: 466—

f o0 In addidion to Rachel Tzvia Back’s Led by Language: The Poetry and Poetics of
£ Susan Howe (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2002), there are also sub-

71. In Situationist terms, this would be an unalienated, anti-specracular time. .'f:'
Debord defines the spectacle itself, at one point, as “in effect a false consciousness of | g
#me”; in contrast, anarchic time must be permanently imminent (Socié#é, 158, 94). Y

72. Debord, Panegyrique, 45/35. ' %

73. “I am sure many readers will undoubtedly deem me too indulgent. “You
mystify drunkenness, you idealize debauchery” I must admit that in the face of 7
wine’s powerful merits, I do not [often] have the courage to dwell on irs faulss™
(Charles Baudelaire, Artfficial Paradise, trans. Stacy Diamend [New York: Carol,
1996}, 8). Alcoholism contradicts Debord’s best political aspirations for 2 revolu- 3
tion of everyday life. In its repetitions and compulsions, addiction (and I include
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stantial and relevant chapters in Rachcl Blau DuPlcss:s, The Pm,k Guitar (New .::'-
York, 1990); Marjorie Petloff, Poesicl icense: Eisays on Modernist and Postmoderniss

L)mc {Evanston, 1990}; Linda Rcmfcld, Langmgr Poetry: W’rmng:zs Rescur (Baton
Rouge, 1992); Michale Davidson, Gboﬂ:{wr Demarcarions: Modern Poetry and the
Material Word (Berkeley: University of Callforma Press, 1997); and Susan Vander-
borg's Paratestnal Communities: Amevican Avant-Garde Poetry Since roso (Carbon-
dale: Souther Illinois Universicy Press, zoor).

5. Susan Howe, Singularitier (Hanover, N.H.: Wesleyan University Press, 1990),
45. . .
6. Susan Howe, The Furope of Trusts (Los Angeles: Sun and Moon, 1990), 163.

According to John Stallworthy’s definition, this would preclude Howe from being :.'

a poet at all; his narrow-minded essiy for the third edition of The Norton Amtbology
of Poetry apodictically opens: *A poem is a composition written for performance by
the human voice, What the eye sees on the page is the composer’s verbal score ..
(John Srallworthy, ed., The Norton Anthology of Poetry [New York, 1983], 1403).

7. The closest Howe comes to Mallarmé may well be the title of her poern “Scat-
tering as Behavior toward Risk,” which might be taken as 2 witty adaptacion of Uz
coup de dés jamais nabolira le hasard, with “risk” as 2 deadpan wansladion of the
false cognate hasard. In fact, Howe’s title alludes to Donald N. McCioskey's “En-
glish Open Fields as Behavior Towards Risk,” in Research in Economic Historyvol. 1,
ed. Paul J. Uselding (Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press, 1976), 124-70; McCloskey’s
essay is a study of the “scattering” of farm plots and the economics of enclosure
which proposes an a.grman geography shaped by risk rather than utopian com-
munalism.

8. Susan Howe, “Melville’s Marginalia,” in The Nonconformises Memorial (New
York: New Directions, 1993), 197; Guillaume Apollinaire, “Il pleut,” in Calli-
grammes (Berkeley: Universiry of California Press, 1980), 100.

9. Howe, “Melville’s Marginalia,” 105.

10. Ibid., 106.

1. Ibid., 99, 100.

12, Howe, Singularities, 21.

13. One exception is the graffiried title page of the Paradigm Press edition of A .;;

Bibliography of the Kings Book, or Eikon Basilike (Providence, 1989).

14. None of which is to deny the pressures of the various uaditions that do reg- .
ister on Howe's writing in other ways. Howe’s famous grids, mitrored lines, and. 3
permutated word lists, for instance, suggest the influence of arrists such as Ian - 5

Harnilton Finlay. Moreover, the strong correspondences between Flowe’s poetry
and the art of the Russian fueurists is an area which, although it unfortunarely lies
beyond the scope of this chapter, might be productively pursued.

15. Clarissa is also referenced obliquely in The Birdh-Mark (38), although Howe
claims not to have read Richardson’s book {private conversation).
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16. Howe, Singularitics, 54; Howe, Nonconformist, 6o; Samuel Richardson,
Clarissa, or The History of a Young Lady (Oxford 1930), 51327, 328, 327,

17. Howe, Nomonﬁmrsr I8, - -

18. Howe, Furope, 72. <

19. Ibid., &7; Howe, Nomanjbmut 149, 146

20. Howe, Europe, 99; Howe, Nonconformsst, 146 * ~

21. Howe, Singrlarities, 65.

22, Howe, Europe, s8.

23. Howe, Birth-Mark, 165.

24, Ibid., £64.

25. Howe, Singularities, 28.

26. Susan Howe, “Statement for the New Poetics Colloquium, Vancouver,
1985, Jimmiy and Lucys House of K5 (1985): 17.

27. Howe, Singularities, 19, 49.

28. Ibid., 21; Howe, Esm;:pe, &8,

29, Howe, Exrope, 9, 103.

30. Jacques Attali, Bruizs: Essai sur Léconomie politigue de la musique (Pacis: Ven-
dome; 1977}, 59; translated by Brian Masswni as Noise: The Political Economy of
Mausic (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 29. '

31. Ibid., §3/26.

32. Ibid., s4/27.

33. Howe, Nonconformis, 112, 98.

34. Peter Quartermain, Disjunctive Poetics: From Gemwde Stein zma' Lowuis Zu-
kofsky 2o Susan Howe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 184.

35. John Cage, Sélence (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1961),
8, 152, 191. Note that Cage’s qualification, “Until I die there will be sounds”
(Sélence, 8), echoes the arguments of both Jacques Arrali and Michel Serres, who |
claim thar in medical and biological terms “noise” is an indicarion of life: move-
ment, heat, the pracesses of the conversion of energy. In light of such arguments,
on¢ might shift the intended emphasis of Luigi Russolo’s assertion that “Every”
manifestation of life is accompanied by noise” and recall that silence, to trope the
trope, does indeed equal death (Russolo, The Art of Noises, 27).

Just a few years after Cagcs experience, Miles Davis wrapped up the record-
ing session for Skexches of Spain by wiming to his collaborazor and prediceing: “Gil
[Evans], our next record date will be silence”

36. Susan Howe, “The Difficuldes Interview,” The .Dgﬁcu!ms 3, NO. 2% 41.

37. Howe, Singularities, 23.

38. Cage, Silence, 42.

39. Howe, Stgularities, 25.

40. Howe, “Melville’s Marginalia,” 150, 147.

4L Quartermam, Disjuncrive Poetics, 184 Although my essay focuses only on
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written language, one might note that Howe'’s popens also recognizg tljue material
requisite of spoken language as well; i an audible “Language [whxcl:] ripples our
lips” (Europe, 63), “Words . . . are vibl;‘gdons of ajr” (Nencorformist, 58).
42. Howe, Nonconformist, si. o
43. Tbid., s8.
44. Ibid., 64.
4s. Ibid., 36, 75.
46. Howe, “Melville’s Marginalia,” 127.
47. Howe, Ewrope, 72, 61; Howe, Singularities, 47, 53; Howe, Europe, 36.
48. Howe, Nonconformist, 17. ]
19. Howe, “Melville’s Marginalia,” 109, 115. |
so. Ibid., 115. . - N
s1. Caroline Blyth, “Touch Wood: coming to terms with bibliography,” Werd
, 00, I (T < 68,
éiT‘g:lzwc apliri:;i)iatﬁ this tide from the last stanza of Wallace Stevens’s
“United Dames of America” “There are not leaves enough o crown, { To cover,
to crown, to cover—het it go—/ The actor that will at last declaim our end.

53. Howe, Furape, 171.

s4. Howe, Nomconformist, 69; Howe, Ewrope, 103; Jerome I McGa.nn, B&ck
Riders: The Visible Language of Modernism (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1993), 104. :

s5. Howe, Eurape, 17. ‘

56. Howe, Singularities, 49; Howe, Nonconformist, 37, 39.

57. Howe’s poctry is uncannily proleptic in the way that earlier poems consis-

tendy describe the actual 166k of much later work. A section from “The Liberries,”

for example, seems to anticipare the garbled errors of this page: “bedevilled by a -

rinter’s error | the sight of a dead page filled her with terror / garbled version /
gage in her coﬁﬁn” -(sgzhmpe, 158). Additionally, wh?lc “Coﬂi:} the seft” :o;aﬂs the
title-page figure and nautical deaths of Howe's earlier poem Scarrering a B&?V.-
jor toward Risk,” a more literal evocation might be found in lan I—Ia.mdwu‘Fu.l-
lay’s sculprure “Fisherman’s Cross,” in which “sea” is r.epe‘atcdly inscribed within
a coffin-shaped block of concrete. Howe discusses this piece and reproduces an
illustration in her essay “The End of Art,” Archives of American Art Journal 14, no. 4

{1974): 6.

s8. Howe, Singularivies, 54. Howe's obsessive cngagement with the essentially .

conservative medium of the book, like her fetishization of the historica.l‘tcxt a_nd
the “presence” thar she identifies with original manuscripts and editions, is 2 peint
from which a less positive account of her visual prosody might well proceed.

59. Howe, “Melville’s Marginalia,” 106, 104.

60. Howe, Nonconformiss, 78. .

61. Howe, Singularisies, 36; John E. Bowlr, “Kazimir Malevich and the Energy
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of Language,” in Kacimir Malevieh: 18751035, ed. Jeanne D'Andrea (Los Angeles,
1990}, 183. o : i _

62. Suggesting precisely such-mks, Howe has written: “Ofien I hear Romans
murmuring / 1 think of thern lying dead in their graves” (Eumpg, 158). Much of
her poetry, in fact, involves a consideration of eryrhology and the way in which
language links the past and the present withso many subtle threads: “Exymology
the this / present in the past now / so many thread” (Singuedarisies, 43, This interest
in “erymological fancics” is connecred with an attention to the dicrionary which
Howe evinces through her careful readings of Webster and the fists of definitions
that help o structure her lectures, essays, and poems (Birth-Mark, 38). Moreover,
elements of her poetry occasionally seem specifically motivated by the dictionary,
In “Thorow” (Siagularities, 56-57), a poem that opens with a brief prose medita-
tion on the significance of the origin of words, Howe distills and rewriccs the very
sentence from Thoreau’s The Maine Woods with which the Oxford Englist Dicrio-
nary illustrates “drisk”: “we mistook 2 lirdle rocley islet seen through the ‘drisk’. . .
for the steamer.” Similarly, the OFD illustrates the word “eutrapelia” with 2n entry
from a work entitled J. Meluill’s Diary, where it had been noted from an earlier
text, and the reappearance of the unusual word —incongruous and italicized —in
2 poem entitled “Melville’s Marginalia” cannot be entirely coincidenral.

63. Howe, Nonconformist, 149; Michel Serres, Le parasite (Paris: B. Grasset,
1980), 56; transhated by Lawrence R. Schehr as The Parasize (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1982}, 25. :

€4. Serres, Parasite, 54/26—27. ' '

¢5. Howe, Singularities, 22.

66. Cage, Silence, 68. :

67. Atcali, Noise, 56/28. The references here are compﬁéated: citing P. Daufoy
and, J-P. Sarton (Psp Music/Rock, 1972) in-this passage, Artali quotes Charlie
Gillere’s summeary (The Sounds of the City [New Yok, 1970], 300) of Colin Flerch-
ec’s argument ( The New Society and the Pop Process [London, 1970]).

68. Arrali, Noise, 67(33. '

69. McGann, Black Riders, 107. '

Chapter 3

L. Charles Kenneth Williams, Flesh and Blood (New York: Farrar, Straus, and
Giroux, 1987). . :

2. The texts in Veil were originally composed in 1976; in March of 1979 they
were displayed at Ugo Carrega’s Mercato del Sale gallery (Milan) in an exhibit
cocurated by Bernstein and Susan Bee. “Frecly composed” is Bernstein’s own de-
scription (Brito, A Suste of Poctic Vaices).
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While V22 may be the most extreme case, Bermstein has engaged visual prosody
at various points throughous his caréer. Most notably, the Language of Boguers
(Hot Bird Mfg,, 1991) is a sort of hand:,vmtcnval not unlike what one imagines as
a page from Williams’s cricic. Although they do not engage illegibilicy, Bernstein’s
collaboraticns with Susan Bee, such as TbeM Formatisn: (20 Pages no. 3, Sun
and Moon, 1959), arc also attuned to visual prosody. Moreover the typewriter acs-
thetic of Vail, which 1 discuss below, links it to poems like “Lift Off” and “AZOOT
D’Puund” (Poetics Justice [Balimore: Pod Books, 1979], 35-36; 25-26), both of
which are exercises in a different type of unincelligibiliry. These might in nitn be
read as companions to the symbolic mathematical language in “Erosion Control
Area (2),” which replaces the scientific and medical diction Bernstein had used to
similar distancing effects carlier in his caxeer (Prosodia 6 [spring 199€]: 57-64). As
it appears in Prosodia; “Erosion Control Area (2)” is printed twice in successton
on fransparent pages, creating a concrexe version of the layered depth simulated in
several of the “veils.” The connotations of that transparent page—which we shall
see again in Marcel Beoodthaers’s work —will become clear by the close of this
chapter. _

The italicized passages which follow in this paragraph and the conclusion of
the next arc diawn from Vew, not only as an illuscrarion of its self reflexivity, bur
also as proof of its readabiliry. ,_

3. Jean Starobinski, Les tots sous les mots: Les anagramines de Ferdinand de Saes-
sure (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1971), 30; Nathaniel Hawshosne, “The Minister's
Black Veil,” in. The Centenary Edition of the Works of Narbaniel Haurhorne, vol. 9
{Columbus: Ohio State Univcréity Press, 1962). Hawthorne's story, inwroduced as

“a Parable," is not of course reducible to 2 single interpreration, but it does sug-

gest that one understanding of the enigmatic “black veil” which always comes
between people is language icself. This is not che place for a detailed reading of

Hawthoroe's work, but one might begin by noting how the vocabulary of printing

accretes as soon as the minister’s “plighted wife” Elizabeth declares “Your words
are 4 mystery 100 . . . . Take away the veil from them at least” (880); in response,
the minister asserss that “chis veil is a type,” and “type” and “typified,” which recur
in relation to the veil throughout the short text, are repeated within a few lines.
Defending his “character,” the minister claims that he is “bound” (like a book) 1o
wear the “[en]grave[d]” “material® “medium” of the black veil which “cavers™ his

“frypelface” and which everyone wants “drawn” (like letterforms) and “cast” (asin -

a typefoundry) aside (880-81 et passim}). The black veil, just like black print, quite
literally “threw its obscurity between him and the [whice of the] holy page, as he
read” (874).

While neither advances this particular reading, corroboratien is offered by John
Trwin, who establishes the strong association of veils and writing in Hawthome’s
oeuvre (American Hieroglyphics [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980], 267 et
seq.), as well as by Norman German {(“The Veil of Words in “The Minister’s Biack
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Veil, ™ Studies x'?_f Short Fiction 25, no. 1 [December 1983]). Although he concen-
trates on “Hawthorne's peirchant _fdr etym;ilogica.l punning,” German’s atentive
reading demonstrates 'thgt_ﬂl_—Iaw*chtirne “painstakingly worked dut his themes even
on the most fundamenzal linguistic levels” of wordplay, paranomasia, and ana-
gram (41}. Addidonally, one should note that Hawthorne's biblical precedent al-
ready suggests that Moses’.“v;i.l” is the veil of lan.gtmge {2 Corinrhians 3:12-14).
For a relevant examination of the motif of the veil as text, see chapter 7 of Nelson
Hilvon's brilliant fexical archaeology of Blake's illuminated texts, Ziteral imagina-
rion: Blatees Vision of Words (Betkeley: University of California Press, 1983).

4. Brought to a focus by the printing “reform” movement, the most vehement
proclamatiens of this doctrine arise in the second decade of the mwentieth century
and peak in the 19305, when its “apparently invincible philosophy was bestowed -
on and accepred by all sectors of the printing world” (Robin Kinross, Modern
Typograply: An Essay in Critical History [London: Hyphen, 1992], 66). Given this
f‘hfagcmonic influence over the printing made” (Kinross, Modern Typography, 65},
it is no surprise that the cenets of invisibilicy still hold strong sway and can. be
widely recognized today. The aesthetics of the reform movement had precedents,
of course, and one might note in particular Theodore Low De Vinne’s influential
claims on behalf of what he termed “masculine” printing, which “succeeds iJer—
fectly when the reader _ﬁnds ita pleasure to read [a printed) work, without Lhinking
at all of che means by which this pleasure is had” (De Vinne, “Masculine Print-
ing” (1892], 164). Moreover, even printers who had serious quarrels with the party
line of the new reformation, such as Jan Van Krimpen a contemporary of Mori-
son and Warde and one of the central figures in continental typography), came
to express the hope that the “reader might not notice the rypographical design”
at all (G.W. Qvink, “150 Years of Book Typography in the Netherlands,” in Book
Typography 18151965, ed. Kenneth Day [1966], 268).

A critical history of design theory lies beyond the scope of this book, but one
might initially situace doctrines of transparence in response to the mannerism of
aestheticist design on the one hand, as well as the aggressively hard-edged design
of die newe typographie on the other; while the young Jan Tschichold and his col-
lcagues also made strident arguments for “clarity,” cheir work always announced
iself (as “new,” “modern,” “machine industrial,” and so on) in a way that obviated
transparence. All of these ideal_éj—“invisibility,” “beaury,” and “claricy” —were re-
acting in their own way against the clurter of Victorian design.
 Moreover, although experiments in legibility date back to Anisson’s 1790 duel
between the ‘styles of Didot and Garamond, which basically involved having
readers back up until they noticed a difference between two texts set side by side
(R. H. Wiggins, “Effects of Three Typographic Variables on Speed of Reading,”

fmmﬁ' o ijwhz’c Research 1, no. 1 [1967]: 5), the development of more scien-
tific physio-psychologic research into legibility is exacely coeval wich the modern
“reform of printing.” and surely not unrelated. (Garamond won, by the way.)
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5. Stanley Morison, First Principles Qf ?j?ogméby, and-ed. (Londog: Cambridge
University Press, 1976), 5. To be precise, Morison wouyld distinguish between the
transparent imperative for book design and vihat he grudgingly saw as the neces-
sarily more aggressive design of commercial or political cphemera.

Morison, considered by many to be “ti¢ world’s leading authericy on typog-
raphy and its related ares™ (as noted by Beatrice Warde, The Crystal Gobles: Six-
teen Essays on ijogm}by, ed. Henry Jacob [Cleveland: World Publishing, 19561),
was able to propagate his views through his position as both edirorial advisor to

' the Flewron and typographic advisor to the Monotype Corporation. Addicionally,
Robin Kinross documents that Morison’s “dicta began to spread chrough the world
of typography in Britain and abroad . . . chrough the work of associates and aco-
lytes” (Modern Typography, 65).

6. Warde, Crystal, 1L

7. Ibid., 11, cf. 94-97; 13.

8. Ibid., &6.

9. Wittgenstein, Jnvestigations, $97.

10. Andrews, Paradise, 51

11. One might compare the sense of screen and texture in these poems with
the overprinted sheets of B. P. Nichol's “Lament” and one of Heinz Gappmay}"s
“sind” poems. The force of the limits of opacity as a response to the lumits of life
and subjective “being” will be made clear in the second secrion of this chapter.

While this chapter will focus on Vi, the prevalence of overprinting as on¢ of the .

key strategies of contemporary visual poets should not be forgorten. Even as he

rejocts it, John Cage indicates the viability of overprindng as an option readily -
available 1o poets by at least the 1960s; in the nore to “Where Are We Going? And

What Are We Doing?” he explains (Sifence, 194):

The texts were written to be heard as four simultaneous lectures. But to print - 3

four lines of type simultaneousty— that is, superimposed on one another—was
a project unareractive in the present instance. The presentation here used has
the effect of making the words legible—a dubious advantage, for 1 had wanted
to say that our experiences, gorten as they are all at once, pass beyond our
understanding,

Cage's assthetics of ilegibilicy will be addressed in depth later in this book; for

now, compare his statement to Louis Zukofsky’s from 4™B: “Yoice a voice
* blown: print / Must not overleap, but the notes of voices would” (A4 [Berkeley:

University of California Press, 1978], 52-53. :

12. A note on vocabulary: “palimpsest” (from the Greek palin psao, “1 smooth
over again”) originally referred 1o the effacement of 2 text by washing or mapin_g
papytus or parchment, which was then written on again (Bernhard Bischoff, Larin
Faleography, trans. Daibhi O Créinin and David Ganz [Cambridge, 1990], 11-12).
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The erased rext would sometimes reemerge to produce an overwritten page. An-
other practicioner of overprinting, Luciano Cdruso, has explicidy figured his works
as palimpsests. See, for em.rriple, hisePiccole teoria della cfrazfq?zg {Bologna: Tau/ma
5. 1974). which organizes séveral veil-like palimpsests over each orher in an alter-
nating, constructive partern across the canvas of the bodk.:)pcning.hCaruso’s work
is worth considering in relation to Tom Phillips’s A Humiment, which I discuss in
chaprer 6, as well as to the work considered in chaprer §, since he has writen over
texts by Ezra Pound.

13, Charles Bernstein, 4 Pecrées (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992),
26, 34. ’

14. Warde, Cryszal, 36.

15. Ron Sillimen, The New Senzernice {New York: Roof, 1989), 13.

16. Shklovskii, “Arc as Technique,” 11, 12.

17. Jean Cocreau, “Le secret professionel,” in Le rappel 2 Fordre, from vol. 7 of
Oeuvres complétes (Geneva: Rditions Marguerar, 1946), 188, emphasis added. Note
that Warde’s typographic theory is explicitly anti-defamiliarizing: “In che making
of pictures it pays a hundredfold wo do something for the first time, to inven, 2o
shack the ordinary mans eyes imto new awareness. But in typography, that same effort
can lead to all sorts of graphic monkeyishness . . . (Cryszal, 66, emphasis added).

18. In 1558, Dieter Rot had similarly emphasized an earlier generarion of ma-
chines with an overprinted poem “advertising my typewrtiter,” as he put it, in
which the permutations of “oliveti” suggest a quite literal “eveils.” Recalling Aram
Saroyan’s claim that the “machine—an obsolete red-top Royal Portable—is the
biggest influence on my work,” Bemnstein has acknowledged the imporrance of
the pardcular model of his own typewriter, which he had acquired just prior w
composing the veils (private correspendence}. '

19, Bernstein, Poerics, 76. Compare this quatrain with similar passages later in
the essay: “The re- / di- / recvion / of at- f ten- [ tion- [ ai / focus [ can [ as use-/
ful- / ly be / located / in the / shift / of at- / 1enrion™ (78-79)}, and “the power
of [ making aware, which necessarily involves 2 / disruption of a single plane of'
attention or / belief, results in hyperattentiveness / chat has its own economy of
engagement” (83). [ will discuss the nature of thar “economy” ar some length later
in this chaprer, ;

20. Tbid., 78. Bernstein’s quotation marks reference Nick Piombino.

21. Wirtgenstein, [nvestigations, $645.

z2. Such techniques have been frequently employed, to different ends, by many
avanr-garde filmmakers, including Stan Brakhage whom I discuss below. The ex-
tremes of “perceptual cinema” find modemist precedents in Marcel Duchamp’s
roto-reliefs and Anemic Cinema, Fernand Léger’s Baller Mécanique, and Hans
Richter’s Rhytmus 2x, Following Peter Kubelka's 1960 Arnulf Rainer, which created
acomplex fugue of black or white frames and white noise or silence, the inaugural
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sworks of “Bicker films,” 25 such, include Tony Cénrad’s 1966 The Flicker, a strobo-
scopic montage of clear and black frames, and Paitl Sharic’s Ray Gun. Virus (1966),
which investigates similar effects with_}s-inglé_frames of different colors.

Beyond exploring the limirts and parure of human visual perception, or the

I grammar of the single frame, flicker -ﬁlr_ﬁs'flay bare the mechanical devices nor-

mally used to mask the discontinuous articulation of those frames. Technically, as
Malcolm Le Grice explains,

Cinema, as a mechanism, is designed to project one separate picture every 1f14
second [in 16mm]. if the period during which the projeceion shurter is closed is
taken into account, each image occupies the screen for approximately half that
time, abour 1f50 second, while the rate of image change in film is deliberatcly
located just beyond the point where the eye can discern flicker (Malcolm Le
Grice, Abstract Film and Beyond [London: Studio Vista, 19771, 106).

- Flicker films can thus be read as allegories of the mechanisms of cinema itself,

Similarly, one might compare Kubelka's interest in the discrete separation between
each frame in a film and his design for viewing booths at the original Anthology
Film Archive, which separated each viewer in partitoned three-walled booths.
This theater transfers Kubelka's interest in the mechanics of the machine for pro-
jecting film to an architecture which he conceived of as “a machine for film view- -

ing” (introduction to Stan Brakhage, Metaphors on Vision, ed. F. Adams Sitney, |

2nd. ed [New York: Film Culwure, 1576], vii).
23. Miles Tinker, in his review of research into legibilicy, classifies most of these

facrors under the rather chilling rubric “hygienic reading situation” (Miles A. Tin- -

ker, Legibility of Prini [Ames: Iowa Stare University Press, 1963], 253 et seq.).

24. The gloss of some technical terms may be in order. Hypragogea (which refers
to that moment just before sleep) includes those cerebrally produced patterns and - 4§

eideric images which flash suddenly and briefly before the mind.

_ Change in the dilaton of the pupil “influences focusing and the percep-
tion of brightness and color saturation” (William C. Wees, Light Moving in
Time: Seudies in the Visual Aesthetics of Avant-Garde Film [Betkeley: University

of California Press, 1992], 70).
The eye’s movement back to the left of the page after reaching the end of a

line of print is known as the return sweep or backsweep, and the result of its | 3

- failure is known as “doubling”
The cilizry muscle helps change the shape of the lens.

Foevea denotes that small rodless area of the retina which affords acure - :

vision; beyond the narrow area governed by the foevea, the visual field flartens

and becomes increasingly colorless.

The puncium caccum, or “blind spot,” is the tiny area of the optic disk whers

the optic nerve enters the cycball and so is not scnsitive to light.
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The eye does not pan smoothly across a page when reading, buc rarcher skips
abruptl_y in fits and starts berween momentary fixations, and szccades denotlzs
those tny, rapid jerks of “Brownian motion” during which no clear vision is
possible, - - o -

Fhosphenes, those patterns and flashes which originate from within the
rather than by external light, are discussed below. 7

E'm?‘vtic “Hoarers” refer to the condition of secing the shadows of minure
dc!:)ns in the vitreous fluid cast on the retina, so that small opacities appear to
drift and flinch across the field of vision like the wansparent bodies in warter
seen under a microscope.

"These effects are obviously dependent on individual readers: not everyone experi-
ences floarers, for instance, and the sensitiviry to phosphenes varies widel (erEraId
Oster, “Phosphenes,” Scientific American 223, no. 2 [February 1980]: 83) gimﬂarl
tl:lose with contact Jenses or glasses will be familiar with different opticz;l (and ::r):
vironmental) effects, as will those wich perceprual disorders or any of a wide range
of opti;;.l conditions from stabismus to amblyopia and worse. : mg
2z ) “ > . ’ .
Angzlcs: ; 3:1: dls.M fr:::l ,Cl?l;;zlfsznswm Conrents Dréam: Essays 1075-1984 (Los
26_. The move from Z voile 10 la 0ile is no less easy, and although Bernstein
mentions Morris Louis’s “veils” as an-inspiration (Brito, 4 Suite), 1 want to pro-
pose @ ltfss abvious analogue from the realm of Paindﬁg.-.Compa.re my read.inP of
the veils’ optical portraiture with che interprétation of J. M, W, Turner skctchcc% b
]pnafhan Crary, whose Technigues of the Observer (Cambridge: MIT Press 9 0}]’
PrOi:fldes a broad context in which to place Vzilas part of the modernity of Tv.rish’;n
Taking Goethe’s meditations on optical phenomena like the afterimage as an ex-
emp_la:y‘ moment, Crary chares the sea change in which the human body goes
from being simply a neutral and “ransparent subject-as-observer” of an e:ftci;l

“world to the “active producer of optical experience” (70, £9), so that “the sub-

iccﬂvc contents of vision are dissociared from an objective world” and “che body
ieself produces phenomena” —such as thase I have just caralogued — “that have nZ
e:Fternai correlare” {71). As an illuscration of the arristic implications of this para-
'chgm shift from the neucral to the neural, Crary argues thar Turner “made ccil:ral
in his work the retinal processes of vision . . . the carnal embodiment of sight”
{139), and ke reads Turner's late bajnﬁngs of the 1840s as records of the eye iltfelf:

¢ “Through the afterimage the sun is made o belong to the body, and the body in

fact takes overas the source of its effects” {141).
This interpreration expands on that of Ronald Paulson in “Turner’s Graffii:
The Sun and Tts Glosses” in Jmages of Romanticism: Verbal and Visual Affini-

i - ties, ed. Karl Kroeber and William Walling (New Haven: Yale University Press,

f973), which Crary literalizes and deromanticizes. Paulson suggests chat “There is
in the sun 2s the ‘eye of God’ the sense that when the arrist painrs the sun he is
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painting himself, and Torner’s sun centered landscapes may be . . . gelf-portraits”

'(182). Paulson himself'is advancing a mire literalized formulation of]a.ck Lindsay’s
romantic reading in [ M. W Turner: Ju’z.r bjé and Work {London: Cory, Adams,
and Mackay, 1966), which relates the i Jmage of the “angel standing in the sun” to
Ruskin’s once-scandalous comparison of Tiirher himself with the Angel of the Sun
in the Apocalypse. While Lindsay scruples to note that the painting is not a self-
portrait in any narrowly personal sense, he does claim that Turner “was saying that

- every true Artist is this sort of Angel” (213). Given such fine precedents, I propose
to follow suit and literalize Crary’s reading one step further.

Fora very different essay on the relationship between blindness and self-portrai-
ture specific wo drawing, see Jacques Derrida, Mémoires d aveugle: Lattoportrait et
aurres ruines (Paris: Edition de la Réunion des Musées Nationauz, 1990). Addition-
ally, the institucional display of many different visual art forms transforms them
into de facto porrraits because even under carcfully liv conditions the most trans-
parent protective glass tends o refiect, so that however trained we are 1o ignore

the materiality of display, the experience of viewing cannor quite suppress the nar-
cissism of viewing one’s own image in palimpsest cver the art work.
27. William Blake, Complete Whitings, ed. Geoffrey Keynes (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1966), 617.

28. Warde, Crysead, 97, 95, 15-16.

29. Quoted in Joseph Masheck’s superb and sobering “Alberti’s “Window': Art-
Historical Notes on an Antimodernist Misprision,” Azt Jowrnal 50, no. 1 (March
1991): 36. Masheck quotes from Braudel’s Capiralism and Mazerial Life: 1400—:300
{New York: Harper and Row, 1973), 121, 214. Cf. Braudel’s Civifisation matérielle,
économie, et capitalisme: xve—xviiie sitcle (Paxis: A. Colin, 1979), 257-58; translated
as The Structuves of Everyday Life: The Limits of the Pombk vol. 1 (New York:
Harper and Row; 1979), 296-97.

30. Masheck, “Window,” 37.

31. Louis Marin, Désruire la peinture (Pms Editions Galilée, 1977), 61. This
double sense of material grid and eransparent window come together in the projec-
tion “screen,” which Bernstein discusses in an argument sympa.r.hcuc with those of
Marin and Silliman: “The movie screen becomes, through the magic of cinema, a
window onto a world behind it” (Contents Drean, 93). In an abbreviated and sim-
plified account, Bemstein continues in terms thar should resonare strongly with

several of the themes taken up in this chapter. 1 leave the metaphorical valence of -

“Windows,” as a name for compurer software, to those who do not compose on a
Macintosh,

32. In addition to chis “small glass,” Ducha.mp s “Large Glass” (La maride misa
nu par ses célibacaires, méme) also pits the play of wransparence and opacity against
the “window” of the painting.

33. Blake, Complere Wrirings, 130.

34. Ibid., 433. Wichout elaborating on his idealist or spirirual argument, I want
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. to ernphasize the vocabulary of Blake’s visionary optics; he derides the “Corporeal

and Vegetative Eye” easlier.in A Vision of the Last Judgement (Compiese Wrirings,
614), and he repeats che. prcposmanal distinction, explicitly in.terms of transpar-
ency, in “The EverlasungGospel” This Life’s dim Windows of the Soul / Distores
the Heavens from Pole to Pole / And leads you to Believe 2 Lie / When you see
with, nor thro’, the Eye” (753). The full couplér from the Augunes of Innocence”

reads: We are led to Believe 2 Lie. / When we see With not Thro' the Eye” (433).

Had he known Russian, Blake would have no doubrt been delighted by che false
cognate 123 ( glaz), which brings cogether the homophonic “glass” and the deno-
tative “cye.”

35. Ibid., 189.

36. “Scopic regimes” have nothing to do with keeping breath fresh; I rake the
term from Martin Jay, who takes it from Christian Metz’s The Imaginary Signifier.
Sounding a cautious and conservative note, Jay reminds us to abways “ask whart -
the costs of oo uncrirical an embrace of . . . alternatives may be” (Martin Jay,
“Scopic Regimes of Modernity,” in Vision and Visuality, ed. Hal Foster [Seatde:
Bay, 1988], z0). . :

37. Bernstein, Centent’s Dream, 135; Ludmg Wingenstein, Prefiminary Studies
[for the “Philosaphical Investigations,” Generally Known as the Biue and Brown Books
{Oxford: Blackwell, 1969), 63-64. .

38. See, for example, Stan Brakhage, Brakhage Scrapbook: Collected Wrirings
I964-1980, ed. Robert A. Haller (New York: Documenrext, 1982), 166, 76.

39. See the special numbers of the Chicago Review, “Stan Brakhage: Corre-
spondences,” 47:4 (Winter 2001) and 48:1 (Spring 2002) for Brakhage’s rela-
tion to poets. Bernstein's essay “Frames of Reference” in Comrents Dream makes
clear his familiarity with Brakhage and other contemporaneous avane-garde film-

#nakers, In contrase with my own reading, Bemstein understands filmmalcers like
Brakhage and Ernie Gehr to be revisioning, rather than abandoning, the “trans-
parency effect”™ (Conrenzs Dream, 94-95). Interestingly, Bernstein specifically con-
trasts Brakhage's “transparent™ celluloid with the “surface” of Pollock’s canvases.
Sitney, conversely, reads Brakhage precisely in terms of Pollock’s abstract expres-
sionisrn —in part 25 a filmmaker who “affirmed the physicalicy of the film material”
(Brakhage, Metaphors on Vision, 139, 197-99), and in part as enacting a heroic, and
romantic, “lyrical mode.” Bersistein is no doubt reacting, 1o some extens, against
that romantic lyricism, David James, in Allegories of Cinerma: American Film in the
Stxties (Pnnceton Princeton University Press, 1989), his outstanding survey of the

“politics of American alternative films in the 1960s, contextnalizes and atrempts to
recuperate part of thar romantic idealism as an alternative and resistance to capital-
ist modes of production (290-36). James situates Brakhage's counterculeure remove
10 a Colorado cabin in rerms of Thoreau and Wordsworth, although a better ana-
logue to Brakhage's “domestic avant-garde,” with its exclusion of industrial modes
of production, is surely Lambeth rather than Walden or Grasmere. James notes
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that the one element of production Brakhage could not wrest from commercial in-
dustry was the manufacture of film stock (35); anatogously, Blake an_% his wife were
able w pursue all stages of illuminated booksproduction except the manufacrure
of paper. This is obviously not ‘the place for a.nianced comparison of Blake and
Brakhage, but Twould suggest that in spite-of the latrer’s repeated objections to
Blake’s oprics of apocalyptic transcéndence, the two artists, particularly in terms
of visionary and material praxis, are far more similar than contrary.

A misplaced idealism aside, there are several aspects of Brakhage’s early work
one might gladly overlook (as I intend to here}: an uncritically romantic “mytho-
poesis,” a naive belief in some prelinguistic “innocent eye,” and several of those
enthusiasms of the 1960¢ and "70s which now seem so embarrassing (Wilhelm
Reich’s “orgone energy” not least among them). In the final analysis, however,
Brakhage’s practice—regardless of the metaplioric theroric which sometimes over-
whelms his manifestos —speales unmistakably, like Blake's, for the anti-transparent
“visualizadion of sight.” _

40. Brakhage’s often-quoted opening to Meraphors on Vision formulates his de-
familiarizing position in these terms: “lmagine 2n eye unruled by man-made baws
of perspective, an eye unprejudiced by compositional logic, an eye which does not

ond to the name of everything but which must know each objecr encoun-
tered in life through an adventure of perception” (Mezaphors on Vision, n.p.s. One
need not agree with Gombrich's entire refuration of Ruskin’s “innocence of the
eye” (Elemersts of Drawing} wo know that “the innocent eye is myth” (Ar and -
sion). Although Brakhage might not agree, his position is perhaps best understood

as a reconfigration of the codes of visuality rather than a uropic retum to some

prelapsarian (and prelinguistic) state.

41. In Light Moving in Time, his superb study of the visual acsthetic of avane- K

¢ flon, William C. Wees provides a much more detailed account of Brakhage’s
P

actempts to “give sight to the medium” of vision. For just one example, Wees pet- ]

ceptively interprets Brakhage’s trademarle handheld (8mm) camerawork, wich its
rapid jerky movements, as an equivalent of the eyes’ saccadic movements (85 et
seq.). In more general terms, Wees's overall arguments run parallel to my own on
many points, and I am deeply indebted to his work—ro which I strongly encour-
age anyone interested in visuality or film to tutn—for engaging these issues far
more thoroughly than I do here.

42. Oster, “Phosphenes,” 83.

4. “Les pokres de sept ans” is in Archur Rimbaud, Complere Works, Selecied - 1

Leiters, ed. Wallace Fowlie (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), 74-78.

_ One might also recall Beckert’s Wart: “The problem of vision, as far as Watt
was concerned, admitted of only ene solution: the eye open in the dark. The re-
sults given by the closed eye were, in Wart’s opinion, most unsatisfactory” (Samuel
Beckere, Wzt [London: Picador, 1988], 231). More recendy, in the American ta-
dition, Lydle Shaw’s “Ferns of the Carboniferous Period,” part of the series Cable
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Eaetory 20, includes among its collaged citations a lineared passage from Goethe’s
treatise on color: . - P

Where, in che {s__lee_shb\“ﬁ

the eye receives a blow, oo
and sparks seem 10 spread from ir.

Tn some states of body, again, *
when the blood is heated,

and the system much. excited,
if the eye is pressed

_ first gently, and then more and fore strongly,
4 a dazling and intolerable light may be excited.

44. Yito Acconci’s Eye Foke asks its viewer to imagine the phosphenes that |
Acc?onci must be experiencing as he repeatedly stabs at his eyes, futilely fighring
reflex in an artempt to keep them open as he pokes. Several of Brakhage’s films
might be choughr of as the same work, bur photographed from Acconci’s point of
view. In contrast with Acconci, however, Brakhage replaces the overt violence of
Eye Pokewith more subtle and positive connorations, although one should not for-
get the emulsion scraped from the image of the eyes of the blind man in Refleceions
on Black. These films take their place in the long radition of ocular aggression
in avant-garde cinema (which is always implicitly aimed at the open eyes of the
viewer), most famously the razor scene in Louis Buifivel and Salvador Dali’s Ui
chien andalow, but one mighr think of the equally disturbing operation in Paul
Sharit’s O,U,C H.IN,G, ot the enucleation in che final morments of Pier Paclo
Pasolini’s Salo: 120 Days of Sodom, and any number of other moments. The signifi-
cance of these abocular scenes within very different works is of course not identi-

cal, although the sharp metal used in each of themn might suggest an allegory of

- c:}ncmatic splicing. Such scenes, however, date back to the inaugural moments of
. cinema: Edison’s film of a man sneezing (a physiological event during which one

cannot keep the eyesopen) and the rocket which penetrates the eye of the moon
in Melies's Vayage 2 Ia fune. .

 45. Albert Rose, Vision: Human and Electronic (New York: Plenum, 1973), 46.
Robert Desnos describes phosphenes in Lz &berté o Lamounr! (Paris: Gallimard),
2 book famously prefaced with a poem arributed {spuriously; the work is a pas-
tiche by Desnos himself) to Rimbaud. In the ninth chaptes, “Palace of Mirages,”
will-o’-the wisps are described as “garden flowers, half-seen in che darkness of your

eyelids whenyou clench your eyes shur”; that this description occurs in 2 Proustian

passage focused on memory is not incidental: phosphenes are the eyes’ memory of
themselves. .

René Daumal’s essay on “Linérrable expérience” (Le grand jew 4 [autumn 1932]:
2-5), one of the most lucid and least mystical accounts of extreme intoxicarion,

describes the effects of inhaling carbon tetrachloride fumes one day, “pour voir
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ce qui arriverait [just to see what would happen].” What happened begins with
the “fourmillement de points lummeus [éwarmi_;_-:g of luminous dots]” which are
“bien connus de ceux qui ont subi uge anethésie générale [well known to those
who have gone under general anesthesial,” after which “les phosphénes prenaient
soudain une intensité tel que, méme les yeux ouvert, ils formaient devant moi un
voile m'eméchant de rien voir d’autze [the phosphenes suddenly took oo such an
intensity that even with my eyes open they formed before me a veil which pre-
vented me from seeing anything else ar all].” As his experiments in the raisonné
dériglement de tous les sens might suggest, Rimbaud was an important and explicie
influence on Daumal. Similarly, recall the conjunction of kerosene drinking and
phosphenes in another surrealist work; the list of emotional discoveries in the third
chapter of René Crevel’s Badylon concludes: “And if she closed her eyes, she would
see millions of stars” (rans. Kay Boyle [Los Angeles: Sun and Moon, 1996], 48).

46. Oster, “Fhosphenes,” 83.

47. From a lecture at Hampshire College, summer 1972 (audio tape no. 23,
Media Swdy Inc., Buffalo, N.Y); quoted in Wees, Light Moving in Time, 93.
Brakhage makes similar comments elsewhere (Serapbook, 48), and frequentdy re-
peats his Helmholzian rhetoric, speaking, for instance, of neural activiry as a “short
circuit” (Serapbook, 134). _

Brakhage insists that rather than an imaginative inventor of fantasies, he is “the
most thorough documentary film maker in the world” because he documents “the
actof seeing” (Scrapbook, 188). Despite his reservations about Brakhage's rejecrion
of transparency, Bernstein echoes this assessment: “As for realism, from the point
of view of reproduciﬂg the marerial conditions of seeing— including diffusion, dis-
traction, fragmentation, blurring —works by Snow or Brakhage, and the like, are
probably more deserving of the term” (Conzents Dream, 103).

48. Cf. Brakhage, Scrapbook, 134.

49. Wees, Light Moving in Tine, 3 R. L. Gregory, Eye and Brain: The Psychology

" of Seeing, 2nd ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973), 1. :

50. Brakhage, Scrapéook, 51, 48; cf. 115, 120.

* 51 Lenny Lipton, “A Filmmaker’s Column,” Take One 4, no. 1 (1974): 46.

52. Ernie Gehr, “Interview with Jonas Mekas,” Film Culture (March x972): 32.
Corroborating the interpretation that his film engages the mechanics of the men-
tal and optical apparatuses, Gehr remarks: “If it had just been a filrn abou grain,
I might have released a 5 minute film” (35). As Roland Barthes would pur it: “A
lictle formalism tumns one away from History, but . . . a lot brings one back to ir.”

I draw my description of the filming process from Gehr’s interview with Jonas
Melkas, as well as Scort McDonald’s frequently reprinted essay, “Ernie Gehr: Cam-
era ObscurafLens/Filmstrip.” In its original form, the film was apparently over
twice as long and accompanied by a soundtrack (Brakhage, Metaphors on Vision,

437)-
53. Morison, Principles, 5 (cmphasis added}.

132 Noites 1o Pages 62-63

$4. Warde, Crystal, 93. T_'he examples are ubiquitous, bur see, for insrance, Mori-
son, Prénciples, 10-11; and Wacde, Crysial, 84. . :

ss. Eric Gill, 4z Eysay on Bpography, and ed. (London: Sheed and Ward,
1936, 47. - s T

56, These claims are even clearer in Morison’s accounts of ryfaographic history
than in his manifestos, although even there he repeatedly appeals, like Warde, to
social ordering as the strengch of “good” design. Robin Kinross cuphemistically .
refers to this position as the new traditionaliszs’ philosophy of che “civilizing con-
wainer” (Moders Typography, 66). '

. 57. Warde, Crystal, 5, 171-73. Whacever the metaphorical richness, the associa-
tion is#hot limited to Warde's paragraph. The Curwen Press, one of the primary
venues of the new traditionalism’s typographic “chib,” as Kinross puts it, “came to
denote a world of gendle refinement: lirerate bur not too serious, It was associated
particularly with good food and wine” (Modern Typography, 59).

58. Richard Lanham, The Electronic Word: Democracy, Technology, and the Arts
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 266; Morison, Principles, 7. ’

59: “Obstinare physicaliey” is Bernstein's phrase (Brito, A Suie): he also makes
cle-_ir the process-oriented narure of the “veils” projectin the caralogue essay “With
Words™; the “veils,” he says “came from 2 sense of the act of writing, that energy
having as its byproduct the visual image” (Contents Dream, 201).

60, Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Densgration of Vision in Twentieth-Century
French Thoughe (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 2,

6t. Blake, Complere Wrirings, 426, 193.

62. Let me provide just a sampling of the relevant werks, some of which ars
cited fully in che bibliography. Marjorie Perloff discusses poerry’s relation to the
modes of pubic discourse, including the rhetoric of wansparence, in Radiczi Ar.
tifice: Writing Poctzy in the Age of Media (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1991). Richard Lanham considers the-wider-ranging implications of rexrual trans-
parency in The Elecironic Word: Democracy, Technology, and the Arts (Chicagb: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1993), as does Charles Bernstein himself in “Artifice of
Absorption”.(in Bernstein’s A Poetics), where he picks up some of the arguments
made by Ror Silliman in The New Sentence, which artempt 10 understand such
ideologies in terms of politicaleconomy. Brizn Rotmar’s delighdfully supple, if
historically imprecise, Signifying Nothing: the semiotics of zero (Houndmills: Mac.
raillan, 1987}, links the new scopic regime of ane-point perspective to the emer-
gence of mercantile capiralism in Renaissance Europe, where the vanishing poinr,
the “zero” necessary for the development of bookkeeping, and the development

- of paper money all occupied the same conceprual position within their respective

economies. Similarly, in The Condition of Posimodernity (London: Basil Blackwell,
1989), David Harvey situates changes in visual regimes in relation to more re-
cent changes in political economy. Claude Gandelman engages those conditions

- of postmodernity less fully in his discussion of octlocentrism and legocentrism,
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“Oculocentrism and Tts Discontents,” m PReading Picoures/Viewing Texts (Bloom-
ingron: Indiana University Press, 1991)..-. B :

For more sweeping accounts, William Wees provides an overview of the

changing historical “visualization of s,lght” m Light Moving in _T'Emf: (see espe-
cially chapter 2), a history which jqpamgpi_'(:rary also recounts in his argument
for the modern reconfigurations of the spectator, Technigues of the Ob.rmer._[_)e-
spite its substantal length and breadth, Martin Jay's survey of the role of vision
in twentieth-century French philosophy, Dewncast Byes, does more to suggest fur-

ther work, particularly in non-francophone philosophy; than to exhaust the in-

quiry. These accounts are {often implicitly and perhaps l..lﬂkDOWing]:Y) pick.ix'lg up
on eatlier work in the histery of science, such as that done by lestcrhuls, de
Santiflana, and Linderberg. ‘ o

The art historical literature on linear perspective is substantial, althm..lgh one
might begin with Erwin Panofsky, Perspective 45 Symbolic Form, erans. Christopher

Wood (Cambridge: Zone Books, rg1): Hubere Damisch, Lorigine de La perspec--

 tive.(Paris: Flammarion, 1987); William Ivins, On the Rationalization of Sight (New
York: Metropolitan Museum of Ast Papers no. 8, 1938); and ?a.muel Edgerton,
The Renaissance Rediscovery of Linear Perspective (New York: Basic Books, 1975}, 10
get 2 sense of the important differences berween accounlis oli th;c iamc..phcno‘mc;
non. Joel Snyder’s argument for the pictorialization of vision in Pl_ct.un.ng\"mon
(Critical Inguiry 60, no. 3 {March 1990]} addresses many of thc'lss?es—such as
“realism,” convention, and the relationship berween artistic and scientific theory—

which lie behind most of the other critical accounts of visuality. With regard to che

ore explicic ents for Ehclimplications of the development of perspe.c:.nva.l
gncms,Psym;:fhﬁc projects have becn unclerl:akc.n in Mchacl Baxendall? a;—
chaeology of the “period eye” in Painsing and Experience in Fifieenth-Centiry Jaly
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972); Norman Bryson, Visien and Painting:
The Logic of the Gaze (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983);' Svetlana fﬁlpc}s,
The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Cmmry (Chlcag?: UH.NCI:SH.')T
of Chicago Press, 1983); Jacqueline Rose, Sexualisy in the tF'seM of ‘V'mon EL(mdpn.
Verso, 1986); and in Christine Buci-Glucksmann’s La ﬁimf dut woir: De lesthetique
barogue (Paris: Galilée, 1986), and to a lesser extent La raison baroque: De Baude-
laire & Benjamin (Paris: Galilée, 1984).
“Scopic Regimes,” 4.

2 Igz;dicgilofskyg]:mm;wme and Renascences in Western Art (Stockholz?n:
Almqist and Wiksell, 1960), 517. I take my etymology Eforn thcﬁ Oxford Etgk;}:
Dicionary, but 1 should. note thae some accoumts of the histc?ry of the vtnord per-
spective,” in the sense of construzione legittima, are less certain, suggesting 2 pos-
sible modification of the medieval Italian prospestiva, a “sc_eruc_; view, fmn: the
Larin prespectus. Regardless of its acrual history, the Enghsh P?ISPeCthC l:'ae-
trays no trace of the prefix pro and maintins a graphic suggeston of Jooking
through.

184 Notes 1o Page 66

Joel Snyder claims that “by the end of the fourteenth century, the ‘window
panc feeling’ had been well established” (“Picturing Vision,” 518): although recall
my earlicr comments arid qualificirions ony this figure of the window.

65. Jay, “Scopic Regimies,” 16. . : -

66. Hal Foster, introducton to Vision and Visuality, (Seaxcle: Bay, 1988), ix.

67. Wittgenstein, Jrvestigations, §66. For oneconsideration of Wittgenstein's
visual tropes, see W. J. T. Mirchell’s “Wittgenstein’s Imagery and What It Tells
Us,” New Literary History 19, no. 2 (winter 1988); 361—70, as well as chapters z and
8 of his Picrure Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press; 199.4).

68. Witgenstein, fnvestigations, 2:199. Throughour these notes, my references
to Witcgenstein's eext refer to proposition numbers, unless preceded by a “2,”

~ which indicares a page number in the second section of the Investigarions.

69. 1bid., $144. Although German has a cognate for the anatomical e pupille,
the hamonym, of course, obrains only in the English translation (if this suikes you
as somehow invalidating, please reconsider what follows from the “mareriality of -
the signifier”). ’

- 70. Ibid,, 212. _ :

71. Compare chis relation of the visual field 1o 2 wanscendent position with
Winigenstein's discussion of the “visual room” in the fnoestigations, which “has no
master, outside or in” (§398). '

In the following chaprer I cake up the idea of the texrual sublime, but one might
note here that the diagram in Witgenstein’s Zhactarus at 5.6331— which appears
in a book largely dedicated to the notion of “wranscendence”—is the very figure
Peter de Bolla maps onro the historical discourse of the sublime; Wittgenstein
“places the eye where {Frances] Réynolds situates sublimity” (Peter de Bolla, The
Discourse of the Sublime: Readings in History, Aesthetics, and the Subject [Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1989}, 49). ' '

72. Wintgenstein, Blue, 31, 32. For a very interesting complement to Wittgen-

© stein’s texy, one might consider Jean Louis Schefer’s medirative essay “Quelles sone

les choses rouges?” (Art Studio International 16: 18-31), in which he reasons: “red
things don’t exist.” Noting thar for Aristotle, red occurs “by way of vision: as the
accident of vision . . . [as] a surface painted by the eyes,” red, for Schefer, “doesn’t
actually constituce the body of ted things: it makes them come as close as possible
to . . . the surface that we ourselves become when we look at red.”

73. Wittgenstein, Blwe, 60. _ ’

Chapter 4

1. Wittgenstein, Ifwwu'gzzziom, §r1s.

2. Some of the final poems in Camp Prining, which move fom mere over-
printing to deploy their texts in geometric compositions of pieced blocks, explic-

Nores to Pﬁg&f 55—72 185



© idy recall the circular collages of Carlo Carra, suc_’h as his- Inerveniionis; Manifesto
Conremporaneous with these poems, Waldrop was also producing overprints
more like the texrured screens of Ve com.pafe the thitteenth turning of her Lez-
ters from Rosmarie and Keith Waldrop (Prb&::idence: Burning Deck, 1970). For 2n
example of a poem that stands, formally, berween the layers of Bernstein's “veils”
and the kinetic repetitions of Camp Printing, consider the overprinted sheets from
Bob Cobbing’s Why Shiva Has Ten Arms (London: Writers’ Forum, Felder no. 7,
1969).

3. In an essay thar starts from a very similar premise and proceeds 1o some
very different conclusions, Jacinto Lageira writes: "4 partir du fumrisme . . . le
‘potme visuel,” au sens large, va constituer un langage en soi a partir d’éléments
linguisitques d’ols est élimin le sémantique, et qui tend 4 rejoindre la configura-
tion du rableau Jin the wake of futurism, . . . the ‘visual poem,’ in the broad sense
of the term, comes to constitute a language in itself, developing out of linguis-
tic elempents from which the semantic has been eliminated, and which approaches
the condition of pictorial composition]” {“Le potme du langage,” in lPoesere et
peintre: “D'un art, Lautre,” ed. Bernard Blistene and Véronique Legrand [Avignon:
Réunion des Musées Nationaux, Musées de Marseille, 1993], 319.

4 Silliman, New Sentence, 13-

5. Similar poems have appeared from Christian Morgenstern and the pseu-
donymous Joyce Holland, to name just on¢ carly and one late practicioner. See the
former’s Gallowsongs and the later’s “dash poem” conuibution to This 3.

6. An even more perfect balance is struck in one of Bill Bissett’s conternporans-
ous poems. Bissert fraquently employs overprinting (or typing) techniques, which

if not always so illegible do tend toward this degree of symmetry, suggesting an &

obsessive repetition absent from Waldrop’s poems. .
For a similar reading of an “unintelligible” poem, see Jean-Jacques LeCercle’s

reading of Edward Lear’s “nonsense” lewwers (The Violence of Language [London: "
Routledge, 1990]); Richard Bradford’s discussion of eighteenth-century 'exp.eri—
ments with typographic meaning (“The Visual Poem in the Eighteenth Century,”
Visible Language 23, no. 1 [1990)); and Michae] Twyman's more recent account of
“typography without words™ (Visible Langwage 15, no. 1), which makes clear that N
such readings— as well as the aestherics of a-poem like Man Ray’s—pass into the "?.:

discourse of design theory. :

Similar conventions adhere for painting as well; Mondrian — in one of his more - 3
embarrassing moments—insisted on the feminine horizontal and the male verd- A

cal; Walter Benjamin held oux for the verticality of painting aginst the hotizon-

tality of drawing; and Jon Erickson, with a passing reference 1o the referentiality of

de Kooning’s paintings, claims that the “question of landscape will always appear

in any painting thar divides its planes horizontally, whether intended by the arn- 73
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f?miuu‘amgmmme, deciding briefly in favor of parg
of vocalics through the poem was more spadially com

ist or not. Indeed horizontal comes fro ;
: ideed, horizon m the horizon: the defini
:ﬁ w;x:ld ._( ];n Epﬁ:kson, The Fate of the Object: From mde:;g gz;‘;: 1;31:"
m ) _‘-h . - 0 ﬂ -

ol 199?]?; ;::8) e?;lr?\zgpre, Ar, amd. Porry [Ann Arbor; University of Miéhig;

o “Ln,th ] & foc‘ttnote to this sentence revéals the source of Erickson’s

aighr: Ta ¢ commercial graphic art world, an illustration layout placed

i y is .ed a portrait’ and horizontally 2 ‘landscape’ This des i b"“’

o gc;momng, regardless of concent, verifies the painﬁng as picm?:rnonif oy
Taing ro canvas shape, no matcer how minimal the content.” b

ing these assertions, one clearty would not wane to make any gm.n: claier::fsn :b .
out

the méanin e
e e Joi;f :;:::z:;g; :::::than to notfe that viewers do sometimes rake
. ;;ﬁi?lo?:gr Ethha_i mechanical information tmplies social and economic in-
poarion 2 requ.is_itec lzvurTb-}r OF.P?OPIC required to operate a press or machine
el st e — ; t:: ] zra.mmg, the con:np[eﬁity of their organization, as
o api - cess, Or own, print technologies.

! terms: beyond dm?ung “rules for proceeding” and the obvi;aus

on (those characters at the opening and close

should h : 1€ to communicate with another), g
under d.isir:s:ivo}c? b;;h palimpsests and collage, neither irrelevant to 511:30::3[:3
. 0:'lh n this book. In Greek, the protokolion (prot + kolizn = to “gl
5 Citin: ;Soh éﬁg- Sheegofa Papyrus roll, which bore data of manufacrurcue
‘ obbing, D. A L '
offers a sim o analeie g evy, and Bernstein in passing, Steve McCaffery
Overprint (the layi '
verprint ying of text over text to the point of oblicerac ;
bilicy) ks Bissert’s method of dererrizorializing lmgm 's:i:coz eil:.:;t;}g :ﬂl llegl_
) i acing [an-
of vercical excess. Overprint destroys the temporal cond;gtions

un—diﬁ“zrentiatcd equivalent graphic substance
arranged to intercept the marerial surfa b ;

o inte ce of the code causing ir to phys;
collide and jam™ (Steve McCaffery, Notzh of Intension: Cn‘riu;fl |12 5 il
1986 [New York: Roof Books, 19861, 103). .

1 cljscuss_ the reduction of the serpantic 1o
excess, below,

I, Dﬁ Saussu.[c €I IOPS an HICODSISte‘Dt Vwb 1) 1ng rhe midre
p u-la-r)': IMCTITIES TLS) g h

gramme since the distribution

the material, as well as the idea of textual

plex than simply initial place-

y ~ment, and then generally favorin :
+ agoverning subtext for the distrilfu?ﬁ;g:;mm, o 10 sbdeascore bhis fich in

presumably, Jean Starobinski takes the ritle of his in

linguistic material. From hypogramme
valusble study of de Saussure’s
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s smots sous les mots, and The, :ipprofipriatencss of ima.gi\s].i[_xg “words
: i:;zrﬁétiords,” in the context of Works like: ¥/ and Camp Printing, should
e Sgliec(\;lfdt:::arﬁest reactions to Sca.rt;bmslu’s ;revelations (‘)f the note_bqok cache
(first in Mercure de France in 1964 a.ndthm in a festschrift for j{oman Jakoh-
son in 1967) is Michel Deguy’s review essay “La folie ;:lc Saussure (Cnnjm; 26ci
[January 1969): 20--26). Georges Mounin's essay on Les ana.gran‘.mg.as . ; E:si_
sure” appeared in Swudi Saussuriani, ed. Robert GoFlcl (Bologna: Socie -
wrice i Mulino, 1974: 235—41), the same year that Semmiotext(e) devored liwo speci :
issues to de Saussure: “The Two Saussures” (1, no. 2 [@ 1974]). and “Saussure’s
Anagrammes” (2, no. 1 [spring 1975]); among particular interest in these V:roluj;nes
are the facsimiles of two of Saussure’s notebooks, as wc‘ll as tl'u;: conmbuf;g;
by Michael Riffarerre and Sylvére Louinger, whose previous review essay m
Game of the Name” (Digerivics 3, no. 2 [summer f9731: 2-9) is also ess:]:::l)u .
George Redard’s reacrion o the Semiorext(e) colloquium was Pubhs‘hcd as leu:;
Saussure?” in Cabiers Ferdinand de Sanssure 32 (1978): 27-41. Withm 3 coup f o
years, J.-M. Adam and J.-P. Goldstsin could devote an entire cha:prer w0 Les
ammes ou la déconstrucrion” in Linguistique et discours listeraire (Larousse,
:;;g, 42—59; and alreldy by 1977 Michel Dupuis fele compellcd: w offera SOE%
and conservative counter to the more speculative uses of Saussure’s notebooks (
propos des anagramimes saussuriennes,” Cabiers d’ ‘analyse t'extmlx'e 9 [19733;1 Zl:
24), calling for a scholarly assessment of the a.rchr:-e matecflal, 4 ch::llf;ji A;
David Shepheard takes up, in part, in his di;scussmn of “Saussure’s c i\ ta-
grams” (Modernt Language Review 77 [July 19-{2]: SI3—23h 'By all accounts, Pe er
Runderli’s Ferdinand de Saussure und die Anagramme (Ttbingen, 1972) is an im-
. portant work; the German, unfortunarely, puts his text beyor-nd my knov:rle‘flgc.
Further writing on the anagrammes cen be found in Da.vxf:l L. Cla:ks Mzz-
strosity, Uegibilicy, Denegation: De Man, Nichol, and the Re§xstance w0 PZ;? Ch-
ernism.” in Negation, Criticel Theory, and DPostmodern Te:::tudfz'ql, ed’. Daml Fasch-
lin (Dordrechr: Khuwer Academic Publishers, 1994); Julia Kns:evas Reva{umrz_ n
Postic Language and “Pour une semiologié des paragrammes {r?é! Q#.; [sp:;r;g
1967]); and several of the exemplary essays in Steve McCaffery’s I\artb‘?;." atern ‘o
“The Martyrology as Paragram” and “Writing a5 a Gen'c:a.! Economy” in %a;itcu
lar. Finally, Michel Meylakh places de Saussure’s studies in the context. o al:uc
wraditions (“A propos des anagrammes,” Lhomme 16, 00. 4 [October—De(c:cm.ei
1976}: 105-15),-a topic that has been addressed more recently by Waltcrf Ermn
Richinond {“Krycenyx’s Mulosolija V Kapote: The Anagrammitization of Licera-
ture,” Skavic and East European Journal 38, no. 4 [1994]: 618.~35). .
Despite their similar interest in the generation of meaning from the shght;::
phoneraic difference (“cat” and “hat;” for examplc), no ope, as far as I know,
mentioncd the fact that “De Saussure” and “Dr. Seuss™ are almost perfect ana-

grayns.
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Fa

11. Paul de Man, The Resistance
sota Press, 1986}, 37. .. 2 . )

12. Although de Saussure wotdd continue 1o refuise to. acknowledge that in-
humanness, it would .also-be discernible jn the roughly contemporaneous work
which supplanted his paragrammaric investigations and for which he is famous.
In the structural schema advanced in the Clonrs de linguistigue ginérale, meaning
is only generated differentially from out of the model of linguistic swructure; once
again, the material produces, displacing the power of positive human willing, In-
deed, one m;ight compare this discussion with the “linguistic crisis” thar Linda
Dowliag posits as the source of decadence {(Language and Decadence in the Victo-
ridin-Fin de Siécle [Princeton: Princeron University Press, 19861). The new Victo-

- rian-science of linguistics, in Dowling’s reading, “raised a specter of autonomous
language—language as a system blindly obeying impersonal phonological rules in
isolation from any world of human valués and experience” (xii). My thanks 1o
Brian Reed for bringing Dowling’s work to my ateention.

De Saussure, of course, would disclaim such a statement about “mazeriatity,”
but he always does so with a stridency that protests racher too much, flady deny-
ing the primacy of the material (not to mention writing) and making recourse to
the voodoo of “I'image vocale.” Jacques Derrida, the readet most atrentive 1o such
slights (cf. Of Grammaroisgy), performs a not-dissimilar sleight of hand, empha- _
sizing the materiality of the signifier while allowing it to avoid any “presence” by
escaping through the trapdoor of a mise en abime. Both strategies are more or less
clever, but cheating never really wins the game.

13. De Man, Resiorance, 06.

14. In this passage, de Man is clarifying an earlier remark, which is worth re-
peating for the dark turns revealed in ics final, hesitating speculations:

#o Theery (Minneapolis: University of Minne-

The way in which [ can uy to mean is dcpcndcnf upon linguistic properties
that are not only [not] made by me, because I depend on the language as it
exists for the devices which I will be-using, it is as such not made by us as his-
torical beings, it is perhaps not even made by humans ac all . . . it is not ar all
certain that langnage is in any sense human (Resiczance, 87).

De Man seerns more fascinated by this conclusion than reluctant to reach i.

15. The quote is from de Manj Resésrance, 96. My example, which shifis de Saus-
sure’s phonetics to a visual model, obviously benefics from cthe opposing registers
of the two words, which in part explains its frequent appearance, from Jackson
Mac Low's Words nd Ends 1o. Susan Howe's Articulation of Sound Fovms in Time
(“Sarab’s laughter”), as well as the fifth book of B. P Nichol’s Marsyrology (“che

: . word shift: laughrer in slaughter’”), all of which echo James Joyce's “laughtears,”

which John Cage so loved and frequenty quoted. In the vocabulary of Russian
formalism-fircurism, this is a perfect example of cBhr (sdvig), the “shift” which

someone like Zdanevich might describe acting on the “verbal mass” of “laughter”

Noies 2o Pages 77-78 189



so that its gravitational pull attracts tié genitive.“s” away from “Sasah.” Sdvig is
only one of many names, as we shall sec, given io'the operation of language’s in-
humanity. As this book should make clear, ‘pany avane-garde writings are in fact
the application of alrernarive réading’ straregies which have left 2 written record
in their wake. In addition to czeuT, one might chink of homaphonic translations
like Zukofsley’s Canullus, or those eatly Clark Coolidge poems which seern o have
been read down the edge of 2 justified page, for just two examples.

For a more thorough reading of de Man’s late writing, see David Clark's essay
“Monstrosity, [llegibility; Dencgation: De Man, Nichol, and the Resistance ro
Postmodernism,” which starts from an understanding of the inhuman that is very
clase ro mine, but then goes on to speculate abour death, monstrosity, and de-
negation. Combining his arguments with an artentive reading of B. P. Nichol’s
Martyrolagy, Clark also begins to suggest the rewards of an “applied paragramma-
tology.” _

16, De Man, Resistance, 1o1.

17. Ibid,, 89.

18. Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Inkuman: Reflections on Time, twans. Goo_ﬂ'}:cy
Benningron and Rachel Bowlby (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991}, 11

19. George Oppen, Collected Poems {New York: New Directions, 1975}, 186.

20. De Man, Resisrance, 84. '

21. Jacques Derrida, “De I'économie restreinte a I'économie générale: Un He-
gelianisme sans réserve,” in Léerizure ot Iz différance (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1967),
376; translared as “From Restricred to General Economy: A Hegelianism withour
Reserves,” Semioteni(e) 2, no. 2 (1976): 29. I

22. In addition ro the “inhuman” of Lyotard and de Man, recall, for example,
Michel Serres’s “Demon” or Jean-Jacques LeCercle’s “violence of the supplerent™;
Guy Debord, in fact, pins his hope of a truly revolutionary poerics on the “fun-
damentally strange and foreign” nawre of words (Debord, “All the King’s Men,”
29). In Wirtgensteinian terms, such language refuses to “say™: “There is indeed
the inexpressible. This shess itself; it is the mystical.” In Lacanian terms, the “in-
human” is fariliar as Lzlengue, and it is clearly related to the “Orher”; “language,
world, the fact of a movement of signification beyond human meaning” (Stephen
Melville, “In Light of the Other,” Whitewalls 23 [fall 1989]). If that sore of thing
intesests you, see Jean-Claude Milner, Lzmeonr de la langue (Paais, 1978), for more
on a post-Saussurean Lacanian linguistics. :

- 23. Jean Baudrillacd, Lawtre par hui-méme (Paris: Edidons Galilée, 1987}, 28, 29.

24. Ibid., 82.

25. Ibid., 72.

26. Tbid., 76, So.

27. Thid., s55.

28, Sveve McCaffery’s invaluable writing brings together several of the topics I
have addressed in this chaprer, including a paragrammatic understanding of writ-
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ing asa general economy. McCaflery focuses on how subjectivity is pur into ques-
tion by .libidina.l cconomies, but his arguments are in fll congress with a more
c_Ie Ma.ma.ﬁ infleciion, -N?ting.thafﬁtl-lose'variétfes of wbrdp[,eiy- (pun, hom.ophony,
palu‘adrqmc, anagram, pafagram, charade) which relate writing to the limits of in-
tcnuonaliryl and the Subject’s own relation to mezning” are instances “where lan-
guage emerges a5 2 general force whose operation-is no longer authenticared, nor
controlled by conscious instrumental reason and the intentional subject” (Norsh
of Inténsion, 58, 66}, McCaffery explains: '
;

e must further admit 1o the infinite resourcefulness of language itself to pro-
“duce aimlessly and fulfill in effect all the fearures Baaaille assigns to a general
-économy: unmasterable excess, inevitable expenditure and 2 thoroughly non-

productive outlay (209).

l‘?or- other arguments on the general economy of writing, though none so arten-
tive to the microlevel of the text, see Arkady Plomiesky’s more sustained and
Phll?sophically grounded Reconfigurasions: Critical Theory and General Evono
{Gaineésville: University Press of Florida, x9g3); Jacques Dezrida’s challenging ar’:g
uncr)fnpr_omising reading of Bataille’s own WIiting as a general economy, “From
Restricted to General Economy: A Hegelianism without Reserves”; and Jéan Bau-
dril.laxd’s deliriously ungrounded essays on communication, which ctib much of
tth‘r diction and ideas directly from Baraille. fr would be difficult to overestimate
the importance of Baraille’s thought on contemporary “theory,” as the models of
excess in such familiar terms as “le hyperréal” and “le supplément dangereux” onl
begin to evince. : ’
29- For ‘Bataille’s expansion on the idea of 2 senersl économ , see La
maudite (Paris: Les Edicions Minuit, 1967) and E?}'aisroire de z"e'rz;isme z=|.:1dl“:"z¢:r
sowveraineté (published as vol. 8 of the Qeuvrer fompféte: [Paris; Editions Galli-
fna.rd., 19761). An English transtation by Brian Huirley of all three works is available
in wo volumes as The Accursed Share; An Esay on General Economy (New York: -
Zone, 1988, 1991) ' -

30. I(Seorges Baraille, Lexpérience intéricure (Paris: Gallimard, 1954) 233
3u Ibid. . : o
39:. In the notes which consnifi.__tte Lexpérience intérizure, Bataille defings postry
-as‘unle Ia.nguagc: deployed in inutile ways (“do not forget that 4 poem, althouéh
itis Comp?sied tn the language of giving information, is not used jn the language-
game of giving information”), and he confesses:

De la‘poésie, e dirai maintenant qu'elke cst, je crois, le sacrifice ot les mots
s?nt victimes. Les mots, nous les utilisons, nous faisons d’eux les instruments
dactes. utiles. Nous n'aurions rien d’humain si le langage en nous devait rre
en enter servile. Nous ne pouvons non plus nous passer des rapport efficaces
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qwintroduisent les mots entre les horhlﬁ:c:s et le§j:c'hoses: Mais nouslesarrachons
a ces rapports dans un délire (173). .- Lol

Of poeiry, 1 will now say that it is, { éi'liez{;;irf;e sacrifice where words aye victims.
Words — we use them, we make of them the instrumenss of utile acis. We would
scarcely be human at all if language-had va be envirely servile in ws. We could never
get by withows the gfficacious rapport thas words establish benween peaple and things.
But we tear words from these links in a delirium.

Bacaille makes a similar distinction between a meaningless paetic language and a
significant language in “Hegel: La mort et le sacrifice,” Devcation s (F95s): 40. ‘In
contrast with the semantic meaning of a utile language, “That which is net se.rmle
is unspeakable” (214), and “by definition, the excess is outside reason” (Lhsstoive de
Lérarisme). ‘

33. Even to recognize a general economy 45 such may be enough 1o redirect the
profitlessness of its expenditures and remake it as a restricted economy; one may
have to be content with understanding that a system can, or even must, be conceiv-
able as a general economy without knowing exactly how its losses are dissipated.

34. Derrida, “From Restricted to General Economy,” 397/43- '

35. Following from the explications of de Man'’s later writings mde by Cynthsia
Chase (Decomposing Figures: Rhetorical Readings in the Romansic Tm;a":mn [E_’»a%u—
more: Johns Hoplins University Press, 1986]) and'Mfa.rc Redfield { Humanl?u'.lg
de Man,” Diacritics 19, no. 2 [1989)]: 35-54), David Clark offezs a similar analysis In
terms of “denegation” and “readabilicy” (“Monstrosity,” 276 €t seq.):(For rcztdcr,s,
interested in arguments roughly parallel 1o mige, but made in more :hcorcn

terms, | recommend all three accounts, and Radfield’s review essay in particular.

36. Baudrillard, Lzwuire, 8o. . o

37. Wirtgenstein, fnvestigations, §z10. In addition 1o the “a.t:blmry cipher” he
acrually draws out there and at $166, Wittgenstein proposes ch-ngbat language of
signs, with “arbitrary flourishes” replacing familiar letters in a string of inscriptions
radically disconnected from any referential meaning {§169): “&“_&#‘ =28 +%
ool"§*.” Such scripts are raken up throughout the Philosophical Investigations, where
Wittgenstein is interested in precisely that moment on the jagged torus where one
might equivocate between saying “Here is 2 Chinese sentence” and “No, that ?n.ly
looks like writing; it is actually just an ornament” (§108). In this contexr, mentions
of “orthography,” such as the one in propesition 121, do not seem merely random
examples. .

38. De Man, Resistance, 89; Louinger, “The Game of the Na.}nc, 4.

39. McCaffery also has-a sense that such poemns are Yimnal; with echoes of T. &
Eliot’s “The Hollow Men” (“shape without form, shade without colour, / Para-
lysed force, gesture withour morion”), he writes: “Overprint a.chiew..rc_s a stat.c‘ of
being wichout being-in, a living without life, motion without definirion, writing
without the writcen” (Nerh of Intenvion, 104).
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40. Bernstein, Poetics, 65; Ludwig Wingenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus,
trans. C. K. Ogden (Londgh: Routledge, 1990),'5.62.

41, Blake, Compiete Witings, 49%. I oL

42 Recent discussions have described the provocation of the sublime experi-
ence in precisély these terms of “an excess of the planc of the signifier” or the “in-
finity of materiality” (Thomas Weiskel, Zhe Romantic Sublime [Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1976], 103; Frances Ferguson; Sofimude and the Sublime:
Romiansicism and the Aestherics of Individuation [New York: Roudedge, 1992], 14).
“Marthematical” is of coursé Kant’s term, which he elaborates in the second bool
of the Cririgue of Judgment, while “in 2 manner analogous to terror” comes from
Burke’s famous description in section 7 of his Philosophical Inquiry.

" 43. Sarnuel Holt Monk. The Subfime (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1960), 93; Ferguson, Selitude, 8. To be precise, there are no sublime objects, only
those that might elicit the experience of the sublime. Given the opacities of vision
that I have argued are such an integral part of experiencing a work like V27, readers
should not forger that one of the prototypically sublime moments is “gazing on a
catzract” (as Coleridge purts it in “On the Principles of Genial Criticism™).”

The specifics of a particular sublime (Burkean, Kantian, Schilletian, Cole-
ridgean, and so on) aside, Vincent A. De Luca’s general summarization of chese
sublitnes should appear more or less familiar to readers of works like V! (allowing
for varying personal degrees of “stimulation” and “exaltation”): “In the theory of
the period the sublime experience is typically presented as a three-fold moment:
an encounter with the simulating object, an episode of discontinuity (usually de-
scribed as vertigo or blockage or bafflement), and  sudden and ecstatic exaltation”
(Vincent A. De Luca, “A Wall of Words: The Sublime as Text,” in Unnam'd Formas:
Blake and Téxtuality, ed. Nelson Hilton and Thomas Vogler [Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1086], 218-19). Nor have I forgotten Knapp's caveat about the
caveats about summatizing the sublime.

Mallarmé, not surprisingly, evokes the paragrammatic sublime in his essay
“The Book: A Spiritual Inscrument,” where he speaks of the “miracle of the word:
words led back 1o their origin, which is the twenty-four leteers of the alphabet, so
gifted with infnity thar they will finally consecraze language. Everything is caught
up in their endless cariations and then rises our of them in the form of the prin-
ciple. Thus typography becomes a rite.”, That rire, as we saw, is one of sacrifice.

44. The bibliography on the sublime has now almost artairted the “infinite mag-
nirude” of Kant’s mathematical sublime. To understand all of these discussions as
engaging the same subject simply. because they employ the same term would be
a gross error, but an inquiry.inte “the sublime” would obvicusly begin wich the
weatise artributed 1o Longinus, Kand’s Crisigue of Judgment, Butke’s Philosophical

" Inguiry inte the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, and Schiller’s Zez-

ters on the Aestheric Education of Man, before proceeding to Addisen, Blake, and |
Coleridge—and perhaps even Schapenhauer if you're really feeling up to it. The
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best gcncral overviews can sdll be fouud mWa.ltgr John. Hlpplc, T/E;e Beaiful,
Sublime, and Picturesque in Engzemth—Cmmty Brirish Aestbetic Tbewj- (Carbon-
dale: Southern Illinois Universicy Press,, I957)“ 5amuel Holt Monk’s The Sublimé;
Thomas Weiskel's The Romantic Sub!s?m, a.nd. Pcter de Bolla's The Discourse of
the Sublime. Among the many more spea.ﬁcsrudles, of parucu]ar interest for che
issues raised in this chapter are Paul de Mai’s reading of Kant in desthesic Ideology
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996); Frances Ferguson’s theori-
zation of the sublime contra de Man in Solitude and the Sublime; and Lyotard’s
several claims for recuperating 2 “postmodern” sublime. These works should be
surpassed by the long-anticipared book on the sublime forchcoming from Gregg
Biglieri. .
Puuiing aside the dangers of collapsing Kant and Burke so blithelyas I have just
" done, limitations for the idea of a “textual sublime,” in any precise or technical
sense of the word drawn from classical or eighteenth-century philosophy should
be immediately obvious. To begin with, the text is not a natural object {requisite
for the Kantian sublime), the “inhumanness” of language does not clearly return
one to a feeling of humanist supenonry and a knowledge of the immorgalicy of
the sonl, and so on. Perhaps most important, however, the Longinian sublime has
been read in ways that would set it in diamerric oppositon, racher than collusion,
with my argument. [n a work starkly antithetical to mine, Charles J. Rzeplm de-
fines the sublime as transcending the materiality of the signifier and achieving a
ransparent sext of perfect communication. Rzepka also argues, without mention
of Bataille, for a “gencral economy " of writing that is a.lso very different from the
one I have presented.
45. De Luca, “A Wall of Words,” 232, 218.

46. Thid., 232.

47. In what he calls le vitwal de la transparence (the ritual of ansparence), Bau-
drillard’s contemporaneous description is worth comparison:

Pour qu’il y ait regard, il faur quun objer se voile et se dévoile, qu'il dispa-

. raisse 4 chaque instant; ¢’est pourquoi il ya dans le regard une sorte d'oscillation
.. .. Dans une image, ceraines partics sont visibles, et dautres non, les parties
visible rendent les autres invisible

In ovder to really look at an object, it must veil and unveil itself, it must disappear
each instant, because looking is a kind of escillation . . . . In an image, certain
aspects are visible, ovhers not, and the visible Pam mm’er those others invisible
(Lautre, 30).

48. De Luca, “Wall of Words,” 219.

49. Ibid., 232.

50. The phrase “wall of words” repears through' Vi, where it refers to Jim
Brody’s collective nickname for Bernstein, Nick Piombine, and Bruce Andrews—
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all of whom lived on New York City’s upper West Side at the time—as “rhe west
side wall of words”™ (priwrfc cortespondence). 'In “Blow-Me-Down Etude” the
phrase returns, approprw.tely altered, as “The Westside wail of words (Charles
Bemnstein, Rough Trades [Eos Angeles: Sun and Moon, 1991] 94).

s1. Bill Bissert makes recourse to the same convention in the lefi-hand column
of his poem “train” (inkorrec thots [Vancouver: Talon Books, 1992])- _

7 52. De Luca, “Wall of Words,” 218, emphasis added; McCaffery, North of .
Frivention, 208; Starobinski, Zes moss, 122; de Man, Resistance, 51; and Baudril-
lard, Z'autre, 60-63; see also Baudrillard’s $ymébolic Exchange and Deark (London,
Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 1993). As the ubiquitous references suggest,
onewould not want to underestimare the significance, or the mythic stature, of de
Saussure’s paragrammes for recent “theory.”

_53. De Man, Lzure, 23. To indicate yetr another discourse operating on precisely
these terms and also return 1o the resistance of totalizing scopic regimes and the
ordering of vision by manmade laws, the effect of reading a work like Vei/becomes
something like [z folie du voir, the baroque “madness of vision™ thar Christine
Buci-Glucksmann has recovered for postmodern memory. With its “fascination
for opacity, unreadability, and . . . indecipherability” and its “dependence on the
materialicy of the medium,” the “palimpsests of the unseeable” in that madness of
viston effect a general economy of “dazzling, d.lsonentmg, ecstatic surplus” (Jay,
Downcast Eyes, 16-17).

54. For one example of a very sophj.stlca.ted mettre en jeu of different theoreti-
cal and philosaphical concerns, via overprinting, consider the mirrored page from

- Lyn Hejinian and Travis Oriz’s The Staking Efféct. Ar issue, in the context of the

larger poem, are specific concepts put forth by Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jalal Toufic,
and Mikhail Bakhtin—as well as more general issues rela.ung 1o repetition, silence,
and —of course——co].laboraﬂc.n

Chapter 5

. 1. In Leon Roudiez’s definition, any reading that challenges the normative
referential gramimar of a text by forming “nerworks of signification nor acces-
sible through conventional reédmg habits” would be paragrammaric (quoted in
Kristeva, Revolution, 256). In “Silent Performances: On Reading John Cage,”
Arthur ]. Sabztini mentions de Saussure’s anagrams in relation to Cage’s mesostics,
though he does noc develop the conjunction (Sabatini, john Cage az Sevenzy-Five,
74-96). Velimir Xlebnikov acrually composed certain poems by encrypting proper
names into the Lines (cf. Ronald Vroon, Viedimir Xlebnikov's Shorter Poe?mJ 178 et
seq.)-

2. To be precise: as with his fourch wrmng-rhrough of Finnegans Wake, Cage
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added a further constraint by not Pem:m:ung ‘the repetmon of the same syllable
used to present a given letter of the narn.e In a less strict mesostic, the first letter
may be repeated. oL

In her review of American Pamy The Twemmb Century (The New Republic,
19 June 2001}, Helen Vendler does not seenito understand the mesostic form
which she dismisses as “t00 sasy.” As proof that john Cage’s Composizion in Reiro-
spect is an “uninteresting experiment,” Vendler tries her own hand ar the mesostic,
however, had she actually followed Cage’s rule almost 2 third of her lines wonld
not be permirced.

Afver hearing Joe Gargery’s account—* “Why, here’saJ ... and 2 O equal to
anythink! Here’s aJ and a O, Pip, and 2 J-O, Joe.. . . . One, two, three. Why here’s
three J's and three O’s, and three J-O. ., *—it’s difficult not to imagine him com-
pleting the swing with “Y-C-E,” like Cage: “I just went suaight on, A afeer J, E
afeer M, J afrer S, Y after O, E after C. I read each passage at least three times over”
(John Cage, Writing Through Finnegans Wake, n.p.).

3. James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (New York: Penguin, 1976), 120.

4. I'want to draw attention to Albert Gelpi's discussion of Words nd Ends from
Ez in “The Genealogy of Postmodernism: Conternporary American Poetry” (The
Southern Review [summer 19901), in part because it is one of the few mentions of.
the poem in the critical literature and in part because the urgency of this chap-
ter derives from a desire to answer those who—like Al—have taught me to love
poetry with 2 passionate intelligence, but who do not see the pleasures and inter-
est offered by writers like Cage and Mac Low (and Christopher Dewdney, whom
1 discuss later in this chaprer).

Gelpi suggcsrs that Mac Low’s pocm is “senseless” (532), unreadable pbbcr—
ish” that does “not warrant artention” beyond its “absurdicy” (529), and before
accusing Mac Low of not being a “serious , . . poet” but rather one of “the wick-
sters,” Gelpi asks: “how many of the very few who pick up Macl.ow’s book will
get any farther into its seventy-seven pages than it takes to untiddle the gimmick?”
(525). Parterns of reading and the demands of radical writing are imporrant issues,
bue I, for one, would never want o mistake the guanrizy of a readership for the
gquality of those who can rise to the challenge.

5. Jackson Mac Low, Words nd Ends from Ez (Bolinas: Avenue B, 1989). 25.

6, Thid., 54; John Cage, X: Whitings 70— 82 (Middlerown, Conn.: Wesleyan
University Press, 1983), 110, See Linda Voris, “Along the SPreadmg Surface: The
Sequence of Gertrude Stein's Compositional Tasks in the 1920¢” {disserration),
University of California at Berkeley, 1998.

7. For more on Cage’s Norton lectures, see Marjorie Perloff, Radical Arsifice,

200-16. It is possible, thongh unlikely, that Wirtgenstein served as the source for
Mac Low’s second acrostic poem, with pride of place going to Mark Twain's Life
on the Mississippi (Mac Low, Stangas for Iris Lezak, 401). For more on Mac Low’s
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DIASTEX method, see his “afterword” co Barnesbook: Four Poems Derived from Sen-
zences by Djuna Barnes (Los.Angelcs Sun and Moon, 1996), 47-53)- I discuss an-
other of the prasTEX pocins, “Barics 4, ” later in this chapter,”

In 2 1984 interview with Andrew Payne, Steve McCaffery muses.in passing: “It
would be interesting to approach Cage’s and Mac Low’s writing through Wirtgen-
stein’s notion of the language game” (Noreh of Intention, 119-20); 1 hope this essay
achieves some small measure of the interest he predicred.

I 8. For a discussion of the influence of Wirtgenstein on ]ohns and Joseph
KOS‘llth, which mlght have gone much further in ma.k.mg its case, see Jessica Prinz’s
Ar: Discourse/Discourse on Art (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press,
19_91) Marjorie Petloff’s “coda” vo Wingensteins Ladder: Poetic Language and the
Strangeness of the Ordinary (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), which
miight also have been expanded, and in which she presents Kosurk's witty treat-
ment of Witgenstein; and Kosuth’s Lezters from Wingenstein, Abridged at Ghent
(Ghent: Imschoot-Uirgevers, 1992) —a book that mighe itself be thought of as a
sort of “writing-through.”

9. Cf. Steve McCaffery's note in Vors: Twenty-Firse Cenztery Pre-Views 3, no. 2

(1975): 63. The quotation from Cage appears on the bac.k cover of Mac Low's
Words nd Endbs.

10, William Shakespeare, Harmnlet, act 2, scene 2, lines I90-9L.

1L Witegenstein, [nvestigutions, S156; cf. §$156—62 et passim. The second part
of this chapter will propose an answer to Wittgenstein’s version of Harmlet's joke:
“What would you be missing if you did not experience the meaning of 2 word?”
(Brvestigations, 2:214).

12. Ibid., $344, 2:212.

13. The most sustained gea’ankmexpersmmtabout rcadmg machinés” in the -
vestigations occurs at §ty7, anticipating the machinic metaphors of $193 et passim;
the figuce of the idling engine as a comelative for the confissions of philosophy
when language has “gone on holiday” recurs most forcefully at $§88 and 132.

14. Wittgenstein, fnvestigations, §108. Although the sense of §36 suggests 2 more:
general reference, this choice of “phantasm” in §108 resonates wich the earlier use
of “spirit” and, when combined with the evocative term “medium,” offers a more
literal reading of “language”: “Where our langua.ge suggesis a body and there is
none: there, we should like o say, is a spirie.”

15. Ibid., $120,

16. Ibid., $165.

17. Ibid,, §108, $203.

18. Ibid., §242.

16. Ibid., $160, §108. _

20. Agnes Martin’s paintings can be read as the perfect emblem for Wittgen-
stein’s schematic of disciplined writing. This is obviously not the place for a full
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" treatment of her work, which I find tcrrlfymgly ﬁ§dst in its mystical pretensions

to presence, rhetoric of “purity” and “Hygicl'{Q{” aggressive insistn:nceon'orf:lcr, uni-
formity, regularity and regulation, repbuuon, and linearicy (everything involved
with being “in-line”), and so om. Oune might, however; note the hand-drawn
graphite lines that run—like writren texts (the use of pencil is not coincidental) —
from left to right across the canvas, bordering the painted stripes. Discernible be-
neath the tremor and waver of this “text,” however, a carcful viewer can makea out
the impression of a swraight-edge blade which has cut into the primed canvas and
underlies —both literally and metaphorically—those graphitc lines. On the one
hand, it is 2 retelling of the old story of Malevich's iyric supremarism and the ge-
omeuy of constructivism. But Martin's lyric line offers no resistance to the rorali-
rarianism of her project; the pencil lines serve as regulating “guide lines,” so that
their “writing” is the text of compliciry; they are che trace of the performance of 2

- disciplined subject under the pressures of authority: obsession, single-mindedness,

fanaticism, controlled response. These paintings are thé visual equivalent of being
ordered to write on the board a hundred times “I will not . . .” and so they stand as
the serious punchline to John Baldessari’s “T will not make any more boring art”
{1977).

21. Wittgenstein, Investigations, S131.

2z, Ibid., $140. . ‘

23. Ibid., $146. .

24. Ibid., $193. What if, like T. E. Hulme, we recognized that which is usually
thought of as “the grit in the machine” as instead “the fundamental element of the
machine”?

25. Wittgenstein, nvestigations, $133.

26. Tbid., S176. Compare the sections of Wingenstein's Remarks on the Foun-

dations of Mathematics, §$29-31.

27. For the argument thar proper names are rigid designatoss, sce Saul A.
Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980): 49-63
CT passim. : :

28. Witegenstein, [nvestigations, S401,

29. Jackson Mac Low, “Museletrer,” in The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book, ed.

" Bruce Andrews and Charles Bernstein (Carbondale: Southern Ilinots Ubiversity

Press, 1984). 26. .

30. I take the phrase “lyrical interference” from Olson, of course. The logic by
which Slavic farurism often turned to the other extreme —“ego-fururism,” Maya-
kovskii’s top-of-the-voice £/—might be worth thinking through. ‘

The precedent—once again—for resorting to rules in order ©© rid the artisf:lc
act of the ego is of course Marcel Duchamp. One of the (several and contradic-
tory) claims Duchamp made for the ready-made was that its selection was an act of
aestheric indifference embodying the total absence of “taste” (Cabanne, Dialogues
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with Marcel Duchamp, 48), and the guarantor of that indifference was an arbitrary
rule: “on such and such a’fime.” That one ought not simply take Duchamp at his
word, or that this may 'not be thebest way to understand the ready-mades, should
go withourt saying, o _ L
31. Emblematic of this problem is the musicircus, one of Cage’s mosc blatanc
atrempts to diminish che ego and “act as if there is no use in a cenrer” Baplicidy
" established as an anti-hierarchical and anarchic evenr, the nusicircus is bounded
by broad constraints: a particular time and place, neither admission fees nor pay-
*“ments to the sufficiently large number of musicians performing in diverse genres
‘.Jf,and distributed through the space in random and indiscreet ways so that they pro-
_vide a promiscuity of noise. For the enactment I saw at Stanford University in early
1992, this meant that one entering the spread-out complex of music school build-
~ings might find a jazz ensemble in the hallwey a few steps from the punk band on
the stairwell, and outside the office in which the sitar player had sec up . . . all of
the sound mixing as the mobile auditor moved past the man with the musical pin-
ball machines and towards the Gregorian chanters, mixli_ng with other visitors and
performers already finished or yet to play. Also performing— as conspicuously ad-
vertised—was John Cage himself, reading from his composition Muoyce. One did
not just stumble across him, however, standing in the hallway next to the march-
ing band, or in one of the glass-cubicle practice rooms with a lounge singer on
one side and a concert pianist on the other; he was sequestered at the zery cen-
zer of the complex, behind closed deors in a large dark room (the only light a
desk lamp aimed directy over his head), and despite the presence of a microphone
reading in a barely audible whisper: the very model of passive aggression. Not sur-
prisingly, this arrangement had the effect of creating both an initial mystery that
focused attention on Cage (where was he?), and also—for those who finally found
him—an atmosphere of having entered the sacred cave of the sibyl. Around the
illurninated desk where Cage uttered his hushed whispers, the audience stood in
the dark: necessarily drawm close, reverently silent, and straining with attention in
an atceinpt ro even make out what he was saying. Norman O, Brown, 2 contrary
presence throughout the events held at Stanford that week, voiced similar reser-
vations about the musicircus, Charles Junkerman notes the potendally paradoxical
centering of the event bur graciously offers a generous if not entirely convincing
apologia (“nEw/foRms of living together,” in Johm Cage: Composed in America, ed.
Marjorie Petloff and Charles Junkerman [Chicago: Universiry of Chicago Press,

- 1994], 49-50)..

One might further note that even the most successful attempt to eliminate the
ego by chance operations would have a certain historical twist as ‘well, given the
degree to which we have increasingly become “statistical subjects” over the last 150
years, ' S .
32. The line appears in the appendix to Bob Brown’s Readses anchology (162).
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In addition to playing off Pound’s nickname, Brésm relics on che names for the

graphemes “¢” and “z” 10 equate Pound’s poetry with what is “casy”:; mimicking
a colloquial'adverbial form of “easily” Q;ppm’pria:;_to the informally-abbreviated
“Ez,” Brown’s sentence translates to “what guy, can’t easily write a canto?” Simi-
larly, playing off the rhyme (in the cyé as'well as the eat) of “cant” and “canto,”
Brown exploits the apostrophe’s purely graphic differentiation between “can’t” and
“cant” 1o productively confuse the difference bevween “can not” and “the conven-
tonal, trite, or insincere use of language” which he jocularly implies Ezra’s uni-
versally producible poems might be. Brown is replying to Pound's assertion that
“ANY BLOKE CAN EXPERIMENT,” which stood alone as a section to his essay
“Qur Contemporaries and Others,” in The New Review 2 (May, June, July, 1931k
15z. In the contemporaneous Deronics, Brown makes similar play with what “Exra
says ; one poem is entitled “Ez, 1 sez, sez 1, Ez” {83).

The Cantos itself records “Ez” as Pound’s nickname (cf. 502), and for notice
of Pound’s own onomastic paronomasia and the inescapable play between Pound
and £, see Richard Sieburth, “In Pound We Trust: The Economy of Poetry/The
Poetry of Economics,” Critical Inquiry 14 (autumn 1987): 162 et passim, and the
pages he references from J.-M. Rabaté’s Language, Sexuality, and ldealogy (173-82;
234-41).

33. Mac Low, Words, 64.

34. Ibid,, 59.

35. In a musical analogy, chis relationship becween constraint and expression
in the mesostic might correspond to the composition of counterpoint around
a cantus firmus, or more aptly sill, che free expression around the rules of the

dodecaphonic tone row (Cage’s study of counterpoint with Schoenberg is notinci-

dental biography). Mac Low, moreover, has experimented with compositions that
explicitly code letters of the alphabet ro the twelve tones of the scale so that werds
can become something like tone rows (Cage, Jobn Cage: Writer 147-48), and Eliza-
beth Cross has composed similarly analogic pieces (“Schoenberg Dance 12,” in
Chain 3, no. 1 [spring 1996]: 48-50). -

36. Wingenstein, fnvestigations, §34.

37. Ibid., §81. :

38. Mac Low is well aware of the paradoxes involved and freely and frequentd
adrnite to the contradictions (cf. “The Poetics of Chance,” 175; or “Muselerter” 27).

39. Wittgenstein, Invesigations, $201.

49 Jackson Mac Lows, “The Poetics of Chance & the Politics of Simultaneous
Spontaneity, or the Sacred Heart of Jesus (Revised and Abridged),” in Talking Poet-
ics from Naropa Institute: Aunals of the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poer-
ics, vol. 1, ed. Anne Waldman and Marilyn Webb (Boulder, Colo., and London:
Shambhala, 1978), £74. One might find it useful to think of the tensions in diastic
practice as the fundamental and long-lived conflict berween tariki and jiriki em-
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phases in Zen; whether enlightenment is achieved through one’s own power or
from an external authority, ¥ do not.intend to pirsue anything like a theological
debate over the conformance of th"b-diasﬁc.?oéms to various Buddhist doctrines
bur those interested in suich questions might begin by gonsi&er'mg what a Pocr.ic;
of true nonattachment mighe involve. : ' |
41 Wittgenstein, Jovestigasions, §125. _
¢ 42. Jackson Mac Low, “Seventh Li o ; :
M oissuratediol Lighe Poemn,” in Represenzarive Warks: 1038-198¢
_ ,£43.Wi1:tgcnsl:ein, Tnvestigations, $131.
f/44‘ Note, for example, how the speed with which critics rush o dismiss rufe-
gc‘pdn_zratod poetry (“that’s not poetry!”; “a compurer could do that!™), or the glee
with which they catch the poet oue (“aha, it’s not really nonintentional aficr all”)
andthe equally charged dash to defend such procedures in turn, are triggered witl-;
thf.' same ease. One need not overpsychologize these reactions vo find them sur-
Pmmfg when the facts of the matter, after all, bear linde debare: Cage’s mesostic
t::;chmque.opcn.ly announces its equal measure of determined procedures and voli-
n.ona‘l Icholcc, and Mac Low readily admits the limits of (non)intentionality in his
i:hasuc compositions. Similarly, in Christine Froula's account, which I will address
in the second section of this chapter, errors in The Cantas become less a measure
of Pound’s activity than a measure of the totalitarian desires of his readers and edi-
tors: theit judgment of literal accuracy, their intolerance of the slightest deviance
and their belief in the absoluce, rranshiscorically correct, dbjective “fact.” ’
Ir:: the end, the diastic poems may be cautionary rales not so much about the
totalitarianism of Pound’s poetty, or the nature of rule-following, or the clirnare
of Cold War politics in which they were composed, but rather of our desires shout
polarities and absolutes, and about the very structures and u;orkings, therefore, of
totalitarianism itself—the fascist in each of us; as Guareari would say. :
45. Mac Low, Wordl, 13; Cage, X: Whitings, 110. ]
46. Mac Low, Words, 82; Fzra Pound, The Cansos of Ezra Porend (New York:
New Directions, 1991), C167:770. Given the differences between commonly avail-
able editions of Pound’s Carzos, the canto number will precede the page number

in citations to the poem.

47 Cage, X' Whirings, 109. -

48, Mac Low, Wards, 13. g

49. Ibid., 7s. ' ;

s0. Ibid., 14.

st. Ibid., 43, 57; Pound, Cansos, C76:476.

52. Mac Low, Words, 68, 62, 44.

s3. Ibid., éo. '

54- In the coda to this book I will consider the inverse of this generic crossing:
the ways in which scholarly apparatuses have come to be read qua poetry. Cage
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was certainly aware of the frisson berween sourée text and diastic;.@uf: crf:dits the.
inspiration for the mesostics to Marshall McLuhérﬁs notion of brus__]::.mg 1nf0fn;|a—
::E” {John Cage, “An Autobiographical S_ti}:pmént,” Southwest Review 76 [winter
ol: 86). : P =
199'1‘11c rejlacion of the writing-through o the sacrifice of general economy coPld
be developed further. Steve McCaffery writes: “Pe.ritiony‘n$ lets an excl?abge tlm-;L a
parasitic approptiarion the poews sityate closte to a specifiic type c'rf clinsmen: t ¢
porlotch, a ritual destroying, fragmintign anf scarterimg of ap existarnt wacalhr
(McCaffery, “Zarathruseran *Pavaphysics,” Open Lemer: A Canadian Journal of
Whiting and Theory, oth series, no. 7 [winter 1997]: 20). .
55 gf.’or more on the Siationist concept of détournement, see the opening
chapter. ) s
6. Pound, Canres, Cs4.:284, 285, 280, 306, 281. .
27 A haiku-like section from Jonathan Williams’s “Some Slowowis of:; Theodore
Chamberlain” is apropos: A proud Zen, / azurc pound: / daze, or pun?” (n.p.).
58, Pound, Cantos, C78:493.
59. Mac Low, Words, 59; Pound, Canzos, C81:535, C80:524.
6o. Pound, Cantos, C88:577, C105:764-
1. Ibid., Co6:676. . _
6z. For an account of the way in which the significant look of fbe Cm:tos has
changed through its editions, see the relevant chapters in Jerome I Mc.Ginns con-
tribution to the collection A Poems Containing History: Tactf&dl Studies in “The ia:
£05,”ed. Lawrence Rainey (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), w

recasts material from the relevant chapters in McGann's The Texmal Condition -

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991) and Black Riders.

63. Bzra Pound, ABC of Reading (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1934). 21

64. Pound, Cantos, C85:568--69, C86:576-77.

&s. McGann, Textual Condition, 108. . : .

62. Bob Perclman, The Trouble with Genius: Reading Pound, jcycf_. .S.'tem, zfna'
Zukaﬁ.{y (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 43 et seq. " History is a
schoal book for princes, ” Pound quotes in “Canto LIV” (2.80), :-md 1‘;% C'Mtz‘
themselves, of course, were conceived of as a “peem including history {Poun:
ABC, 46).

67. Pound, Cantos, C53:269.

&8. Ezra Pound, Collected Early Poesns, ed. Michael John King (New York: New -

Directions, 1976), 271. |
69. Andrews, Paradise, 53. ‘ .
72 Sieburth, “In Pound We Trust,” 167. Sieburth also introduces Baraille into

his own discussion of Tke Cantos (149), though with an emp'hasis on libid}j::l
economies. More important, he proposes a critical challenge which I hope to have

successfully met:
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Against a number of recent readings that have too hastily sought to reduce
Pound’s work to a closed, phallo- or logocentric Fascist discourse, ir is worth
emphasizing the profound reversibilicy(or ro use Bataille’s terms, ‘scissiparicy’)
of many of the oppesitions within which his thinking seems to move (165).

71. Pound, Cantos, C2:6, Cy:25.
72. Mac Low, Wards, 4.
73- Pound, Canres, Cr16:810.
o 74 Charles Bernstein, “Pound and the Poetry of Today,” Yale Review [new
:series] 75 (sumumer 1986): 640.
- 75 Thid.
76. The lesson is an important one whether it is learned from Pound of Stein,
'fBunting ot Zukofsky, Mac Low or Cage. Indeed, lev me be clear that this is a claim
that cuts both ways. This is obvicusly not the Place to stage a full argument, b
ler me suggest, for instance, that however often Gertrude Stein has been taken
as the hero of feminist and lesbian resistance to “patriarchal poetry,” as 2 “good
modemnist” championing indeterminacy and play, there is perhaps no more fascisz
text in the modernist canon than The Making of Americans. With apodictic, de-
Monstrative sentences setring out to classify and categorize every type of person, it
is the novelization of the police-state archive. This reading, I want to underscore,
stands independently of Stein’s role as either the patriarch of her household with
Alice or as apologist for Pétain’s Vichy tegime, C
A final, brief word against necrophilia: whatever the ultimare judgments on
these texts, the 2cademic reception of Pound and Stein points to the inteltectually
impoverished biographic moralism thar still underwrites much of what passes for
literary scholarship. The assumption that one comes to literature in 2 hagiolatrous
search for authors who can serve as personal heroes has overdooked what is surely -
ons of the primary moral lessons of The Cantos itself: the danger of fueling char-
ismaric hero worship. We endanger ourselves when we approach Pound with the
same uncritical (if coridemnatory) regard with which he in curn had exhumed
Confucius, Malarests, and Mussolini. - :

77. How carefully have you been reading? How carefully have 1 been writing?
Has the disjunction berween my claims for radical form and the thoroughly con-
ventional mode of this essay yer struck you as disquieting? T have asked these ques-
tions before, One might of course make excuses for the apostasy of this disquisi-
don— the essay as bodhisatrva— but after such compromise, what forgiveness?

78. For a rceiding of the I Ching bexagrams qua poeuy, see Jonathan Price,
“The I Ching as Visual Poem,” in Visua! Lizeraure Crivicism: A New Collection, ed.
Richard Kostelanerz (Carbondale: Souchern Ilinois University Press, 1979).

79. Wittgenstein, Investigations, §372.

80. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Rermarks on the Foundations of Mashematics, ed. G. H.
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Wiight, R. Rhees, and G. E. M. Angcombe, tans. G. E. M. Angcombe (New
York: Macmillan, 1956), 6oe. Wittgeistein suggests that reading m.lght be like
rule-following at an even deeper level: the f&hng of being “guided” (Inmrzgamm,

§170). Wittgenstein’s rule-following s stuclent -Jooking up answers in a table and '

figuring out how to go on from one term to the next, it might be added, evokes
nothing so much as Cage checking ith the simulated 7 Ching tables and figuring
out the rules for how 1o go on from one term to another,

81. Pound, Canzos, Cé1:340.

82. See Tim Redman, Eerz Pound and ftalian Fascism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 3991). That in the final, delusional days of the exiled regime
Pound struggled to publish Italian translations of Confucian classics, and that he
could urge the remaining, isolated fzscissi—in a last-ditch defense of their hope-
lessly besieged positions— 1o simply “reread the . . . Classics,” manifests the depth
and pathos of the desperation with which he discharged his office as court trouba-
dour. Those wary of Pound’s conception of “the Classics” can cerrainly empathize
with his much earlier confession: “The thought of what America would be like /
If the Classics had a wide circularion / Troubles my sleep” (Ezra Pound, Personae:
Collected Shorter Poems [London: Faber and Faber, 1952], 183). :

83. Pound, Cantos, Cr14:805; Mac Low, Words, 45.

84. Jann-Pasler establishes Cage’s tendency to appeal 1o aur.honty even when
“thc master” invoked would not have corroborated the claim Cage arributes to
him.

" 8. Pound, ABC, 92.

86, Eara Pound, Selected Poems (New York: New Directions, 1957), 2L

87. Pound, Cartros, CoB:699—700, Cro2:742.

28, Thid., C24:110. :

- 89. The methodology of the “Barnes” poerns is cornplex, and those with a
serious interest should consult Mac Low's notes to Barnesbook directdy. In shorr:
chance procedures selected and ordered eight sentences from Djufia- Barnes's
oeuvre; those sentences were then taken as a source text and run through a
‘computerized automation of one of Mac Low’s diastic writing-through methods;
finally, Mac Low edited the output by elimination, rearrangement, and repunctu-
atian. -

One of the most interesting aspects of Mac Low’s computerized diastics, and
one that deserves further contemplation, is that the entire source text can be

used—mise o abime—as the index with which to write-through irself. As if a

secded cloud rained hydrogen in showers which fell only within the cloud's in-
terion, silvering its sides.

90. My focus here is not o suggest that more referendal p]ays of signification

in “Barnes 4" should be discounted. For just one instance of the light, defily man-
aged, but precise networks which bind ostensibly unrelated lines from the poem,
consider the line “And to the Greek, ground”; to follow the etymology of “ground”
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 back to the Greek would find chrainein, “to touch slighdy,” or in other words, o

“whisper against.” As Cage says of Mac Low: “he gives exact atrention.”
o1. Christopher Dewdney, “Fractal Diffusion,” in The L-A—N— G=U/24=G=F
Book, ed. Bruce And:e.ws and Charles Bernstein (Carbondale Southem Minoais

University Press, 1984), 180 Mac Low, Words 44

92. Wittgenstein, I?w&mgdtzam, S193.
93. McCaffery, “Zarathrustran Pataphysics,” 14, 17.
94. Mac Low, Words, 58.

os. Ibid., s1.

96. Ibid., 60, 41
o7. Ibid., 34.

08. Ibid., 41-42.
99. Ibid., 41.

100. Ibid., 40, 29,

tor. Ibid., 34, 8. Kathleen Fraser, long a diligent poet of the error, has asked:
“Isn’t che typo, after all, a word wying to escape its single-version identity?” (i
cuowre: the hears [Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 19971, 197).

2. Akwyn Lee, “The Second Chance,” ed. Jesse Birnbaum, researched by
Martha McDowell, Time (June 2, 1967): 67.

3. Pound, ABC, 46. As Friedrich Kittler has a.rgued such fidelity of tran-
scription —the high accuracy and low filtering of medial technologies such as
the phonograph, the cinema, and (so imporcant for Pound) the typewriter—de-
fines the modern “discourse network” (Auﬁfbrieéesyfm:}. Such devices repro-
duce “noise” with such indiscriminate vulgaricy thar they lay everything bare;
in Pound’s own Baudrillardian porrmanteau, they let us hear the “wail of the
pornograph” (Canres, C29:143). Gertrude Stein alludes to precisely.this condition
of early twentieth-century medial technologies in the apening of Parés, France:
“When we were having 2 book printed in France we complained abour the bad
zlignment. Ah they explained that is becanse they use machines now, machines are
bound to be inaccurate” (Pards, France [New York: Liverighf, 19961, 8). As Kicder
and Pound understood, the problem, of course, is that the machines are far too
accurate and inflexible.

104. Ezra Pound, Guide io Kulture (New York: New Directions, 1970), 98. In
this sense, Susan Howe has best carried on the Pound tradition of arguing, poeti-
cally, for the importance of both bibliographic detail in the records we have—the
paper stock, bookplates, colophons, seal marks, marginalia, handwriting, binding
(these are all from The Cantos), and so on—as well as an attentive reading of the
silences in the historical record. Pound, it scarcely needs mention, did not share
the decidedly feminist focus of Howe's project.

105. Pound, Canios, Ci3:60.

106. Ibid., Cy:2s.

107. Ibid., C8:28.
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108, Ibid., C77:481-82, CB:28. R :

109. For a reproduction of the ﬁ'a.gment and Ehe story of its transmission, see
Hugh Kenner, The Pound Era (Bcrkclcy» Unt\germty of California Press, 1971), 5~
6, 50-56). When published in Lustrz (fNCW York* Knopf, 1917}, 55}, each line is
followed by a chree-point ellipses; the version I reproduce is taken from Pound’s
revised and definitive version in Persomae (115).

110. Mac Low, Wardl, 32.

1. Christine Froula, 7o White Paradise: Style zmd Error in Pound’s Crz:zros'

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 153.

riz. Ibid., 140.

113. Ibid., 139.

_ 114. Pound’s unpublished letter (dated Seprember 2, 1957) is now m the Yale
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Libracy; the line is quoted in Froula,
o Write Paradise, 145~46.

115. See their respective conrributions to the publicarion of the proceedmgs
edited by Lawrence Rainey, of a special panel on textual scholarship and The Can-
tos (A Poern Contasning History: Textual Studies in “The Cantos™). | obviously dis-
agree with Kenner’s conclusion thar we can safely correct printers’ misdeeds with
a clear conscience (“what’s amiss that’s uncontrovertibly a printer’s misdeed can
be safely corrected” [Kenner, “Notes on Amateur Emendations,” in 4 Poemn Con-
raining Hisory, 28, of- 271).

116. Peter Glassgold, “A Statement From New Directions,” in A Poem Conrain-
ing Histery. 275. One should note thar Laughlin, as (then) ediror of New Direc-
tions, had a vested interest in the-current version of The Canros, which was under

his imprint and under discussion in comparison with a proposed scholarly edi- .

tion. One should further note that this imputation of Pound's wishes comes at
least fourth-hand: Laughlin’s message was wransmitted by Griselda Ohannessian,
who conveyed it to Perer Glassgold, who delivered it at the conference whence its
transcript was published in che collection edited by Lawrence Rainey.

117. Pound, Canzos, Ci:5, C30:148. _

118. Thid., Cro:47. See Lawrence Rainey, “ All 1 Want You to Do Is 1o Follow
the Orders’: History, Faith, and Fascism in the Early Canros,” in A Poem Contain-
ing History, 76 et seq., for an account of this passage and a reproduction of both
the original source and Pound’s notes. Rainey is as thorough as one could wish,
though he overstates the mystery of the passage.

119. Pound, Carios, C62:341.

12o. Ibid., C78:481.

121. The form is, however, familiar from his correspondence,

122. Pound, Canzos, CR7:58s.

123. Ibid., Cs6:302.

124. Mac Low, Words, 82.

125. James Joyce, Ulysses: The Corrected Texz, ed. Hans Walter Gabler, Wolf-

206  Notes to Pages ir2—I5

hard Steppe, and Clans Melchior (New York: Random House, 1986), 151-52 {in
chapter 2), 228~29 (in chagter 9 Lo

126. Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 425 -

127. For my thinking omJoyce and-error, | am mdebtod 10 a series of conver-
sations with John Bishop in the spring of 1995, I continue those discussmns here
with gratitude and fondnéss,

128. Joyce, Finnegans Whke, 120; Fritz Senn Joyce s Misconducting Unwerse

_ m Inzernational Perspectives on James Joyce, ed. Gotlieb Gaiser (Troy: Whitson,
1986} 154.
\/' 129. Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 109, 126. Vroon notes a similar difficulry with regard
to the cextual status of Velimir Xlebnikov’s ocuvic (Xlebnikovs Shorier Poems, 26).
- 130. Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 276.

131. Froula, 7o Write Paradise, 142. :

132. Vicki Mahaffey, “Intentional Error: The Paradox of Editing Joyce’s Ulysses,”
in Representing Modernist Texts: Editing as Interpretation, ed. Charles Bornstein
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 182,

133. Richard Ellmann, fames Joyce (New York: Obxford University Press,, 1959},
66z, . :

134. Bugéne Jolas, “My Friend James Joyce,” in James Joyce: Two Decades of
Criticism, ed. Seon Givens (New York: Vanguard, 1948), 13. These passages from
Finnegans Witke occur throughout, but see especially the chapter following p. 104.

135. Ellmann, Joyee, 600.

_ 136. I recognize that the force of this claun requires the elaboration of an argu-
menr which would be out of place in the present context. Suffice it to say char 1
regard the myriad attemprts to read Finnegans Wake as a-conventional novel—with
an overall story and populated by personac like HCE and ALP—as unfounded, if
not 5o absurdly inappropriate as to risk the grotesque. These received readings ex-

. hibit, more or less movingly, the éxtremes with which we resist the inhumanness of
language. Taken as novellae in their own right, for instance, the books by Tindall
and Burgess would be fairly amusing; as literary eriticism they are merely perverse.
As I hope this chapter demonstrates, [ am all for hallucinared readings, but when
they proceed withour texcual justfication they merely pass inte pathology. For ex-
amples of more sober accounts of the (non}narrative structure of Finnegans Wake,
see Derek Atcridge, “Deconstructing Digression: The Backbone of Finnegans Wike
and the Margins of Culture,” in ‘Peculiar Language: Literature as Difference from the
Renaissance to James joyce (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), 188-238; Jean-
Michel Rabaté, “Narratology and Finnegans Wake.” in James Joyce: The Censennial
Symposr‘um; ed. Morris Beja et al. {Champaign: University of Illinois Press, x986),

137—46; and Charles Altieri, “Fimnegans Wake as Modernist Historiography,” Novel
(winter/spring 1988): 238-50.

137. Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 121.

138. Cage, Silence, 59.
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139. One should note that grammarical pareersis are perhaps the mOst recogniz-
able and familiar aspect of Finnegans Wake (see Quartermain, Disfunctive Poetics,
11416, for a particularly nuanced reading of-this tension. The ghost of English
syntax, however, plays an imporrant rble in rendéring legible the much more un-
stable level of individual words, rmmy of which would otherwise appear as mere
disarticulated babble. s '

140. Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 114.

141. Ibid., 341, 118.

- 142. Ibid., 423.

143. Mahaffey, “Intencional Error,” 185; Jovee, Finnegans Wake, 20.

144. Quoted in Vahan D. Barooshian, Russian Cubo-Futurism, roro-rgzo: A
Study in Avant-Gardiom (The Hague: Mouton, 1974), 109.

145. Mac Low, Represenative Works: 1938-1985 (New York: Roof Books, 1986),
182, '

146. Cage, X: Writings, 1, 173.

147. Paul de Man, “Phenomenology and Materiality in Kant,” in The Texmeal
Sublime: Deconstruction and Its Differences, ed. Hugh Silverman and Gary Ayles-
worth (Albary: SUNY Press, 1990), 107.

148. T arn gracefitl to Peter Nicholls, who references Bourget and provides che
translation. (Nicholls, Modernisms: A Literary Guide [Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1995], 59).

149. Vorz number 8, 70.

150. Cage, X: Writings, £1o.

151. Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 120,

152. Pound, Cantos, Crz:57, Cro:47. .

153. Mac Low, Words, 16; Pound, Cantos, Co:37. Conversely, Words nd Ends
transforms Pound’s imnocuous “And the worst of "em all” (€ 41:202) inro the char-
acteristically acrid but rather more vulgar “f 'em All” (30), recalling the earlier lines:
“eUkiNal/. .. acUss” (17). :

154. Blake, Compleve Wrirings, 154; Pound, Cantos, C14-16:61, 62-64.

" 155. Pound, Canos, “Addendum for [Canto] C,” 812. '

156. Ibid., C14:62, C45:230. ' '

157. Ibid., Cr4-15:65.

158. Ibid., Crs:65.

159. Ibid., Crq:63, Ci5:64; cf. Cr4:62. .

160, Ibid., Cr4:61. : .

161. Ibid., Cu16:811; Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 67, 66; Pound, Cantos, 199.

162. Pound, Cantos, Cry:62, Cr5:65, Crq: 61

163. Thid., Ci15:65.

164. Mac Low, Wordl, 17.
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Chapter 6

1. Ezra Pound, “Retrospectr Intedude,” in Polize “Essays (Lendon: Faber and
Faber, 1937), 131, 130. . 7 . }

2, Robert Hobbs, Rebert Smithson: Sczlpeure (Ithaca, NUY., and London: Cor-
nell University Press, 1981), 104. Smithson toured prehistoric English monuments
in 1969 (Hobbs, Smishson, 171). Robert Morris, one of those who had alse made -

. the pilgrimage, was discussing the “inrerpretation of Stonehenge as an astronomi-

cal computer” by at least 1968 (Robert Morris, “The Art of Existence,” Artforum

9, no. 5 [January 1971): 30).

3. Smithson, Collecred Writings, 95.

4. Pound, “Retrospect,” 130.

5. In Smithson’s own words, “the duplicity within the site involves the dialogue
between inner and outer . . . . Thert’s a disjunction in terms of the wo sites”
(Smithson, Coflected Writings, 218). '

6. See Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Spivek (Baltimore:

. Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), 141 et seq.

7. Smithson, Collected Wrirings, 153. Smithson evinces his undérs:and.ing of the
nonsite’s ability to pur terms under-erasure in this way: “To be located berween
those two points [i.c., site and nonsite) puss you in a position of elsewhere, so
there’s no focus, This outer edge and this center constantly subvere each other,
cancel each other out” (194). '

8. Lawrence Alloway, “Robert Smithson’s Development,” in Ayt i the Land: A
Critical Anthology of Environmental Art, ed. Alan Sonfist {New York: E. P. Dutton,
1983}, 130. Cf. Alloway’s similar statement in Hobbs, Smithson, 42.

9. Smithson, Collected Writings, 244. : ‘ _

10. I would provisionally suggest that the figure of the crystal, like Burroughs's
“virus” or Spicer’s “Martian,” indexes the inhumanness of language: a radically
alien strucrure thar is nonetheless recombinandy active and “alive” (crystals
“grow”), Whatever its resonance, Smithson’s mineral language takes its placein a
substantial and very interesting licerary tradition of geclinguistics, which encom-
passes writers as diverse as J. G. Ballard (who directly influenced Smithson) and
Clark Coolidge (who was directly influenced by Smithson in turn}, to name just
two. A distinctly Canadian tradition is also discernible, including Christian Bk,
Christopher Dewdney, and Sreve McCaffery. : .

15 Smithson, Collecred Whizings, w07,

12. Ibid., 108,

13, Basil Bunting, Complete Poems, ed. Richard Caddel (Oxford: Oxford Uni-

versity, Press, 1994), 45. :

14. Smithson, Cofleczed Writings, 155.
15. Ibid., 61. The original essay was signed, pseudonymously, “Eton Corrasable,”
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which anagrams neatly to “Robert as a clone” (amang othef'-intnm' ing and potic
possibilities). Sm.ichso); reiterates that he*was interested in lanﬁuagi asa marerial
entity, as something thar wasn't involved in ideatiomal values,” as “printed mat-
ter— informatdion which has a kind of pl_'iysiéél'.}q;csencc for me” (294).

16. Thomas Clark and Colin Stern, The Geological Evolution of Nerth America:
A Regional Approach to Historical Geology (New York: Ronald, 1960); 20d rev. ed.
{nonuniform subtitle), 1968; 3rd rev. ed., coauthored with Robert' (.:arroll (New
York: Wiley; 1979). Smithson quotes from the second (revised) edition, page 151.

The mesaphor of the book was translated from the first (1960) edition of the text- -

book, where it had been applied to a jigsaw puzzle; in the passage thar Smitf?son
cites, two more general sentences from the first edition have been merged: “Just
as the latter [ie., an archaeologist] deciphers fragmentary inscriptions of dca!:l 1?:1-
gitages, so the geologist reads his [sic] record in the rocks, interpreting and piecing
together the scattered information,” and “In the seas of the pasr, layer afver layer
of sediment accumulated like leaves of a book that a geologist may read page by
page” (3, 5). By the third edition, published in 1979, the “tone of the ti,rne”' had
already changed. In the new, rather less dramatic vext the metaphor had shnffed
to the archive: books in a library, from which a researcher extracts and ‘v.:‘oml:ulcs
various arguments, and stacks of undared newspapers from different cities {s8).
Additionally, the passage in question was moved from its prominent place in the
introducrion (which carried the wonderfully Smithsonian tide “Stratigraphy”) 10
the foutth chaprer. '
17. Smithson, Collected Writings, o5. _
18. Seme bibliographic specifics, since they determine the shape of the }'efult—
ing treaumens: Ellis’s study. was firse published in 1901, and although Williams
cites the edition he used as 1926 this seems to be a misprint for 1936, the year of
a new editon of the studies and one that fits the page layous of his excavations.
Phillips used the 1892 British edition of Mallock’s novel, which h.ad originauy ap-
peared as a triple-decker serial (and lest a hasty reader miss ic joke, the Pl‘t.:fflcc
to Phillips’s Works and Texts is signed “Bill Hurrell”). Coincidenrally, the edition
of Paradise Lost used by Johnson (whose reproduction, [ should note, makes a
slight enlargement) was also published in 1892 (by Thomas Y. C.lrowell imd Com-
pany, New York, with an introduction by David Masson and E{lographical sicerch
by Nathan Haskell Dole). “Thus poetic language is the excavation of language‘by
language” (Joseph N. Riddel, “From Heidcgger 1o Derrida to Chance: Doubling
and (Poetic) Language,” in Early Postrrodernism: Foundational Essays, ed. Paul A.
Bové [Durham: Dulke University Press, 19951, 220). ‘ |
19. Tom Phillips, “Notes on A Humumenz,” in Tom Phillips: %rkx and Texts
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1992), 256. Davenport himselﬁ‘slgmﬁfan.tly, ha_d
been publishing his translations of Greek fragments during precisely this time; his
versions of Archilochus, Sappho, and Alkman appeared in 1964, 1965, and .15:169,
respectively. Lukas Foss, who is perhaps best known for his site-specific writing-
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through of musical scores, set some of Davenport’s translations to music and also
influenced Johnson's writing-through. By the end of the 19703, the attraction was
still palpable; as Lyn Hejinian waites: “The old fragmentary fexts, early Egypcian
and Persian writings, saj; or the works of Sappho, were intriguing and lovely, a

» . mystery adhering to the lost lines” (Lyn Hejintan, My Life, 47).

20. Smithson, Collected Whitings, 518. Smithson implicitly makes the same
. point when he links the development of the nonsite 10 “confronting the raw ma- -
.. terials of the particular sectors,” or when he declares “I'm more inrerested in the
: terrain dictating the condidon of the art” (192). _
" 21 Many pages from Phillips’s A Humument (15t eev. ed. [London: Thames and
Hudson, 19871) appear to comment on its method of production. Among repeated

» references to “fragments,” Phillips declares “that / which [ he [ hid / reveal I” {1},
and he boasts of his “attempt 10 / cripple sentences” (5), announcing: “this was
broken by / poetry” (4). A “Jounal / of secret / scribing and hiding” (6), in which
the original rexcis “suppressed or alwered” (13), A Humument is a book that Phillips
“wrote with blots” “so the changes made / the / book” (153, 7). The fracturing of
the source text’s grammer into divergent structures is self-reflexively emblematized
by the indeterminate final word of Williams's “History XX,” set apart on its own
line: “che smell of the female / parts.”

2. Smithson, Collected Writings, 178: <f. 192.

23. Ibid., 218. .

24. Phillips, “Nores,” 256.

25. Smithson, Collected Whitings, 193,

26. Johanna Drucker, The Centuryof Artists” Books (New York: Grannary Books,
1995}, IIO. : _

27. Such effects, although integral to the work of arr, are obviously dependent
upon whar seems ro be the incidental character of their stipport. In Smithson’s
1968 Mons Lake Nonsite, for instance, much of the force of the evacuated center
of the map depends on the specifics of its production and the degree o which
the oily sheen of the chemically treated photostat mirrors the glare of contami-
nared water under 2 northern California sun. Smithson’s precedent was another
“oceanic” map (Smithson, Collected Writings, 103): the “Ocean Chart” from Lewis
Carroll's “The Hunting of the Snack,” a work Smithson reproduces in his 1963
essay “A Museum of Language in the Vicinity of Are” (Collected Writings, 92-93),

- along with a reference to the similar chart—“A perfect and absolute blank!”—
mentioned in Carroll’s $yfvés and Bruno Concluded. Thag same yeas, in the journal
0-9, Vito Acconci reproduced the photaostar from Smithson’s More Lake Nowsiie
and replicared its structure in his own visual pocm “Drop.” Acting, as Stein sug-
gested, “so that there is no use in a center,” “Diop” replaces Mono Lake with a
page from the dictionary, a strategy adopred to very different effect by Alastair
Johnston in his 1975 arsist’s book Heash's German Dicrionary. :

For another, more traditional valence of the trees in Radi O, see Bric Selinger,
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“‘] composed the holes’ Reading Ronald Johnson's Radi Os,” Conzemparary Lic-
¢erature 33, no. I [spring 1992]: 56). UL -

28. In Phillips's book—and this is its distinetion as @ book and not in the

limited-edition museum version of boxed bur unbourid prints—this level of the-
matic allusion is registered by the rcfcrcﬁécs-ttci,‘élie cleftof che burtocks (cf. 19, 216,
256, 337, etc.). Soft pornography is one of the recurring motifs in A Humument,
including passages that are sometimes quite funny, frequendy ludicrous, occasion-
ally rather touching—and repeatedly focused on the anus. Additionally, among
the ostensibly nonce words that Phillips mines frorm Mallock’s vocabulary are
“nage,” a term for the buwocks, and “truggling,” which suggests the action an older
man might perform with a younger (cf. the OED). T have argued elsewhere thar
the crack of the pages at the binding is the most crotically charged site of the book
(Signarure Effects, 1997)-

When Radi Os was composed, Johnsor’s projected long poem bore the work-
ing title Wor({ds; subsequendy retiding the poém Ark (and containing a cenger-set
vession of the first page of Radi Os as the opening 1o “Beam 217) adds a retroactive
resonance to the repeated retention of the words “[d)ark” and “arch” in Radi Os—
the arkeology of knowledge.

29, Selinger, similarly, reads “radi os” as a suggestion of X-rays (Selinger, “T
composed the holes,” 55} '

30. Smithson, Cellected Writings, 364.

31. Ibid., 110. _

32. Ibid., 96. Smithson’s architectural metaphor might suggest Wittgenseein's
similar use of such figures, and given their shared interest in limits, an extended

- comparison would surely prove productive. Indeed, Smithson’s provisional theory
of nonsites is decidedly Tractarian in its emphasis on “logical pictures” {364).

33. Ibid., 96. '

34. Guy-Erest Debord, introduction 1o Doecwments relarif 4 la fondation de
Plnternationale Sitwarionniste, ed. Gerard Barreby (Paris: Allia, 1985), 291; trans-
lated by Ken Knabb as “Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography,” in Siua-
tonist International Anthology (Berkeley: Burcau of Public Secrets, 1981), 7.

35. Smithson, Coflected Wrirings, 108.

36. Gary Shapiro, Earthwards: Robert Smithson and Art after Babel (Berkeley:
Universiry of California Press, 1995). 49. -

37. Smithson, Collected Writings, 111. The lexicon of Johnson's treatment is re-
plete with terms of containment: “enclosed,” “encompassed,” “confined,” “com-
pass,” “to f frame,” “border,” —all suggesting the “bright confines” of the whirened
page and the way in which Johnson's erasure leads “ro smallest forms / cheir shapes
immense, and / far within, / in their own dimensions  silences.”

38. Smithson, Collected Writings, 78.

39. Smithson, Collected Writings, 95; he speaks elsewhere (228) of “a negative
hole”; Steve McCaffery, Theory of Sediment (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1991}, 107.
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40. McCaffery, Theory, 104-5. -

41 Ibid,, 111 - ) o '
. B ) o Sl - -'”“ ) -
. bev " ;;rrrand Rassell, -.-"On Denoung,_ Mind 14 (1905):- 479-93; reprinted in
i ophy of l;.:mgaag > 3rd ed., ed. A. P-Martinich"(New Yerk: Oxford Uni
sty Iress, 1996), 199--207. The literatureion this topjc | l‘l uistics § is.
ingly substantial. For examples of the : ¢ work o the et it
: range of recent work on the defini i

see Cllieltly Bll‘nfil‘ ‘tﬂd Gregory Ward, “Uniqueness, familiarity, and th;cdtnﬁlncil:;
ﬂvdc 1j1]Eng!1sh, BLS 20 (1994): 93-102; John A. Hawkins, “On (in)definite
: (1 es: : mplicatures a.m.:l (un)grammaticality Prediction,” fourmal of Linguistics
7 (1991): 405—42; and Richard Epstein, “Viewpoint and the Definite Arricle” i

Conceprual Structure, Discourse and Lan
! gnage, ed, Ad
CSLI Publications, 1996), 99-112. g5, ed. Adele E. Goldberg (Stanford:

43. Smithson, Collected Writings, 218,
44. Phillips, “Notes,” 256. :
45. In lfhe con_temf of Phi[lips‘s postwar, atomic age poetry (one of the painted
gﬁ dhaeflcts 11;. ominously blossoming mushroom cloud [Humumens. 191]), the
ame has another resonance as well. “Toge” is a transliterario ame of
ce a5 v . n of the name of the
,Izp:?esEe po:e;1 Toge S.ank.lch.l, a “figure of epic proportions” who was introduced
~ee1 nglish-speaking world through Robert Lifton’s popular Death in Lifs at
P;wf; by th’e momenc Phillips began working on 4 Husmumens (Richard
E ﬂ.:; z:lwéﬂf: ?;bree Witnesses [Princeton: Prinéeron University Press, 1990) 277)
on describes Toge as “the most celebrated A-bomb pe in  only
fion : poet—and in fact the onf
E—I?;Eshmﬁfl fznnter to bei:om'c apopularhero. . . the epitome of the poet of protesrj:
& Ia.ert ifton, De‘ar.b 3:1 Life: Survivors of Hiroshima [New York: Random House
rﬁ: ,b4‘41). As PhI.HIP.S s later artwork “13-11-84: Souvenir of Hiroshima” attescs,
“H_ES_L:_ Jectht?uchcf him deeply, and he takes uncharacreristic care to spell ou‘:
i ;—s— -i-m-a” leceer by leter across one page of 4 Husmsimens {141), a length
aj; wd ed::c go;sh on only three other occasions. The Hiroshims, page, moreaver,
o ¢ ¢s “The air seemed full of dead penerations.” and as | : ,
his memorial, Phillips follows his ¢ e a'“ e erioborat
ot bt enf this scene two pellgcs later with a Japoneriste garden
46. The quote is Smithson’s { Collecred Wiz ; i
lips can be found on page 231, riamgy, 212); the exception from Phil-
47.W. H. Mallock, 4 Fuman D -
B umar Locument: A Noved (London: Chapman and Hall,
48. Tbid,, 6,
49. Ihid,
50. Ibid,, 6, 4.
4 . Ibid., 4. 3. ?n‘ the course of the novel, Mallock also makes numerous s ecific
wou;;ans, :n; Pl'thIPs includes his references to Veronese, Byron, Homer, "g’ord.s
» and Keats. In addition ro the visual s illi dies—in. :
tyles Phillips parodies—includi
among many others, Delaunay (180), Muybridge and Vicrorian photogmphy (xgi’

Minear,
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27), Cage (178), Lichtenstein (120), Wessélman (36r), Cézanne (70), Seurat and

the poindllises (230), cubism {105, 81), & lettristes (159}, and even his own work

(71)—literary in~jokes abound: Ap-ol]msitre (3‘3;26),; Baudelaire (353), Bob Brown

* (87), Charles Dodgson (212), E. M: Forster (135,725¢), Pound (158), Rimbaud (70),
Shakespeare {352), Virgil (218, 141), and Yeats{a;G)

s2. Mallock, Human, 8. o

53, Ibid., 6, 4.

54 Ibid., 3, 4.

55. McCaffery, Theory, 106.

56. Those skeptical about the significance of such effects are referred to the
theoretical section of chapter 3. Those sdll anxious about intention may be as-
suaged by curator Huston Paschal: “Traversing the hemispheres, Phillips pursues
his study of linguistics. {Language has always been integral 2o this painter’s art.)
He absorbs the seen and heard” (Phillips, Works and Toxts, 20).

57. Smithson, Collecred Writings, 190, 130, 216, 219, 194

58. The obvious precedent for RADI OS is MILT ON (as Blake’s tidle page has
it}, and Johnson’s poem is decidedly Blakean. Johnson’s neoplatonism and gnosti-
cism give the poem a visionary (“shine inward, and / there plant eyes / that I may
see and rell / OF things invisible”) and apocalypric (ape kalyptein: “and [ parted /
beneath [ as a veil™) tone, and the technique of treatment in Redf Os is not unre-
lated to Blake’s own mode of book production. As Johnson himself notes, “so erch
is ‘to cut away, and each page, as in Blake’s concept of a'book, is a single picture.”
The repcated references to “moulds” and “forms” in Redi Or emphasizes Blake’s

~ framing technique, and descriptions of acidic liquid (“the burning / dark designs™
which form “image / Under { watery image™) rhyme with Blake’s similar metarex-
tual references to the processes by which he created his extraordinary illuminated
books: “printing in the infernal method. by corrosives . . . melting apparent sur-
facas away, and displaying the infinite which was hid” (Blake, Complete Writings,
101} ' :

59. In what Phillips calls “the night [ of / long white / words” ( Humumenz, 83),

the eaved text reverses the conventional registers to produce a concealing light; .

the white of its page is “Dark with excessive bright” and as a “luminous / inroad
of Darkness” that page conceals “With blackest { light” “the invisible” source text
“on the bare / Berween the / light” (Johnson, Radi Os).

60. Francis Ponge also saw (as it were) the sun as “la condition méme du re-
gard [the very condition of the glance itself]”; in its unobservable precondition
of sight, the sun, for Ponge, “repousse le regard, vous le renfonce i lintérieur du
corps [repels the glance, driving it to the interior of your body]” (*Le soleil placé
en abime,” in Le grand recuedl [Pasis: Gallimard, 1961], 3:162).

The combination of doubly present and absent images implicit in the after-
image is taken up less philosophically by Joan Retallack in “Afterrimages” [sd],
each page of which is split to accommodare a free-form poem at the top and its
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“rreatment” ar the bottom, After complering the upper portion, Retallack claims
to have allowed paper clips to fall by chance over the text 2nd then recorded an
lexcers thatwere visible within the'bows of the di ps. }ohu-Mc_.Nally used a simi]ai
method of “self-treatment,” although without the element of chance procedures
Jin his suive of poems “Cusrom” (unpublished uscript “Ouc of Print®). 1
« 6L Morris, “Art of Existence,” 30. . :
4 62.‘ Cobbing, who was using cut-ups as eatly as March 1956 (Robinson, “Boh
/’Cjabbmg’s Blade,” 75), seems to have pride of place, although Burroughs gained
?wdespread recognition through his 1965 Paris Review interview. That publicarion, -
in fact, brought him to the arrention of Tom Phillips, who produced a series of"
poems by recording the margin words in newspaper columns before developing
l:hc. procedure into the treatment used to make 4 Humumens. Several pages of
Pwps‘s book themselves display the trademark Burroughs/Gysin fold-in tech-
nique. :

The influence of Cage on A Humument is also tangible; in addition to explicir
ieferenc:es 10 “chance” (514, 518, 329), the 1epeared occurrence of “change” and
‘th:qwn’ allude to the “chancy art” (20) of I Ching procedures (81), which were
in face used to determine the cearment of at Ieast one page (99). “Words / haz-
ard all,” as Johnson writes in Radi Os. Or as Phillips has it (298): “chance words”
(where “to word” is 2 verb). '

63. As the epigraph to Jessie Weston's From Rineal 2o Rorsance (Garden diw:
Anchor, 1957) cautioned: “Many literary critics seem to think that an bypothesis
about obscure and remote questions of history can be refuted by a simple demand
for the production of more evidence than in fact exists” (¢f. Francis Cornford
Origins of Attic Comedy [Garden Ciry: Anchor, 1961]), ,

64. Phillips, Humument, 3. '

Chapter 7

L c?mpbell’s_ bc:o.lc serves asa visual intercext to Duda Machado’s poem “Ima-
gem de U Jardim” in Z# (Rio de Janeiro: Grupo de Planejameto Grafico, 1977):

baque de péralas

emudece o ar

jardim perfeico

onde se anula a tarde
- jardim sem erro

jardim alheio
2 qualquer idflio
ou arrocidade
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