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VIII . 

"Write ofte n, write upon a thousand themes, rather than long at a 

time, not trying to turn too many feeble somersets in the air -- and so 

come down upon your head at last . Antaeus-like, be not long absent from 

the ground . Those sentences are good and well discharged which are like 

so many little resiliencies from the spring floor of our life -- a dis-

tinct fruit and kernal itself, springing from the terra firma . Let there 

be as many distinct plants as the soil and the light can sustain. Take 

as many bounds in a day as possible . Sentences uttered with your back 

to the wall." 

Henry David Thoreau 
November 12, 1851 

1 



IX. 

Wild gesticulations, wide 

receivers . To shade 

white page glare 

just write . Decal 

on shirt front 

is suspect . Boots 

for to take 

big hill now . 

Butterfly . Porch rail 

is saw horse . 

Red thorns on 

old rose bush . 

Hand trim lawn . 

Under these stairs 

find cool shadows . 

Poor stereo lacks 

one speaker . Shape 

of word one. 

On line sheets 

form sails. Boy 

shoots with his 

cheeks, ricochets whisper. 

Goggle . Blue lube , 

big bad boy. 
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Silver. Allergic to 

detergent. Sun in 

row of hard 

to caulk sky 

lights. Think about 

toilet seat . Elastic 

aesthetic governs tenure , 

fear . Sad old 

camp prof. These 

suburban streets never 

taught to curve 

go right home. 

Single sitting, subtle 

settling predi cts quake. 

Insects on neutral 

feed . Restart. Pair 

of dimes won't 

buy paper, three 

ring carny . I 

is for farce 

but mean that . 

Brown garbage can , 

faded steps . Sky 

heats dry streets. 
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L 

x. 

Late 

Light 

I stumble , you sing , they lie in the sun. Now he r e ' s an in- service on 

the DSM- 11 I. 

Whe n to not make love demands more 

Perma ne nt sa l sa l unch poem 

Sh i fts into higher gear 

The ea r i s wide 

and the word is odd 

and and inse rts its own 

hard tonali ty : 

beep beep beep 

I sit on a bench on the edge of the park : descriptions of joggers trot 

past. Three fat flies l unge at the kitc he n window and bounce back. A 

r e d rose starts to unfold. The glass doorknob is broke n and Ij es on the 

floor of the shed . Negati ve campaign in the race for Lieutenant Grammarian. 

A plume of white smoke from far over the hill . Writing is eyes . I love 

the way the flocks compute. 
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Pen half chawed , the r ear 

door open but the heat 

on as the grey cat 

is to the couch , lawn 

mower , rain shower , slower to 

his vocab l es in a purse 

' d lip , " ho ho car ibou ," 

s l eep tips heat ' s absence , wit 

wobbles , hear I am , sun 

sets , terrible pink orange sky 

gets dark , gets down , gets 

laid back at the ranch 

around the tab l e at lunch. 

So simple 

set 

to strings 

kept hidden- -

mere lower limit 

--margi ns mir ror 

fixed borders , 

fate 

to be born into 

if to write 

to right 

thot ecco ' s- -
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L 

Is it words 

heard in 

chill of 

real as 

this seat 

cold? 

To speak, 

speak 

the line 

the hollow 

morning 

is 

Look: the rook in the book in the nook was unable to take a hook. I 

want a poem real as an allusion . The way people bundle up on a chill day. 

The heat from the coffee enough to steam the kitchen windows . The 

decorator mug feeling heavy. Butter melting into the toast . I want a 

poem real as an illusion. A row of small clay pots on a fence , awaiting 

plants. A colony of small bugs dances like motes in the sun o In the 

paper, description curdles and flattens . Patterns of static construct 

a radio, sending "please remit " toll- free into the skull, a swollen tomato. 

You want under? Aliens communicate by code: alligator on sport shirt . As 

for we who love to be astonished, the doorknob is still on the floor o Is 

it Bob? These nouns crinkle, all yellow and pink. Ling P. Sicat asks for 

an epilog. An earplug distributes opposite of silence. The antennae of 

the race have been snapped off by idle youth . Clarinet in a cat fight . 

Get drunk before you vote. Thus reason soil. A small girl beckons her 

kitty. This scene is repeated, intended to charm. In Jonestown , bloated 

corpses begin to explode in the sun . Thus seasons air. Find the noun . 
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At what moment do you realize that you will always be forced to rent? 

Her unstated tenacity only becomes evident over time o He starts up 

conversations with strangers on the bus. These sentences occur in this 

order. I hate what narrative does to time. The garden's grown into a 

jungle. The butterfly is orange and black. 

Please hold on sudden stops 

the steppes of Russia rush 

across a split blue screen 

screaming locomotive plumes into Munich 

Chicago (fat fingers -- closeup - - drop 

nickle into palm for news 

Who gets to be Rosebud? 

so sad Who gets to 

(so said my Cid) be 

dead, hand me my head 

This at least I read 

One in five is lost 

so trump the ghost , best 

past in the alphabet, bitter 

tea, lower case, faces front 

as ball is a font 

spinning to print which words 

harden harping theme, absurd luck 

thus t o land at Bo ardwalk ' s 

red hotel (near to Go 
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so posit v e rb as noun) 

My brothe r we ars the c rown 

Rich he a rt , hard s titch , r e a c h 

down , e ach word one thing 

c ove r s many , multiplies out , surrounds 

clutte r of the simple st d e sk 

in town , r ealto r s e ll s insurance 

drown s , self s e rvice station: book 

·bre ak s bind ing , kids leave home 

r e turn , look sadder , haunte d , s tare 

ove r dinne r , sil e nt , sticks s t alk 

almond c hicke n , shoots , baby corn 

stereo c hoking one thin horn 

4th: the count adds up 

Dear ge m spa , it ' s 5 : 15 

(aha) what limit to pure 

diffe r e ntial c la t ter (cough) the s t uff 

of art (thus fart: Life 

parts , the rive r Jordan , marts 

of p e rfect bondage , margin s ) s tarts 

to get s imple : f ee fi 

phone me , name i t , s it s trai ght 

sing " Hail to the Chief , 

he ' s a dirty little thief" 
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Young and savvy , soft but 

savage. to square the root 

cherishing proce dure , put down these 

syllables swolle n in the red 

corpuscular pre ssured pump , it said 

it says , to the wall 

that is turning, paper made , 

trust the next , it ' s this , 

the last , it ' s that , thought 

fattens , trapped in the head 

abstraction ' s presence left for dead. 

Le t ' s stretch . To write , I sit in the shed 

in a storm. She s e nt 

recently her statute of limitations , 

" you slime ." Plastic yellow bucket 

gets my drift . Door slams. 

Is the parrot in the rain? 

Is the parent the r e inforcer 

of a painful narcissistic response 

say , as men in a porn shop 

imagine autonomy in sex? One s i ts 

long at the livingroom table 

drafting the twelve page paper 

later returned with just a check -- Iatrogenic Maladies : 

Etiology and Response . Our Friend the Beaver 
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by Eddie Haskell. Thus gunowners perceive legislation 

to prohibit teflon-coated bulle ts 

as a restriction of their freedom 

of speech. Mother calls each Sunday 

promptly at ten. The couch 

is three foam mats 

neath an Indian print spread. 

The beach is down the street . The text, 

if permitted, encodes time 

inexactly. Erving Goffman 

is dead. Plum leaves 

are blown from the tree. A scale 

is something I don't want to stand on 

like tradition. The next hill 

no longer in sight is nonetheless possible 

by virtue of memory 

if only you sober up. Tenure 

is terror. What if your kid 

is beaten, his lunch money taken from him, 

your daughter fails to come home? 

Your head stops still 

so that I s ense your teeth gently 

right at the instant 

of orgasm. Which things 

come together? Imagine language 

on display at the zoo. At the bar tonight 

people are making choices 
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but i n the lobby of the La Valencia 

a SO year old j ig saw 

remains incomplete. Two eyes 

are the cause of depth. Strawberry preserves 

on zucchini bread . Negative adjectives 

outweigh their nouns . 

Laughter s l aug hters l aughter . 

The library from out of space 

has no fourth f loo r , thereby contributing further 

to a theory of number , fidelity 

If you don ' t have someth i ng nice to say , 

write it down. Rodefer made not e 

of Lev e rtov's wash r not out of disrespect , 

but the nuclear move men t , if it is to include 

the f ami liar , must c onfront the probl e m o f One. 

Rochelle Silliman . Who said 

I was unint e r ested in fi ction? Thi s rain 

will live on in li terature 

for weeks . For once 

try simple statem nts . 

inhabit the head : half 

a loaf . In the doorway 

In here 

Marcie ca ll s for Emma. We sit 

at the head of the steps 

to the ocean and sip champagne . 

The grammarian thinks to rid 

the Department 
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of poets t e aching compo 

The s un rises, The sun rises . The s un 

rises . But it ' s the middle of the afternoon 

months later and at night. 

Th e sun rises. The Inte rnational Dateline 

bre aks. I want a poem real 

as an elusion , taped l egs pumping 

twist out of the block and deep 

into the secondary to await the bomb 

lighting up thousands 

homes roaring in Utah 

de afening as the forest , the self . 

These are the simples , 

salt in the semen , 

two s trangers in a Navy town 

irrationally fond of came ls , off- white 

walls , first s me ll of coffee , a small guy 

long dead in a cowboy hat , hot 

nachos , Mick ' s lips , being careful 

just to walk down the street 

o Miss Margaret Jarvis 

The song of abstraction cuts glass , difficult standing up in th e boat, 

ear cupped to the wall , the sun rising or setting or both . Complex 

phenomena are e aten by snai ls : esca lator clause . Small jars full of art 

preserves . The CPM for upscale is higher. It wants more tone r, but the 

l ight says "brew ," sunny December , towels almost still on the line , a 

1 2 

pink c lover , Lopping She ar (re gga e band) , the pen gives off a c heesy 

discharge. How often on l y one wants to b e fucking u Erica ' s a t een now 

(poss ibl e source of criticism) . Deep in the swipe fil e , quantifiable 

and blue , are we spe aking colors, between houses , jobs. In this simple 

sentence we share eye contact , but at one r e move. Conte xt creates 

equival e nce : you in an e xamination room at Emergenc y with a sprained back , 

the woman in the ne xt one rapidly dying. Coriande r. The half-musical 

c lang of pots, Sound i s a p e trol e um product , thought a gas emitted from 

the skull. The s un causes you to unfold your fist. What are me n ? I put 

the penis in my cheek so that I won't gag, Merit increase . The working 

c lass rises up only to change the station , on e fing er deep inside , subtext 

transfer point. French guys construct a thought. The generic word is 

"huh . " Barry picks me up for lunc h. I cy Fist Gr i ps East. At the end of 

th line , the driver sit s alone in his bus, reading the pape r , waiting to 

start his run. Words are not so lids. She shoos the dog indoors with a 

broom. Predicate e nginee r . Thus the white hair against the dark skin 

gives that old Philippino cowboy a look. Tho the lot is vacant. One sees 

the remain s of a service station. The auditors crowd in. The sme ll of a 

Christmas wreath fills the bus. It ' s dawn and the neighborhood is full of 

joggers . The l arge pen jutting from the bre ast pock e t of the o ld man ' s coat 

looks fooli s h. Try stamping out that cigarette with a hole in your shoe. 

At first the word with meant against : fight with , argue with (contes t , 

conflict ). Maniac sonata . Two week s for Xmas. Too weak from punning. 

My grandmothe r ' s moustache (copper red) . The truss on t he table by the 

bed . Let it all hang out. Le t it all bang out a rhythm and call this 

logic. The dance of the line in the hand in the head of the man writing. 

13 



Le t ' s i nvo ke Vico , l e t ' s p rovok e Dunc a n . Floppy d i s k " An image o f o rde r 

wi t h a sp i nal c yst . Parrot ' s name i s Ti t o. Rule o ne : neve r kill your pub

lis h e r. rhat s mall table in the kitc hen wa s once the only furnitur e I had . 

In anothe r corne r , mop , broom and hampe r . ~fuy the cat like s to s l eep in 

doorwa ys. Some pe ople cannot l e t go without tra s hing the othe r " Today the 

sun wa s on l y a diffuse light in t he c l o ud s . Mi c hae l and Michae l s tood in 

the rain. Eve ntuall y any pos t e r tacke d to the wall will s tart to s ag. A 

huge bag of Meow Mix atop the fridg e . A large plas ti c spinn e r to jus t dry 

t he v egg i es . Fres h bac on on a p ape r towe l. A stree t walke r wi ll want to 

make eye contact. It wa s n ' t that the boile r wa s broke n: it didn ' t e xist. 

Thi s year ' s me dia Chri s tma s tale i s 3 year old s e x slave r e turne d to h e r 

pare nt s . Th e Cid Corman Tradition. Th e pot holde rs we r e jus t s or t of l y ing 

around anywhe r e the y ' d b een u sed las t . Now the jargon says cognitive d e ficit. 

Blue loop , big guy . Pink and whi te and in between. In a ne w t own you think 

you see more b ecause you ' r e p aying at ten tion. Not ra s tafarian , Rode rfe rian . 

Dear Cheese , do n ' t b e blue . I've got Labriola ne x t to Lacan . Words are not 

sile nt , e v e n wri t t e n in a quie t room . Re ality i s private , c harged with crime s. 

The lights go out in three state s. A gray swe ate r. Th e wind knocke d the con-

s truction worke r righ t off the I b e am The y ran the c orne r s tore by flashlight , 

iron gate c losed and loc ked , taking orde r s and cas h and passing good s through 

the bars . I go in jus t to keep the office open. The ne xt morning the air ' s 

perfectly s till . Then come s the blue line , r e ady for inspection. Great c are in 

simple words . Buffalo Bob move d hi s lips , s o they ne v e r s howe d him on screen 

whe n Howdy was spe aking. The light at the e nd of the p encil (s hadows on the 

wall o f the note book) . He ' s upset that the increases a r e n ' t r e troactive to the 

Fall Quarter . The day afte r, p eople buy e v e ry c andle in the s tate . The cat 
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c l i mbs o n the c ouc h. The Giants are a monume nt t o the limits of the imagi

nation. The p lum t r ee i s b a r ren , a web o f dry branches . Wh y not declarative s? 

Time to transpl a nt. You can h e a r the me tal in the ov e n cooling " Porc h light. 

The t r ee de mons trates a s ymme tri cal b a lance . Wait, I though t you we r e the 

Other (h e r e a t home ) . Sad f e rn The scr e ws on those c heap plastic hook s won ' t 

hold in o ld wood we ll. Poe m lac ki ng uni t y (pour M. Jacob ) . Two rings around 

the moon , o ne na rrow , one wide . Stations o f the crass. Rabbit s c annot r e -

me nmer p ain f o r more than 6 0 second s . These s traigh t lines are a yoke I c an-

no t escap e . Fe v e r mode l. He adse t. In Fran c e the noun is s ome thing diffe rent 

altogethe r. Two young cats p laya s o rt of tag ou t in the back yard . Th e 

gramma rian ' s handkerchie f , his cape . Do nor Life. To s hape to s hock once 

a wake i n stoc k and out , out. What wa s that s e nte nce? Think o f form as a 

sis t e r , c ous ins , sev e ral p eople eating waffl e s , fig jam , game p layed with pegs 

on a board with holes . In the bathroom t h e plas t e r has crumble d. I will 

never marry a fat man. That jar ha s been on the floor for weeks. Your r e sume 

shall b e k ept on fil e for a period of s ix months. The s od mi s t e r. Twe lves. 

Diffe r e nt values ge t a sserte d h e r e . Add flour: the p lot thicke ns. Ne w Xmas 

jogging g ear . At dawn the o ld me n s tand outs ide the Ch e rokee Lounge , waiting 

fo r the bar to ope n . The name of t hat p lace i s Wash & Dry Coin- Op . Coda , 

co la . The a c countant s hows up in p urple coordinates . The ne on s igns burn 

a ll night. The cat goe s up the steps in a manne r you would d e scribe as guilty. 

The purpose o f a s ports c olumni s t i s to e xpre s s vic iousne ss toward coaches . 

What does it me an , personally , to b ecome a paragraph? I 'll have the chimi

changa. The dive r s een as p aused , half within the wate r . The cale ndar you 

g e t from the corne r druggi s t . The p e n as a razor, cutting si l e nce . L get 

dizzy from too much coffee . What a trowe l is for . Known for its fleas. Heat 
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a pot of tea. The shadow of Stein crosses the text. Kellog ' s Topper , 

Reggie ' s Mantle. He liked his few s mall scars , sensing h e had earned 

them. A blue mold on the spine of The Cantos. You go i nto a coma and 

choke in your sleep. A typeface would betray you. The chi ll in the shed 

is mere l y physical. This was many years ago. We were far away. 
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XI . 

painter ' s reconstruction of the color white 

Clatter of birds' wings crowd the sky 

Sighing , dec larative sentence makes wrong judgment or none 

Sandwich wrap harbors dark nine grain bread 

Out the window, fog s huts sky 

Rhyme invoked scanda l greases new semi-glos s wall 

Head in lap speaks with frozen jowl 

Lack of yogurt now seen as misplaced caution 

Rolls of roofing felt dot concrete yard 

Signing , a straight line stifles cough 

New hope for pronouns refunced once again 

Pink shape of future lit behind frosted g l ass 

Hint of rain r enews odor of l e mon rind 

Renaissance of moth is hardened , blue heart 

Foot e ncased in wool , then l eather 

Swami firemen climb into smoke ridden sky 

My book, my bowl , old grammarian slouches in 

That ' s why new physics emits false s un 

Stationary cloud growing darker and more dense 

Sis writes Ecstatic unrelated on forehead 

Dead leaves silent to p l um trees horror 

Old pipes start to strangle the white basin 

Big sigh , the way the wa ll s breathe 

Big dream face wants to gel 
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So noon is a se lf- e nforc e d my th 

Th e s tatus of a dj ec tives t e nd s to c ringe 

Surrounde d , the not high porch offe r s an inadequate vista 

Sex as an ide a p e ne trate s an army 

No v e rb will de nounce a bia s 

A s tatu e of mothe r filling the harbor 

The n s e v e n r e p e ats t he s till ba d co ncept 

Automatic car t ridge r e turn ri s ing high over U. N. Plaza 

The lac k o f lig ht i s its name 

Sound c e rta in , s ound s illy , sound off 

Red rover, wind in the clove r , ove r 

Sailor boy pay s to dance with nake d lady 

Cat gut , rain is its own ruptur o , r a ptu re 

Brain' s a harde ne d c r e am of mu s hroom s oup 

Insert j e llied fing e r d eep into anu s 

Insist "What a good boy am I " 

Two arme d duck hunt e r s e nte r the stoc k e xc hange 

Ard e nt alie ns harden in coat of light 

A cat sits , dre ami ng in its juice s 

Stoop opens o nto s houting in Tagalog 

Ele ctronic tran s f e r of whispe r or rice c ake 

It wants to snooze is a bad s ign 

Curve d window r e fl e cts s ad flock of geese 

Fore st of vast moss over s p ide r 
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6-side d house (or seven ) f al l s down 

Neon bosom g l ow i s drink my scotch 

Rhythm o f evasion at program direc tors ' monthly mee t 

Bite down hard to discove r soft penis 

Sun r i s ing in pink dawn sky 

Corone r ' s cre w unfolds a dark trash bag 

Six l e gge d horse , or 7, knee l s down 

Sausage s eals gold d eposit is mili tar y r egime unstab l e 

De ns e c loud swarm threatens me mory of stanza 

Who are you now , little man 

Ridge Road r igid l oad on h e ll we e k 

An 8- l e gge d hoss swims in dark water 

Slant shingl e roove s shelter back porches on sti l ts 

Up the cana l by speedboat for crackers 

Six cities choke on e raser dust 

The s c i e ntist ' s beautiful daughte r unde rstands his evi l 

The c l e ar- h e ad e d c l ean- shaven blond young r e porte r is s i ngle 

The he rd of wooly spiders crossing moss 

Fresh hot coffee drips from its filter 

The plum tree pink with spring 

The ne w e rudition in s ubway car graffiti 

Fade d map with for e ign countri e s in wrong co l ors 

S low rhy thm of lone basketball against concrete 

Sa uce r b ecomes ashtray fo r o l d cigar 
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Gull gang patrol s dull urban l ake 

Too tall antenna on a lone house 

One parrot up against the theory of birds 

Cost per tea bag equa l s one noun 

Espousing free l y into air bag ( sic ) 

t1akes too headed a motion rhyme rhyme 

That your jackets possess l ining , compromise lunch 

The watchband cutting in to the fat man ' s wrist 

Edit an idea , change channe ls , insert dime 

Assert thyme , ascertain lime ' s way , limp 

He r e kitty kitty wh e r e shitbrains still gove rn 

Wax me lting where the binding n e ars the sun 

Off- whi te , a narrow sky begins to close in 

Soft hyphens fade against the green screen 

Half- hidden , nonremarks curtail attributes , crop predicate s 

Tough blue Stanza Z- 80 shuts e ngine off 

Laugh at a chip s hot , the long p utt 

Often unre membered , the face in th mirror 

Coughing fears margin & a second cup 

After t he tap in , insert f l ag 

Ov e rt hori zon , slope now to greet fashion 

Rough b umps along the road to break line 

Suffer motivation , bright red flare of nostri l 

Draft image , through which seek s hadow 
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Notes cr inkl e old syntax ' s l oose sway 

Rope bridge in monsoon to far noun 

Loom f ore ign to swampgrass c u rri e d i n hot sauce 

Thus Senator Borah s a ys to another bore 

Baby corn , button mushroom , bullet vote 

Love it o r l ive it , Dear Barrett 

It ' s 5 : 15 a .m. , that world is over 

But I just want Yaz to go f o r e v e r 

Two minu te war n ing , four minutes to midnight 

Half sev en , digits on the r e adout 

Count pulse , c ourt p a ssing s ums , a g ain Sam 

An old broom standing proud in one corner 

New nouns for old , no noons for ough t 

Caffein multip lie s the thought into red image 

The p lum tree is snowing peta l s 

The tall porc h landing was her stage 

Waiting to load transient program , dog bites parrot 

For a genera l , Ike was so f e mme 

The formalist variation on a doubl e p l ay 

Sends Europe s outh into North Africa 

Whe r e to p unctuate was mother ' s next que stion 

Get Out The Vo t e , capita l of South Dakota 

Dog bite s paragraph parachutes over moldy buckram 

Sun disk accesses into dr iven sky 
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A broken old pen scratched this 

Big wooly spider climbs the stoop step 

Months of steady rain silences an urban populace 

I squint right at the phosphor scree n 

Now the sun at the margin 

To have what are called good hands 

The car bac kfires and the valley echoes 

Depositing ink in swirls to code these phonemes 

My state of mind is Ne w Hampshire 

Light is but the shadow ' s absence 

A fresh cadence marks a new crime 

The lines upon paper state the social contract 

Blue parrot sips slowly from an amare tto glass 

Jigsaw puzzle down to last dozen pieces 

The grammarian ' s pa lm begins to bleed 

House full of bad pens , bad puns 

One year ago tomorrow I went down south 

Symbols que st for an impossible full morning 

A clerk hosing down the produce shelf 

Cabbie ' s view through the interior mirror 

Static , like a postcard from your chi ldhood 

Too yellow , too green , the pinks too bright 

To mean anything, to mourn anything , two 

People terrified to speak of love 
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XII. 

Word s wiggle , tickle , setting cat ' s whisk e ry nostri l s atwich , rooster ' s 

yod e l , bree z e in tall grass (little spide r), grasses , is as/was is (fuzzy) , 

a b lue p rick blee ds & what r emains (flock of gulls) means , 0 new Spring (!), 

rhythm is its own plagarism , doo wop , vowel ' s valence splitting the dipthong 

a nd be n e ath the kal e a thousand snails still in the damp shade , quiet morning, 

wasp got into the john, bird ' s call like a gargle d whistle , bang , snap , crack , 

hid i n the flow e ring leave s of the p lum, phlegm ' s but the solids of sleep 

caught in the throat , the moat , remote , we crossed in the boat, like a bat 

o u t of Philly _ Folly to count and hope , however fewer , the fix & feel of a 

c lean e dge , eye lid, three lies , loafs settle steaming on a hot board (bed) , 

b id 2 Junior Gi lliams for a Lew Burdette , get set , said , sad , smell of ripe 

mulch is s our , our match made of volleys , sulphur , so for how long is that 

ye llow caterpillar set to sit atop hot wet fresh steaming asphalt? Leopards 

i n l eotards , hot sauce , spotted cat on the shed roof , blue- gray flicker on 

the small screen , radios is hard , bad news , how the heat drops when the sun 

goe s , cup of tea , fog tint , hollerin ' in the hallway while the desk clerk 

s nor e s. Later the sun rises but you have to jam the door shut , ear full of 

wax , car full of vexed doggies yapping in supermarket lot real loud . Lone 

viking in longboat s e eks land across page from crosswords , folded in the 

old man ' s lap. Each of many lives seems simple , fu l l of repeats ~ One job 

I wouldn ' t mind losing . Aft e r the reading. Referent . Bypass . Bid u Call. 

Sought . Sweet. Saw it. Sweat it out. Sad Sultan of Swat. At dusk , the 

blue- pink horizon . The way you hear sirens deepen when they slow and stop . 

Swaggering though they don ' t mean it , a heavy slow grace , the elephants 
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cross the roadway . He ad of the snail rears up , horns extended , king of this whole swells so f as t that syntax starts to sweat. Hot noon on the s l oping 

leaf , l e aving its trail glistening , to see the grey jet descend , yard shud- steps of an old porch , s mel l of tar : down in the valley between the tops of 

dering afte r. The tongue is thick in the he ad of l ettu ce on bread , a lattice trees autos pass , over which the sound of a big truck bearing lumber , but 

said to weave lotus leaves along the wrong path to a singl e mean ing , mining the rust l e of wind in the plum branch is louder because more near , I hear 

half shades of nuance to mime the world , b l ue swirl, solid object bigger than the s l eeves of shirts slap on the line , a ll tangled (old white gallon bleach 

a breadbox. Gravity is its own absence nor is balloon racing a spor t of the jugs ful l of water weight nylon , bobbing in the a i r) . Garden orders forest 

poor , pearls in the sky high over a meadow hover , while be l ow r afters in or meadow , the park bares design , c l ay pot to trap roots , hard edge to the 

white water rush , rivers too cur l from view , hushed where puppies carrry hedge , long rose in a s lim vase , knife sl icing thru torso of zucchini , 

hunters to the fox , boxed in by snapping death , bad breath o f a rifle muzz- steamed carrot growing limp , teeth ripping thru l eaf of l e ttuce , gone . A 

ling kin of dog , digs image cut by line from a wood block , inked and then big cool dumb easy fox gets his index jogged k i nd l y , light moan not of pit 

stamped . Thus the blisters of history whisper pus r l ives pissed to no higher quiet roar seeking time unde r vexed waxy xenon ye llow z it. Sun s liced 

purpose than poverty ' s trust in service dense as the surface of a jungle through the bamboo shades illumines the room , one window open to let air in " 

I 
served up under jelly flambe , Indi a my Indiana , say that particulars do not The sounds of pots and fork s from back inside the kitchen , The curv e hits 

fade nor rust consumed in their own dust , or that memory ' s fair , an old the outside corner . Ups i de your fat head. Besides that. Siding. Side . 

funeral bare l y the scene of thought ' s return , my own fathe r flattened into Said. 

a photo , fals e smile no knowing could ever fill , fall becomes autumn but 

never spring , negative my nugget , if we e ver got it , that new syntax equa l So. Sad . So so f t . So sue me . Lofts in Soho shrink . Rents rise , forc i ng 

to the living cou ld just as well lie. the poets out . Who remembers the linguist of the Hote l Wentley? White and 

aimless , cum l a ude , they have l earne d which books to purchase , b ut not which 

Count friends few just as lovers many , money enters in , plot the poem all ones to read. The road to I owa Ci ty is paved with good intentions , perfect 

lit by reams of writing ' s trace against the fac e of one who , were it you , binding , preferring submission to solicitation , 0 ragged right . I wa s not 

is eye alone at home in tQe head just as the large bed of the past seduces , bitter , better , butter being the tiger ' s fate , finding access where late l y 

the feel of what tongue , we t , widens and hardens what is , just as is wi ll s e xcess fought its own fathers to a halt , inhalt , in a ll the r ight margins 

was its futur e by being , so a small scar spreads into a canyon from which habit sought Rago ' s white horse , a site for soaring l yric lies. The words 

there is no turning back , on l y demolition , given that e ntropy is not perfec t are my wife e l se the mirror break , mere beaked thing worn at the neck, the 

r est , even as the debris blossoms each mote of dust bloating into a rotten past is peak ed , the page , aging , ye llows where black ink hollows out a syntax 
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deep in the stacks of a library not checked out of an infield made of the 

mind in which spelunkers become fixe d by the smell of gas l e aking from a 

pen ' s tip (tap) along the quay of lette rs los t , thus thoughts ' ruins tossed. 

Through the print , b e tween the curling graphic spaces , I cou ld see them 

shitting , grammarians downside up from the rafters in the old hotel , pe licans 

out over the water , the caged parrot , the Tac Squad in snowshoes at the door , 

the s mall girl finishing the ancient puzz l e and the distinct fartlike odor 

of nachos until the sal t b egins to s lide from the rim of the margarita and 

the we e ds in b e tween c r acked floorboards start to spell out spring ' s flower 

ing breach , damp garde ns of seriphs seen from above unde rstood as a rash 

thing to do , not love but what desire from which I s tart to sing. 

The yard understood as a mixture of motives , porch paint spott ing sage and 

spider , s awdust and old boards killing the lawn, strang e bird half yode l s 

in the p lum tree against the sound of a garden hose inside a trash can or 

anothe r bird ' s sti ll higher trill , e ars absorb while the e ye scans , skin 

senses the fog ' s damp , butt upon the step , sound of a broom in which driveway , 

wind f e l t in eyebrow ' s hair, here in the little things (who I a m), three 

fli es articulate the sky betwee n porch & tree , poetry i s that this , is thought 

thus , body but a me taphor (who I was) for a medical mod e l of that thing lit. 

Of late mu ch work , little light , l e ads humor stuttering home , get the l e ad 

out (of the pencil , the pen is) , the po int scratching paper ' s skin seen to 

signify mind me ans the ma d e marks the maker ' s mask (meet science) , ear 

stitche d to s ide of head , hard wood weds floor to foot (I am not that) , 

float from word to word as if the r e were a reason , as if t h ere we r e reason , 

beyond as and es . " Ease awes ," guffaws the talking mul e , eyes as corrective 
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to ear ' s reduction of kitten ' s seductive vocabulary t urned to "me ws " is snot 

enough to l ose amid typos the essence of our text b eckoning assent. Anxiety 

of response conducts meaning to lowest denominator , prefaces forep lay p l y ing 

tongue to punctuat i on , a setup. " My reputation is in your mouth" is in your 

mind (read a l oud) a llows no r e adi ng . Speak up or for ever hold your piece : 

this is the p l ace v Word bytes man , a nd the app l e drops. Submit to reading. 

Now read this. And t hi s u This. This . 

Thus. Toss . Tsk , tsk. One gets l ost . Lust accounts me t er . Made my 

morning into song s ung. Lung got it wrong , tho , stung by redaction: ink i s 

glue . The visib l e flick e r s filt e r ed so , se l ec t ed is neg l ec t e d , name of the 

not seen . To construct a c l ock imagine time seizable i n u nits , sizabl e in 

eunuchs , laggards p lay ing tag to communicate past tense thought. Fie l ive 

in the hous e that Juan bought, rebuilding steps that spira l up to a me aning 

over my head r ent with practical imp lication , mak e it nuance , shade ' s shift 

track i ng s un ' s course , c loud mute d , the mi nd is a terrible thing (think). 

To the bottom, bent po l e limits parking , lottery of comp r e h e n s ion to any 

statement but convent ion restricts error on ly narrowly , stop signs vs. 

stars ' names in the night sky , anarch y of house types in town by which to 

discern home i n the dark become regular in the newer tracts , patter n recog

nition o f birds in flight , a walk i n the right woods. Words would do it 

were they r ea l (would they we r e ) but sign ifieds drain them , hemophiliac 

meaning , all we can speak of caged in thought insulates action , fri c tion of 

syntax fought the inten tion , sparks connotation to belie me l ody , whomp bop 

a do bop , pink and green houses , b lue g lass , the o l d woman who l ives in a 

shack , kett l e ' s whistle , incomputable s mear to greet ear and eye can do no-
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thing but sort , l eaving a trail that sought only to lay a track which , sound e d , 

marked a possib l e present (this) , activity grounded in i t s own p r oceeding , 

bl eeding store- bought ink onto spongy page. 

The abstractions o f history, l ethal as a foodstamp , c larify the l ega l real , 

an all - ove r texture , the white r ace to ob livion , the white rice stacked in 

sacks in a valley town for the displaced Laotian farmer , a frown seen is a 

sign o f d i sp l easure , a fond scene measures the papers ' coverage , " human in

terest " being neither fosters purchase , sculpted tragedy of a playground 

killing turned into " f eatures " fath e rs a false remorse (su l l en competent cop 

shakes head ) , mothe r s no new ins ight , the boy just bl e d 2 pages away from 

where Garfie l d contemplates lasagna . Di s junct art- me aning of l ater col l age 

framed against white gallery wa l l bends c ontext into c onte nt , the dif f e rence 

it makes that the girl rising , mouth open , in horror ove r the student ' s dead 

body in Kent was overweight , messag e in the politics of appearance not lost 

on the appli cant for what ' s r eally a sa l es job , degree in muse um studies . 

Some do , however , choose education , mechani s m by which to los e close con

nection to the c ulture o f the "wor king c lass ," whoever t hat was , solution t o 

my parents ' oppression being to change s ides (reverse image) . Perverse 

imagination to make equations against sca l e , a s if to sell s uch sma l l repro

ductions of thought : no ideas but in con text. Form gathers forc e (my credo ) 

for what purpose but us e , source for an assault on habit . Seeming clarity 

inhibits thought as it ought not. Boy dead because h e spoke wrong tongue . 

Boy George , my hero. You survive. Others. will. Not o 

Now . How . Ever . Buy futures . Bird f eatures feathers . Beard furthe r s the 

casual look . Inve rse of camouflage , open at the collar : pert . Po l o shirt 
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pink paste l back li t i n t he La Jolla window beside the folded tie. A small 

wooden box on the dresser in which he r father had once kept c ufflinks now 

h e ld on ly a via l of cocaine and a tiny spoon. The diske ttes were kept in 

what looked like a card f i l e across from the ove rstuffed easy chair with 

its faded burgundy brocade upon which l ay the s l eeping o ce lot like any oth er 

housepet near the window t o the sea . Tennessee fir ework s factory goes ker

blam, fine rain of body part s , make it noise, r ed aga.i ns t blue of the ne ws 

studio , cut to cued d i ssociation , sailboat s ilhouetted again st vast setting 

sun, beer glass i n foreground rising full un t il just the s lightest foam 

spil l s over and this is the sol e lamp in the cramped apartment, family of 

five fresh from Taiwan. Plums too s mall to e a t have begun to drop, the fog 

if you l ook close l y has its shapes and shadows , the wind in the trees i s loud , 

I can ' t tel l over it if that ' s a dog barking or the steady squeal of a s aw , 

black beet l e on a yellow l eaf , pars l ey gone to seed and the brown cat atop 

the back fence sniffs the ai r , too coo l to rain , not a fl y or bee in sight , 

the sameness of any day against another accumulates that sadness which b ecomes 

restra int in everyone o l de r feign ing wise r , orange cat on the porch t urn s 

around and sits , such simp l e acts set bes ide each other build. 

Ha nd- held , the i mage thru the pen ' s l ens wobbles as it pans , s weep to right 

margin , pins sound to paper but the mind adrift hobbles a fter , gathering f e w 

vague echoes of intent , so tend the senses wisely or they tang l e , angles 

frame the object hued by light , ha r d e dged , wedged into an imagined s igh t but 

lost , the page turned , the cost of dreaming as you stare at words, birds 

migrating toward a punctuation , partial truths are all we get , l etters home , 

honed , the bone of thought rings in the head , a sort o f bell within a spire , 
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what is higher than sight is heard , hurt , herds these s mall b l ack beasts 

of graphics forth . I sit and you set the tab l e , used it and able to do so 

again (you sit and I set the table , used it and able to do so again) : which 

of us rea ds , which writes , or writing reads , s e eds of a process which binds , 

not b l ind to t h e separateness of differe nt lives , always we find strangers 

on the bus , but print is a bond we learned by rote , in rows , years ago. 

Each step taken jars the old porch , b e a ms cracking along the grain , white 

spots of bird drops speckl e the brown paint , the horizontals bowed and 

perpe ndiculars slanting , a few nails painted over whe n they should have been 

hawnere d back down. Heat- s eeking , the reading eye zooms in on denotation , 

and o ld statue gone pa l e blue in the park with its skirt of broken bottles , 

dark green . The co l or chart fused in the eye b e ars arbitrary borders , blue

gree n , blue - gray , purple . The globe closes t o a focus , or widens and blinks . 

Thought burdens sight b y erasure . The instinct is learned . Blue iris. 

Brown lash. Yoke . Yolk . 

But . Bit . Chewing . Down into. Onto a chu nk of . Ontological chocolate . 

Horizontal on top of it , the sky is not flat . Ve nn proof b y intersection of 

air into yard or room , such subsets of otherness. A yam wha t a yam , Ham ' s 

syllogism kn e w Yorick , Powhatte n ' s bridge off coast of Cuba into c andied 

doubt und so max out b y the cut . Dive , he sad , for rice flakes , watch what 

i s g iven (is g ive n back) , freedom ' s j ust another word , old rooms so si l ent 

o f their births and deaths , brooms push dust toward a me aning , the moaning 

wind in the tree s tho ught b y some to be their fath e rs . In the desert once 

I heard silence , a startling thing , not wi nd , not eve n the skitter of a 

lizzard over grave l, until the roar of b lood in my head , high pi tched , a 
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c l ear tone , seeme d about to d e afe n and I thought , thinking words , as if to 

fear a soundle s s world , s till , sti llness , knowing e ve n motion to b e but an 

image o f t ime , and t hat b ut me mory ' s p roj e ction. Th e ide a is to inform a ll 

of t hei r layoff at once , at the shift ' s e nd , a note on the time card , t e lling 

each to return tomorrow for the ir seve rance p lus a half- day outplace me nt 

c l ini c , r e s ume skills or r e training : i n 1 983 , the average manufacturing 

plant las ts just sev e n years and you can l ease the technology out , con t ract

ing fo r the product , keeping capital mobile , wage s down , which has its im

pact on p oetry , that writing whose value is not that it has non e , but the 

image p r e s e nte d , c raft- c e nte r e d , o f what working could be , the c are in the 

word . 

The ca r in the yard : the ward heale rs of t e nure bicker (suspe nding Spe nser , 

choos i ng Chauc er) , make it k nown is such a small demand , not o ne lite rate 

a mong t he m in the fac e of a single syllab l e s ounde d , soft and simpl e , amp l e 

enough to samp l e the whole o f the world ' s thought rounded in the mouth , but 

curr iculum d emands division into g e nre and the vision is gone of a possibl e 

writ i ng , sighting the opaq ue name l e ss things which fil l a garden so hard to 

fathom, t h e world a t random forc ing form is not a farm of hardened me anings , 

for k nowl e dge cannot b e t aught. Say that what he wrote were words , he ard 

but nev e r harde ne d into obj e cts foreign to their maki ng , senses shifting but 

not to s e tt l e (none too s ubtl e ) , taking out of talk & a ll that reading a 

bott l e d ship not to chase whales in but yourse l f unti l the shelf of this im

pu l se s we lle d and he unde rstood it better -- say what he wrote weren ' t words , 

that h e me re l y scripted letters. A cat is a styli zed wildness che wing grass , 

b lue inhuman eyes over which the sky fills with clouds , white scraps preced -
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ing the gray bank that pushes over the houses by the ocean , the garden damp 

smells stronger , a plum drops. Parrots of the past unite , for what h ave you 

to lose but that thru which you live , dream-he aded , our own cages more 

e laborate than any. Voices in the dark , wires tangled , hark to find not an 

answer but an echo , barking. I know a house of mud and wattles made (no I 

don ' t). Gul l s circling over the valley . 

Thin sun. One . Room. 

It ' s the end of May . A hard wind. 

Roam. Wide . Not build. In it , "A." The e l to the Loop . Lit up , writing 

down : balances. The boy s in the binding , the bouys , discipline limits . Ears 

arc what ' s harped , I ' s wide , wade in the foam of , the form is a half shell 

(my bell) , held up. Hurts harden ove r but are not erased , and in each case 

I was to what degree guilty , silly c e ntered careless love but an indulgence . 

In sequins light s shine real serial , un aleph beth , garlanded sin tacks 

sharp consequence , flex sun ' s spotted circumstance all Latinate , the lit in 

it falls to the were , he rows to the sure lea , a lie : thus did we cross the 

tea. I spy : see shore , 3 masts approaching must broach a new whorl , he , he 

coming to z ' real , breach a broken syntax teaching e a ch token surreal dis

placement of the rol ling feel of it , eye ' s wheel , tolling signa l s rode o ' s 

begun , radio ' s on , the sun (radiant) fills the air , what hair remains on my 

head is blowing , the future flowing in off the sea s mells sweet . A word 

wide is d eep also heard right , rate of exchange , sides e dged by white space 

placed in a row go forward , knowing only where they ' ve been as possible site 

to future meaning , hybrid as Marcie ' s white rose leaning ove r the fence , 

name ' s a neighbor , each a particular as against the typical , person sighted 

about to cross the street, c ity mapped in the mind is a grid , greed ' s a 
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knowledge oddly used , hidden is that you I ' d bid to speak with , a l etter 

mailed at random , ladder to the wall ' s top (edge of the paper) that stops 

pretending the vision ' s beyond , l eft there , mark of an old desire. 
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INTERVIEvl 

Ron , I find it interesti n g that you frequen t ly seem to write using v e ry 
specifi c procedures of t ext generation . Can you speak to your use of 
the s e procedure s and of their value to you? 

My s ense of what you rightly call procedure has changed enormou sly 
over time. At first , such structures (devices , strate gies) were some
thing I resorted to out of necessity. The problem which confronts any 
writer , once they have broken with the received tradition of a writing 
that presumes and imposes a stable "voice ," i s how literally to proceed. 
Wi thout persona , narrative or argume nt (however implicit or associational) , 
what motivates the next line , the next sentence , the next paragraph or 
stanza? Wi thout syntax , what justifies the existence of even the next 
word? 

Yet all poetry is procedure . The tangible rule- governed behavior 
of the sonnet is no more constructed than the work whose dev i ces efface 
such governance in the name of a "voice ," or of " realism ." The debate 
which characterized American poetry at the point when I , and othe rs , 
were first struggling with this issue , failed on both sides to mak e 
itself articulate at this l e ve l. The c losed forms of the Academics (so
called ) admitted their self- constructedness , but were non - generat ive , 
capable only of the repetition of the past in the face of the present . 
The open forms of the Hew Amer icans (so- called ) concea l ed their " made 
ness , " but for a time offered a more fully generative response to dai l y 
l ife. Once , however , the creative e uphoria of sketching out what the 
fals e mode l of a (non- constructe d because " natural " ) speech-imitating 
poetics would look like was complete , the same limi ting claustrophobia 
s et in . 

All poetry is formali st , the intervention of forms into the r eal , 
the transformation of the real into forms . But the real is soc i a l , 
discontinuous , unstab l e and opaque. Against that , any fixed poetics 
(any valorized , codified set of procedure s) is necessarily a falsifi 
cation . It is the moment at which the r e a l generates new forms that 
the real itself becomes visible . The problem of procedures is how to 
keep the problem manifest . 

If I trace the movement toward such devices in my own writing what 
I find is a recognition , gaine d in stages over a period of years , that 
what was truly subvers ive , in the literal and bes t sense , about Jackson 
Mac Low ' s chance methodo logy was not the use of chance , the va lue of 
which Jac kson seems to have overstated , but the turn toward method 
itself . Not that yo u cannot find writing which i s equally procedural , 
in both its generative and constructed qualities , in the work of Creeley 
or Zukofsky. But i t took the artificial surface texture of the chance
compose d text , with all its rigid awkwardness , to make that turn to 
method apparent . 

For me , then , the question of procedure is not one of seek ing a 
"correct ," or valorized device (e . g. , the " new sentence "), but of taking 
a stance toward language , the activity of composition , and reality , 
which will call forth strategies and structures that are both generative 
and unconcealing of the ir construc tedness. In practice , this places the 

34 

decision over any given procedure in advance of the "actual writing. " 
with Tjanting , it took me more than e ight mon t h s to go from my first 
rough sketc hes of what a piece bui l t on the concept of the Fibonacci 
number series might look like to the composition of a two- word first 
sente nce , " Not this. " 

What factors en t er into a deci sion t o use a given procedure? 

Th e potential i s the main thing , the potential which I sense a 
particular method will have to enable me to get at what e v e r I want to 
inves t..lgate or work on at the point of composition. So the factors 
change r a dically from work to work. It ' s content- dependent , though 
not in a stor y - board sort of wa y . Content- centered. 

Again to use Tjanting as case in point, the origina l impulse there 
was a quest i on that had been recurring to me for at l east 5 years : what 
would class struggle l ook like , viewed as a form? Would such a form be 
useable in writing? Giv e n the pervasive and e xtraordinary force with 
which the constant competition between social classes helps to shape our 
lives , a form which could reproduce (however dimly ) these dynamics would 
seem to offer an articulate vehicle through which to exp l ore just this 
problem of " shaping ," of how t hese e xte rior events act upon and ente r 
into the subjective in order to c r eate the SubjecL 

Any so lution to a q uestion like that is necessari l y going to be 
both reductive and an ana l ogy , and Tjanting p l eads guilty to both counts . 
What it does is to deve l op , through alternating p aragraphs , in two di 
rections : e very paragraph is the antithesis of the preceding one . Any 
synthesis , if i t occurs , does so at the leve l of the whole , the book . 
Perhaps this wi l l make mor e sense if I contrast the paragraph structure 
of Tjanting to that of Ke tjak , written four years earlier. If the sen
tence " Revolv i ng door " is taken as the kernal unit of a continually e x 
panding paragraph in Ketjak , the equivalent kerna l in Tjanting would be 
a pair of such sentences , each of wh i ch e xpands into a series of para
graphs interspersed with the other. 

The recognition on my part that there needed to be these two "op
positiona l " series of paragraphs was the point at which the Fibonacci 
series e ntered in . I had , as I ' ve said , already been playing with the 
idea of a work using the series , but without notab l e success u The es
sence of Fibona cci ' s numbers is that each term is the sum of the two 
previous terms : 1 , 1 , 2 , 3 , 5 , 8 , 13 , 21 , 34 . . n. What initially attracted me 
to the series were three things : (1 ) it is the mathematica l sequence 
most often found in nature , (2 ) each SUC GC ding term is larger , and (3 ) 
the q uanti t a tive differenc b etween t e rms is i mmediately perceptib l e , 
even when the quanities are of syllabl es or sentences . These latte r two 
aspects of the ser i es were at l east as important to me as the first . A 
successive increase in sheer mass , in writing as in music , is felt by a 
reade r as a powerful index of narrative (i. e. , meaningful) developme nt . 
I would never have put the paragraphs in Ketjak , for e xamp l e , in r e verse 
order . And the difference between terms being perceptible is critical , 
as th is is what gives the ser i es the possibility of significant shape . 

This is not the case with all mathematical series . Consider p rime 
numbers , whose indivisibility suggest all manner of metaphysical appli-
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ca t ions. The l ower ones (2 , 3 , 5 , 7) are a ll numbers with an incred ible 
impact on the history of poe t i c form, The haiku , for instance , combines 
three line s of 5 and 7 syllabl es to a sum of 17 Iambic pentameter ' s 
very name indicates that it is not a series of 10 syl l abl es , but of 5 
sets of two each . The power of prime numbe rs e xte nds for some distanc e : 
t he r e are 12 29 primes und e r 10 , 000 , with 1 229 itself b e ing a prime. But 
the diffe rences betwee 9929 , 9931, 9941 , 9949 , 9967 , and 9973 would not 
b e perceptible to the human eye or ear. Unde r F i bonacci , the final six 
terms und e r 10 , 000 are 610 , 987 , 1597 , 2584 , 4 18 1 , and 6765. 

Ye t I hadn ' t even identified the Fibonacci series with q uantities 
o f sentences unti l I - - through that e nt i r e l y different line of r e ason
ing -- c ame up with the ne e d to d e v e l op a work which u sed t wo opposi 
t ional series of paragraphs . At which mome nt , the most important as
p ect of the Fibonacci s e ri e s t urned out not to b e those gorge ous inte r na l 
r e l ationships , but the fact that it begins wi th two ones . That not on l y 
permitte d the parall e l articulation of two sequences o f paragr aphs , b u t 
al so d e termi ned that their deve l opme nt would be uneven , p u nning back to 
t he gene ral theory o f c l ass struggle . Thus one line contains paragraphs 
wi th 1 , 2 , 5 , 13 . . • 4 18 1 sentences e ach , and the other 1 , 3 , 8 , 21. . . 2584 . 

Once I ' d identif i ed these two ways of thinking abo u t the poem, the 
rest of the d e cisions came v e ry q uick l y . Each paragr aph would r epeat 
every sentence of its previou s occu rence , as was the case i n Ke t jak . How
ever , the repeats wou l d be r e written so as to r e veal their constructedness , 
t heir artif i ciality as elements of meaning , their o therness -- which mak e s 
t hem, for me , the most i mportant ones in the book . And the mathematical 
r e l ationships between paragraphs was such that there had to be stretches 
o f wr i ting at the end o f e ach i n wh i c h no r ewrites would occur whatsoever. 
(What I d i dn ' t r ealize for ove r two years was that t h ese " free - writ i ng " 
passages would themse l v es advance accord i ng to an absolu t e ly strict Fi b 
o nacci series ! ) 

The only other decision o f any consequence that preceded the actu a l 
composit i on of Tjan ting was not to s eparate ou t certain topics or types 
of s e ntence s for diffe r e nt lines of de v e l opment . I felt that would hav e 
made the work seem too ping- pong l ike , as i f one were to a l ter nate para
g raphs from Moby Dick with others from The So und and t h e Fury . My idea 
was to begin wi th a fa i rly straight- forward discurs i ve equilibrium and 
l et the alternation o f t h e para g r aphs a l one break that down u nti l anot he r 
equilibrium on a much broade r l eve l established itself. 

Charles Be r nste in ' s work seems t o me to proceed and coalesce in t erms of 
hi s scept icisms and ra t her t horough - going doubt . Your work , on t he o the r 
ha n d , seems groun ded i n senses of certa int y . Thi s p e rception has been 
voi ced by o t hers and has led t o charges of dogma ti s m. How do you fee l 
about t his? 

Encouraged. I f one t e st of my poetry , se n from the perspectiv 
of a li fework , i s the degree to whi ch i t makes readers and othe r wr i te r s 
ask fu ndamenta l q uesti ons about the " natu re " of writing , the n it fo l lows 
that one i ndex o f its " success " wou l d come pre cisel y i n the form of s u c h 
exp r ess i ons o f d i scomfort and/o r disagr eement on the part of those wh o 
are be i ng asked to e x ami ne , and perhaps to g ive up , the ir assumptions . 
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I am absolute l y not proposing that I know the answers to any o f 
these q uestions. I don ' t know if writing can e v e n b e said to have a 
nature . But I do think that I know e nough to ask -- and that this 
task o f calling- into- question i s an essen tia l one. 

But beyond this , the charge of dogmat i s m is the type of me tacrit
ical indictment which conveniently enab l es the accuse r to avoid ad
dressing the content of the al l e g e d dogma . It ' s an umbre lla t e r m or 
cipher that stands in the place of di s agre e ment on othe r l eve l s more 
often than not . In those instances , I have strived whenever possible 
to get to the a ctual substance , the cause of this discomfort Th e 
strateg i c us e of overstatement is , of cour se , one me thod of taking a 
discourse to another l eve l , and on e which I ' v e used (notab l y in my de
bate with Mac Low over politics i n L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E ). The downside of 
it as a strategy is that one is then we dde d in the reade r ' s i magi 
nation to the position taken : you are what you have publiSh e d. 

There ' s a large r prob l e m here also , which even the category "cer
tainty " just scratches : how, and wh ere , does writing f i t i nto the l ife 
of the individ ual? If there is a s i ngl e point whe r e I wou l d take issu e 
with Bernstein ' s writing , it ' s prec ise l y around the issu e of i r ony . 
What does it me an to be ironic i n one ' s writing 100% of the time? I 
would love to hear Char l es respond to that someday , and , in a s l ightly 
differen t sense , Bob Pe r e lman likewise . If one b e l i e v e s in things and 
even be lieves in the concept of comm itment i tse l f , which Pere lma n , fo r 
examp l e , must , give n that h e ' s po l itical l y active in the campaign t o 
shut down the Lawrence Livermore nucl e ar we a pons lab , the n to not ma n i 
fest commitment in one ' s writing f eels very problematic . I ' m not asking 
Bob to write an anti- nuke poem any more than I think I should b e wr i ting 
about r en t control or so l id waste management , but the r e are moments of 
simple , direct statement in the work of Lyn Hejinian or Barre tt Watten 
that would fe e l e ntire ly foreign if grafted into a piece by Bernstein or 
Pere lman . 

Some thing l ike this is incredib l y complicated t o t r y and talk about 
even in the conte xt o f fou r writers whose work I f ee l so c l ose to and so 
thoroughly admire . Yet the r e i s a quantum l e ap of difficu l ty i n trying 
to sort through t his t e rrain when one i s d e aling with v e r y di f f e r e nt k i nds 
of poets . I have been try ing to fathom of late why some of the "actualist " 
poets , particularly Darre ll Gray and Andrei Codrescu , f ee l compe l led to 
assault in print t he " languag e " poets with a v e nom that is genu i ne l y d i s 
turbing . Each t e ndenc y is , afte r a l l , equa l ly the progeny of the " New 
American " poetries of the 50 ' s , whi c h shou l d me an that there ' s a sub
stantial area of c oncurrence as to certain lite rary valu e s . If one l ooks 
at the r e lation of the writing to one ' s life , howe v e r , a significant djs
tinction doe s occ ur which he lps e xplain (noth i ng cou l d " justi f y " ) their 
behavior. 

"Actualism " buys into the anti- inte llectual ism which c h aracterized 
(and e v entually destroyed) the " New Ame rican " writing. Oste nsibly the 
"actuali s t " t e xt is not serious . Yet their socia l mode l for li teratur e 
is one of inte ns e competition , my t e am v e rsus your team, whe reas wr i ting 
is taken by poets s uch as Rae Armantrout , Bruce Andrews or Steve Benson 
to be a far more col l aborative project , a vision of l ite rature as c ommun
itas which I personally f ee l is v e r y moving and powerful. And the wo rk , 
while it i s fill ed with humor , i s unde rstood to be serious . 
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Founded on a mode l of individualism , that capitalism of the spirit, 
the "actualist" line of thinking l e ads to an unhappy conclusion. The 
failur e of the " language poets " to disappear is taken as an indictment. 
It' s not merely that " their team is behind and we ' re i nto the seventh 
inning" - - they might not understand just which game is being played. 
The depth of the bitterness such thinking leads to can b e gauged by the 
fact that Exquisite Corpse and Black Bart are blatant imitations of 
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E , a magazin e each has ridiculed in print 

Competitiveness is exact l y like racism , sexism or ageism. It is 
something which every person in this soc i ety is instructed in virtually 
from the day we are born . Lik those other isms , competitivism is fun
damentally anti- social behavior : it cau ses individua l s to harm one an
other when called upon to do so in the name of gain , e conomic or other
wise . And , also like those other isms , it ' s something no contemporary 
of mine (and certain l y not myself) will ever fully get over. All that 
can be done is to struggle with it , in oneself and socially. 

This is why hierarchical mode l s of literature - - the essence of 
what the MLA has accomplished in American education -- oppress writing , 
writers and readers alike . They presume homogenous audiences over which 
writers compete for ranking , and they presume that one set of values is 
s ufficient for all groups of peopl e. Let ' s be blunt: Shakespeare was 
not a great writer . Instead , we have been taught to read in a manner 
that values highly what Shakespeare put into hi s writing. And if one 
of us fails to "get it ," we are l ed to believe that the responsibility 
lies with us , not that Shakespeare ' s values might be different from our 
own. And the decision as to how to teach writing is a social , not a 
literary , determination . 

All writing expr esses value. 
Not just linguistic value , though that also . 
And if this sounds dogmatic , it is because one (I) necessarily must 

adopt an aggressive rhetoric in order to question that which has p r evi 
ously been outside of the domain of permissible questions. I may not 
b e correct - - but now that has to be proven . The converse can no longer 
simply be assumed. My intention in writing is not to be a "great poet . " 
My intention is to help incite a riot in the "p rison house of language ." 

I'd like to go at Legend . Though I ' m e ngaged by the t ext at points -
particularly the exchange of letters between you and Charles -- overall 
I can ' t see the thing as a s uccessful work in t erms of collective 
effect - - i . e ., of arriving at some stage beyond a collation of indi
vidual efforts . What do you say t o this? 

I want to go back to my comment at the end of the question- be fore 
l ast : about equi librium. Any work, r e gardless of value or " success ," 
will establish an equi librium , a mean point recognizable to the r eader . 
Some people call this " voice ," others " tone " or " s urface , " and I take 
it that this is what Peter Yates meant when he wrote that aesthetic 
consistency was content. Yet th i s "collective effect " might not be the 
result of anything internal to the text , but rather one consequence 
(among many ) of a phenomenon which I ' ve e lsewher e called the Parsimony 
Principle : the tyranny of the whole. The reading mind interprets all 
data incrementally and provisionally, struggling always to reduce the 
"meaning" at the l evel of the whol e to the simplest possible explana-
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tion , alte ring and discarding previous interpretations (readings ) as 
needed. The genre of the detective story p lays with the sensuality 
of this process , which is in fact the fundamental narrative impulse of 
the human imagination. NarratiVe is a func tion of the mind , not of the 
plot or story- board . The r e fore the whole is not simp l y mor e than the 
sum of the parts - - it is capabl e of altering and distorting fundamental 
aspects of the parts in the name of its own ultimate authority. I ' m 
not s imply speaking of the age-old workshop dilemma of the beginning 
writer who inundates his or her work with " e xtraneous detail" --
though the very perennia l nature of that situation ought t o be a huge 
warning sign that the problem lies not with "beginners ," but with the 
conventionality of a stylized language itself --, the censoring mech
anism within this tyranny o f the whole is the oppressive element within 
language. Keep in mind that during the Vietnam war there was a context , 
a collective e ffect, in which it made sense for a presumabl y otherwise 
rationa l human being to assert that "hie had to destroy the town in order 
to save it. " Tha t is such an e xtreme instance that the problem actually 
seems visible for a moment. As i t does whenever human behavior goes 
beyond the point of one ' s comprehension . Whether it ' s bride burning over 
dowries in I ndia or mothers poisoning their infants in the Jon es town 
suic ides . And if we look at the languag e systems e mployed by such de
viant , c losed communities as the People ' s Temple , the Symbionese Libera
tion Army , the Manson Family or the Nixon Hhite House , we see over and 
over that , from a perspective within those collectivities (under the 
trance of that eff ect ) , the ir actions made sense . My point is simp l y 
tha t I doubt that this phe nome non is the exc lusive probl em of those 
groups , Again, this is some thing which seems obvious when we look at 
its operation within the practice and dogma of any religion other than 
our own. The " collective effect" is the ideological dimension of all 
language . It ' s as though we were d eep sea fish unaware of anything be
yond the surface of the water , unaware even of that surface. 

Which is not to say that Legend is not a problematic text " Just 
that my problems with it lie e lsewhere . I do think that it establishes 
an equi librium , a " colle ctive effect ," but not one which sufficiently 
calls that condition into question . I certainl y think that we tried to 
block that e ffect , at l east to some d e gree . We avoided any "plotting" 
of the p i eces beyond the vagues t formal distinctions , such as that three 
of us would work on one here and two of us on one there , etc. People 
were in charge of the ir own scetions , and I don ' t recall anyone trying 
to "veto " or alte r any section that was not their responsibility , Al
though there are 26 parts , nobody worked on more than 12, so that there 
was no dominant note. The sect i ons are essent ially ordered in terms of 
formal contrast , rathe r than by theme , or chronology , or a sequ ence of 
formal "unfolding , " as would have been the case had all the solos been 
followed by the duets , and then the trios, etc. Nonetheless, the first 
section is a "monad , " though not the first one composed , and the final 
piece is the one five - way collaboration in the book o 

Collaborations are a process of surrendering control . For many , 
people , mys e lf among them, that i s not a simpl e thing. Writers are 
taught that control is equivalent to craft , even to " sincerity. " Set
ting out to put one ' s name to a work that is inevitably going to be "o u t 
of control " i s a curious idea . It is not surprising that so many col -
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laborations over the past few decades have ei ther b een fu ndamental ly 
comic or i ronic in nature , or else have b een spoofs of certa in genre 
forms of litera ture : in such circumstances the author ' s intent is dis 
tanced and buffer ed. Those a r e socially accepted modes of " irresponsi
bility ." 

My sense of Legend (being only one of fi ve ) i s that it intended to 
demonstrate what a " seriou s " collaboration might l ook l ike Yet the 
project was so large , took so l ong , and eac h individua l ' s portion of 
responsibi li ty was so fragmented , that the end product was quite beyond 
the grasp of anyone of us. Legend is not typica l of the writing of 
any of its authors . It ' s as if we set o u t to create a commune of poetry 
and ended up with a bureau cracy. 

Would you be willing t o a ttempt a collabora tion on s uch a scale again? 
If so , how would yo u approach the projec t diffe r entl y? If not , why not? 

Give n how much e nergy and thought I put into a work in advance of 
the actua l writing, it ' s difficult to know j u st how I would r espond to 
a particular proposa l without having some sense of the details in front 
of me . With Legend , we had a pretty fair i dea of the scale of the pro
ject in te rm s of pages , but I doubt that any of us ant i cipated j u st how 
many years i t wou l d take. 

Engi nes , the fifth movement 
labora t ion with Rae Armantrout . 
density that I was never able to 

of The Alphabet , i s a more recent co l 
To my own eye , it has a tens i on and 
achieve in my portions of Legend. 

Part of that no doubt is because Rae and I have known each other l onger , 
than I have any of the other contributors to Legend . But part of it i s ~ 

a l so a consequence of having l earned a great deal about that process 
from having already done so much of it. In a two person co llabora tion , 
there is an intense cha i n of act i on and response , attention and reaction , 
which one finds in such other interactive e vents as tennis or love 
making. I ' m much more sensit ive to the nuances of interaction than I 
was fiv e years ago . In fact , collaborat i on is an e xcellent method for 
sensitiz i ng the writer as to the p lace of the reader , which , although it 
is never r ef l ected directly in the text- as - object , is itself a partici
patory (if unequal) ro l e . 

On another l eve l , I am already involved in collaborat ive work "on 
such a scale " through my work with the De mocratic Socialists o f Ame rica 
(DSA). A whil e back , Jean Day commented on my absence from the produ c 
tions of Poets Theater of San Francisco , Eileen Corder and Nick Robin
son ' s group . While I ' ve never had the time , or never f e l t I had , to 
mak e the kind of serious commitment which Poets Theater d emands, Jean 
suggested that one of its attractions to so many poets of the Bay Area 
- - and one of the reasons why I might not fee l the same "need " to parti
cipate - - is precise l y the cooperative nature of interaction wh i ch it 
requires . A type of process which is quite unlike the ways in which 
poets normally r e late to one anothe r, but which is very similar to the 
daily exper i e nc e o f membership in a political organiation , as it i s 
also to the writing of col l aborations " Such interactivity can b e deepl y 
satisfying and might even be a basic huma n need , one that is perhaps 
underserv ed in the potentially iso l ating cottage industry of writing 
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poems. The social interact i on of poets , beyond the sheer chumming 
around (s ometimes s light l y desperately) at readings and bars , is l a rgely 
r estricted to the act of p ublication. An act in which the avai l ab l e 
methoc'ls have come to be known as " solicitation " and " s u bmission , " terms 
whose sexual connotations , by no means accidental , serve only to high
light fairly a lie nating , seriously imbalanc e d powe r relations. In ad
dition to c reating s uperb drama ( in fact , r e d e fi ning the function of 
" character " for the first time since Brecht) , Poets Theater offers a 
mean s for combatting just such alienation. My work with DSA is simp ly 
another method. 

In fact , at one point the El ectoral Action Commi ttee , on which I 
sit , of the San Francisco local attempted a proj e ct wh i ch , both in scope 
and process , c lose l y parall e l ed the making of Legend. This wa s to 
have been a detai l ed p latform for the " soc ialist " administration o f a 
major city government wi thin the context of present American poli t i ca l 
realities . Given that DSA has members in Cong r ess , others who are 
mayors , s tate legislators , city and county officials , o r pres idents of 
such diverse labor unions as the Screen Actors Guild and the Interna
tional Assoc iation of Machinists , our platform projec t was not me r e l y 
a utopian intellectual exerc i se. Although our primary purpose was to 
create a document that would serve to direct the actions of our own lo
cal , and to provide our coalition partners , such as tenant , neighbor
hood , peace , Centra l American s upport and union groups , what sociali s m 
means withi n the frame wo rk of l ocal politics (an area about which Marx
ist theory , at l east prior to Manu e l Castells , has been large l y s ilent ) , 
socialists everywhere must l earn to govern. The failure of the Mi tter
and administration in France can be traced directly to the FSP ' s re
fusal to r ecognize that " sociali s m in one country " is as impossible un 
der a western bourgeois democrat i c mode l as it is under a Stalinist 
state capita li st one . The world economic system (which is entire l y 
capital ist ) , and not the individual state , is the dominan t a ctor . Had 
the French Socialist Party started from th i s recognition , that it was 
not creating soc iali s m but governing capitali s m, its p romises to the 
French people and its actual pOl icies would have b een quite different . 
The prob l emat i cs of this are e v en more pronounced at the l ocal l e v e l . 

Unlike Lege n d , a ll of whose participants identify the mse lves as 
poets , that is , as persons for whom thi s is simply a collaborative e x 
t ens ion of their major activity , the co- authors of the p latfo rm project 
were lawyers , planning s tudents , health administrators , the l egisla t ive 
aide of a coun ty s upervisor and the like . Per sons for whom t hi s was an 
extension of an impor tant (but not necessarily p rimary ) interest into 
another d i scipli ne , research and writ i ng. It was this difference , com
bined with the constant interruption of other urgent tasks for the com
mittee , San Francisco being a volati l e political e nvironment , to e v e nt
ually dissolve in i ts own entr opy . Nonetheless , my own personal e xpe r 
ience of the s i milari ty between these two pro j ects was sometimes so 
intense as to be a li tt l e unn erving. 

Wha t do you mean unn e rving ? 

That the frustrations , for exampl e , were so alike. People not taking 
their a ss ignme nts as seriously as you would want them to , or being slow 
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to hand t h em in. 
Bu t beyond this is t h e prob l em that I , even as I hope to know 

better , a m as much a creat i on of this culture as anyon e e l se , a c ul tu r e 
which has typically va l or i zed poetry and the othe r arts , and , in so doing , 
s eparated the m in our own minds from othe r productive human e nd e avors. 
I expect p o t ry , somehow , to b e diffe r e nt And wh en , as is so o ft en the 
c a s e , it ' s not , there ' s that li tt l e shock . 

This points back of course to the whole question of the socia l or
gan i zation of lite rature. This i s such a t e rribl e , powerful blindspot . 
The idea l ization of writ i ng not only permits the l ittl e ritual s of dom
i nance which so often characteriz the relations betwe n p o e ts , individu
ally and in gro ups , or subvents the gove rnanc e of writing into the hands 
of oth ers , such as crit i cs or ditor s , who are themse l ves in fact i nter 
ested part i es in o t her socia l structur es with age ndas a l l the ir own , it 
al so renders possib l e a whol e range of e xpectati o n s on the part of the 
individual writers which may hav nothing to do with p o etics , and which 
may e v en be hurtful to them as human b e ings. Confusing substance abuse 
with c r eative stimulation is an obvious c ase in po int , as can b e the 
d e l ibe rate choosing of a life of under- or un- e mployment . 

The idealization of any art , setting it a part from , or above , the 
"mundane " dynami cs of dai l y l ife , serves on l y to isolate the artist and 
he r work . But th e re is no Outside to society : even the h e r mi t serves a 
social funct i on . Thu s to b e " beyond s u ch concerns " i s on l y to be b lind 
to t h em . A va l orized art i s on e which is tota l l y ope n to vi c timizat i on , 
and the artist likewise . 

I don ' t s ee that this should be so surprising . The process parallels 
the patriarchal e l e vation of wome n as an e ssential first step in stripping 
them o f their power and self- d e t ermi nation . And it seems obvious to me 
that these same dynamics are at play wh en I find them e lsewhe r e in the 
wor l d of poetry and the a rt s , whethe r it is in the critic ism of a Peter 
Fuller or Gerald Graff , in the se l f - d e struct i on through romantici s m o f a 
Te d Ber r i gan , or in the unbe li e vably arrogant a ssertion of t he NEA ' s 
Frank Conroy hat , d u ring the Re agan admin i stration , the so l e cr i terion 
fo r c r eative writing fel l owships wi ll b e " exce l lence " (as if he were u n
aware of what that l i ne of r e asoning has me ant for d ecades to women and 
peopl e of color in such "more e mpirical " fi e lds as medic ine or law ) ., 

So that when I find these same dynamics within mys e lf -- when I find 
myself surpr i sed that the process of a poetic collaboration should be no 
d iffere nt from (no better t ha n ) the very ordinary labor of a political 
a ct i on committee - -, it is indeed unn erving It r e minds me just how 
p owerful this spell i s , and how hard one must continuously strugg l e to 
overcome it . 

It ' s i n t e r es ting to me that whil e most poe t s I know do some t hing o ther 
than wri te for a living t h e r e seems to b e little mention of t his in 
t hei r publishe d work . I know f rom my own job e xperi e nce ( I ' m a publ i c 
health i nspector ) tha t i t can be a liability within the c onte xt of a 
job i n t e rview to me ntion poetry a s a n active c oncern -- especially if 
it relate s to a so- call ed " gap" in one ' s r e sume . I ' d b e intere sted in 
your perspe ctive . 

4 2 

There must have been some job interviews which I didn ' t get because 
of allusions td poetry on my resume , but other than that it has never 
really been a problem. With five years in the prison movement , another 
five doing community organizing in the Tenderloin and a few stints teach
ing writing , my work history virtually e liminates all but the open
minded employer . A greater difficulty really is finding the time and 
energy necessary to combine two careers. Which is why discipline and 
good work habits are far more important for a young writer to have than 
"talent. " 

But I would dispute to some degree that first assertion. Kit Rob
inson , Carla Harryman , Charles Bernstein and Barrett Watten all come im
mediately to mind as poets for whom the contexts of wage labor often en
ters into their writing in diverse ways. Conversely , I've never written 
a "prison poem ," nor a poem " about " the T nderloin. The deeper issue 
here is what are the materials of poetry , and how are they to be used? 

Rereading Jack Spicer ' s first Vancouver lecture recently , I was 
struck by his insistance that the key to maturity as a poet was elim
inating the Self of the writer from the work . Coming from a poet , who 
next to Creeley perhaps , may have had the most " intimate voice " of his 
generation , that position sounds strange at first. According to Spicer , 
the materials of his love affairs , of baseball , even of language itself , 
were simply that which the poem u sed to create itself These materials 
are, to use his terminology , simp l y the furniture of the poem. Which 
is to say that the ostensible topics of his short pieces are not in any 
real sense what the poems are " about. " 

Regardless of how this position is explained -- and Spicer goes so 
far at times as to name that which invades the work in the place of the 
Self , using all this furniture to write the text , as " the martians " --, 
it is a stance which recognizes the autonomy of the poem. It is also im
portantly a stance which allows for the relationships within the poem to 
be as complex , as mediated , as contradictory , as disjointed , as indirect 
and as over- determined as they are in life Perversely , this enables 
the work to much more accurately document the realities of the universe 
that any so- called unified text , any writing organized u nder the hierar
chical principles of narrative or exposition. That which restricts it
self to what reason can comprehend of the real is necessarily going to 
be exclusionary and narrow , linear instead of polymorphic. A writing 
which is never "about" anything is never limited as to what can enter 
in . The furniture is endless. In a funny way , that is what David Antin 
was getting at when he compared " language poetry" to a stroll through 
Sears. All those shiny sentences stacked in a row. But , of course , 
retail layout is a hiArarchical structure : it ' s a narrative with a con
clusion " you buy ." That is why the i mpulse items are by the register. 

But the possibilities of complexity and plenitude are there. Which 
is why a \Jriting which renounces " aboutness " can be so rich at prec isely 
the level of contenl . I have never read an autobiography , for example , 
which encompassed so many of the dimensions of living as Lyn Hejinian ' s 
My Life. Likewise , Hannah Weiner ' s Clairvoyant Journal , among its other 
contributions , is a remarkable presentation of what material poverty is 
within the life of an active intellectual in contemporary New York 
Hejinian , Rae Armantrout and Robert Grenier have all also brought in the 
contexts of parenting into their poetry , which like work is another of 
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writing's delegitimated contents. As if parenting were not work! 
When writing is organized hierarchically , content is not only re

stricted , but much more easily subjected to a wide range of possible 
social conventions, internal as well as e xterna l censorship. There is , 
for instance , a conscious literature of the workplace , which ranges from 
the writing of the Canadian Tom Wayman to the sort of filler that deco
rates the tabloids of certain Leninist sects. Because the conventions 
which surround that literature extend so far beyond the me r e issue of 
content and so often include a prescriptive, limiting and poorly thought 
out aesthetics , many poets cringe at the thought of becoming identified 
with a genre which violates not only their sense of the integrity of 
the poem , but even of the experience of labor. And if their writing is 
hierarchical , if it is organized by narrative and exposition , if it pro
poses a unified whole , then the difficulties of making use of this con
tent are just that much more difficult. And , basically , I think the 
same kinds of problems enter in around the content of parenting. 

I don ' t want this to sound like "my kind" of poetry is the " correct " 
or only way to approach the question of content , or even to suggest that 
"my kind " is itself one way. My Life is purely a construction , while 
Clairvoyant Journal utilizes a psychic procedure to disrupt or decon
struct an otherwise narrative writing . Rae Armantrout ' s poems are no 
more " about " anything than Robert Grenier ' s , al t hough , like Spicer , they 
often present that as an appearance , an e xteriorized expression of co
hesion (not unlike a regularized stanzaic form) within which any number 
of disruptions , contradictions and incommensurable moments can take place . 
In fact , one of the most powerful exemplifications of this level of con
t ent occurs in the novel Jews Without Money by Michael Gold , who was no
thing less than the theorist of socialist realism in the United States 
during the 30 ' s and 40 ' s , and even later . Jews Without Money is a won
derful portrait of life on the Lower East Side right after the turn of 
the century , yet it achieves this in spite of , not because of , its nar
rative . The real meat of this book lies in its scene- settings , in the 
descriptions whose sole purpose is to slow and govern the pacing of de 
tails , in the material outside of the characters and between the action. 
In those moments New York not only (as they say) " becomes alive , " but 
Gold blossoms into a superb stylist . His sense of sentence length , and 
of sentence : paragraph relations , oddly enough , reminds me a great dea l 
of Carla Harryman . 

I ' m fascinated by Sunset Debris , a text which is composed entirely of 
questions . It ' s an obsessive , almost viol en t work . How do you feel 
about it at this remove? Can yOll contextualize it for me? 

It , The Chinese Notebook , and 2197 are three projects I worked on 
more or less simultaneously in the two year per i od between the compl e 
tion of Ketjak and the start of Tjanting. Someday , with luck , they will 
appear as The Age of Huts. In a way that I guess anticipates part of 
what I ' m doing presently with The Alphabet , those pieces tried to iso
l ate and exp l ore very different areas of my wr i ting , each pushing an 
aspect of it toward a logical conc lusion or extreme. 

Sunset Debris is constructed on the same general principle as 
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"Berkeley , " which is in the Lally anthology, and Sitting Up , Standing , 
Taking Steps , where each sentence or Ilne 1n the work di~pla~s ~he same 
grammatical feature. The suppression of any main verbs 1n.S~tt~ng Up 
displaces , but does not eliminate , one ' s sense of referent1al act1on. 
In fact , many readers do not even recognize that absence , and I wa~ more 
than a little amused to see the piece reprinted in The pushcart pr~z~ IV 
under the heading of fiction, But, for me , the center of. that work 1S 
in the discovery of wher , sentence by sentence , that act1ve or (llte r

ally) verbal function goes, 
statement beginning with the 
Most of the lines are found 

In "Berkeley," where every line is a 
word "I " something very simi l ar occurs. 
materia ~ s, very few of which are from anyone source , and they're o~dered 
so as to avoid as much as possible any sense of narrative or normat1ve 
exposition . Yet by sheer juxtaposition these reiterated " I"s form into 
a character , a felt presence which is really no more than an abstract10n 
of a grammat.ical feature , but which is probably as " obsessive" 1n 1tS own 
way as anything in Sunset Debris. And this presence , in tu~n , impacts 
significantly on how a given line is read or und e rstood , Wh1Ch can be 
vastly different from its meaning within its original context. 

My idea with Sunset Debris was to explore the social contract be
tween writer and reader. As sender and receiver do not ex i st in vacuums , 
any communication involves a relationship , an important dimensio~ of 
which is always power . In writing as elsewhere , this relat1onsh1p 1S 
asymmetrical -- the author gets to do the talking. The reader can shut 
the book , or consciously reject its thesis, but an actual response i s 
not normally available. As advertisers have known for decades , the pro
cess of consuming information is an a ct of submis sion . To have read these 
wor~s is to have had these thoughts , which were not your own. 

Perhaps this is the shadow side of writing, but it's o~e I ' ve long 
had a strong sense of and felt the need to explore. This d1mens1on of 
intersubjectivity in writing is close l y alligned with the same ph~no
menon elsewhe re , which no doubt explains why writing can feel so 1nten
se l y inti~ate and erotic . To write js to fuck. To read is to be fuck ed " 
There is a pleasure to be taken in each , but it is not the same. It was 
this aspect of intersubjectivity whic h caused me to introduce so much 
explicitly sexual language into Sunset Debris. It is not the sex that 
interests me there , but the dimension it shares with writing. 

This combines of course with the constant punctuation of the ques
tion mark. Every sentence is supposed to remind the reader of her or 
his inability to respond. And , rhythmically , because it's so muc~ m~re 
of a full stop than a simple period , it hammers this point home w1th1n a 
long textual body, 50 pages in manuscript, that, being one continuous 
paragraph , is a solid wall of words. I ' m certain that th~ effect can be 
disturbing and felt as violent by some readers. Intere st1ngly, both 
Michael Waltuch and Alan Davies have produced texts which "answer " every 
question . But, overall, I don't think that Sunset Debris is any more 
"violent " than any other work of writing. Rather, it is Slmply one of 
the few pieces that calls attention to that dimension of its existence . 

The last time I read it in p ublic, at New College in late '82, I 
was surprised at how light it felt. The work wasn't nearly as dark as 

I'd remembered it. 
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In what respects is it most difficult being Ron Silliman? 

Getting asked q uestions like that . Seriously -- to be a poet in 
this society is to become , however marginally , a public person , a pro
jected ( i f not hallucinated) social object. Yet any interest in the 
writer , as person , on the part of a literary audience follows from , is 
an extension of , an engagement with one or more actual texts. It expresses 
a desire , completely legitimate , to situate the text in the world. But 
it merely anchors the work into the biography of an individual , in this 
instance me , and through this into the entire discourse of individualism . 

The violence or distortion which takes place whenever this occurs 
does so precisely because this process fails to acknowledge the way(s) 
in which a text is equa l ly situated through the life of the reader . A 
work ' s historic and strategic relations to other texts , for example , 
depends entirely on there being some congruence between writer and read
er ' s mental maps of the whole of writing , there being no such thing as 
an objective topography of this terrain (what does it mean that I ' ve 
not read Proust or Samuel Beckett?). Conversely , envisionments or mean
ings which are brought to the text by the reader are projected onto an 
authorial object presumed to be as static as the text itself 

It is in this sense that questions like the one above are "most 
difficult ." The works stand for themselves , and come into play only 
in the presence of the collaborator who opens the text. It is through 
this interaction , the reading process , that a work can be said to exist 
in the world , a complex event with mUltiple actors , and an event which 
changes with each reading . To assign these events to any single indi 
vidual is to misdescribe them utterly . " Ron Silliman ," in this sense , 
does not exist. 
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LARRY EIGNER 

Pia c e s i n Hay war d 

Grutrnan ' s 
Asutt 

Wimer ' s 

for Ron 

a barbershop sound nook 

sandwich ichen 

Corrin ' s 

zip 

Absolut 
vodka 

Grand 
Auto 

don ' t walk 

Vi ' s 
steak 

rubber mattress 
plant 

Tax help 

Instant 
Printing 

Zorn 

the green sign is the thing 

S ill i -
man a 

m 0 s t 1 Y 
f a u n d 
pie c e 

there are miles and miles and blocks 



HANNAH WEINER 

Ron Si l liman SKI ES I II from TH I S 11 and quote the page 

o ne line per winter day assaid quote and said mybythesee Plurals 
by donttype I see my words except carrots quotes thats the seen orthodox 
p l urals describe multis not describing circumstances and period . Plus 
a voided the quarrel avo i dthecharleswhowasworking he can imagine this 
l ine and quote " the carrots " dontunderline were eaten by the chi l dren 
who avoid the circumstances thas a line youre stuck some line duscribe 
show his errors even myname know the concrete wa l ks made two 
comments whist fully OPEN i a m s tea ch i n g at suds the 
c l ear often duscribe the life of the c i ty MY ME THATS A VERY REAL 
COMMENTnot obliged speaking on quote the page thethis Hannah any 
carrots "Baby tears ~ carrots " why duscribe t he events we know wearethe 
children eating thecarrots for vitamin the children are b ern a 
d e t t e beginning to open and the next line 
altruist put the words down a taste of following the report 
i nstructions paper all sentences begin and end that was hard we 
bel i eve and we l augh didn ' t we forget somewhere we are here the 
carrot s the chi l dren we the centure hannah hehurts us a l ittle 
by t he farmers opinion anyone e l se would continue by not q uote sis 
i ts most l y prose t hat we do anyway thinnest d i d you cost measure 
buy the a l l t he f i gures disguise weargue someone is over i gged 
ski p the farmers some quote on the page but the line deepen u se a 
per i od . and mother fo r gets Iron he forgives you some farmers 
skip line you ' re answering his questions remember the quote famous 
he has winter possessions on his baby tears mind and you dont unless we 
p l ura l are working in the field why buy atall the eating and carrot s 
his word sometime ecstasy plural carrots sometime like in the spring 
~his season farmer ground soft will grow upstate farmers choice and 
t hen i ts a return to the page myname i ts ok wi th us just describing 
quit and anSwer 
mother wou l d just be l iev e in it herself and l et everything e l se go l a st 
l ine forgive iamspe l l andcorrect 
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BRUCE ANDREWS 
CORPSES THAT DEVOUR THEI R OWN FLESH 

1. (a ) Do You Know Who You Ar e? 
I might we ll b e . 
Now I wr i t e & s oon I ' ll die . 
As if o the rwi se yourse lf. 
He re I a m. 
Fa cts ' se l f - fasc imile . 
Nom de P lume . 
I ' m going . 
Autobiography f inds its way dead lette r box. 
Effigies g ive me inspira tion. 
Wr iting about ourse lves rai s es our c r e dibility . 
Only the ego can p i c k up a pencil. 

(b) I write sente nces . 
To talk now in words from mo u t h . 
So some disc overs to do who is writing the writing. 
No , baby , I ' m not here , only these words are. 
Cannot b e li e v e I wrote thi s . 
I saw my s hadow write thi s . 
So one wri t es t o disc ove r who i s doing the writing . 
This is my wor k. 
These words I ' v e l eft b ehind no longe r c onstitute my voice . 
I am hardly who b egan t his, tho it def ine s me. 
I didn ' t s ay t hat. 

2 . (a ) Name of name valve . 
You wa nt to be dec la s sified . 
Pr ovoke my unity with a pre- fab image o 
And you don ' t even have to r e cogn i ze tha t there are pronouns . 
A name is a n in s titution & you have to have one. 
Yakety- yak f l ag of c onvenie nce . 
And I s p lit int o di f f e rent fa c tions. 
Segme nted perso n grows numb . 
Squande r my noun ~ 

Desegre gate my se lves . 

(b) One is , was isn ' t one. 
Forcing self to it one . 
Self for c ing to one it. 
Books burgled. 
Name dusts. 
My p erjorative the name . 
It s e ntence s e lf is e a c h . 
Who b y erasure writes one. 
I recognize d the vo i ce but c ld not name it . 
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3 . (a ) Meaning means the e l i mination o f identity . 

4 . (a) Schusses down a self- prom queen. 
Autopsy that se l f - image . 
Unrelaxed , se l f - contained . 
Bad faith means self- protection . 
Suspicious of crowds the pathetic individual hangs on, 
Taste suppl ants ideology. 
Felt that way else gloss over image mouth . 
Push person . 
Orphan makes chi l d an orphan . 

(b ) How we are who we are . 
The privacy of pub l ic occasions . 
No se l f withou t other . 
Holds who what e v idence to be self- truth . 
Territory is styl istic . 
We are a l ways from this case of o u r s u ffering se lves, 
Bu t to each no te a psycho logy c lung . 
Heads go in the ce ll & flicker o u t . 
Your brain doesn ' t just happen to you. 

5 . (a ) This is very f l ag . 
Self is no redeemer , j uice has to be constan t. 
We ' re on l y thinking abou t ourse l ves. 
We just each have to spend time dev elopi ng our own little fl ags . 
Bird' s - eye gu i de to more se l fish motivation . 
Greases up monad . 
Convenience liqu i dates others . 
Ever y ideology is inscribed by the e l egance . 
Nyah , nyah , nyah , my narc i ss i s m is better tha n your narc i ss i s m. 
You can rea l ly become you rse l f with money. 

(b ) In uniform , heads individuate ou t . 
The occasions of public pr i vacy . 
Today I fee l. 
I fee l today . 
Style is territorial. 
Find somebody . 
His language keeps dissolving into his voice. 
One who was isn ' t once is. 
Narcissism is not simpl e . 
The desire to extend self to others never quits. 
Speech scars meaning . 
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6 . (a) Structuralism too punk for me . 
We don ' t exist . 
Life takes shape anonymity . 
Your brain may no longer be the boss. 

Spuriosity . 
New slot squeaks c l ean . 
People are just circuits . 
We ' re just the units of a se l f - r e productive system -- we ' re 

part of the methods. 
Most people don ' t have brains , they ' re just terminals 

let ' s die " 

(b) Equal heads are all. 

7 . (a) 

8 . (a) 

(b ) 

Out in heads , uniform individuate . 
Blame al l difference , know same . 
Structuralism , another god . 
I was written . 
Context constitutes . 
Defense of the Code . 
I am an example of grammar . 
All subjects resent socio-interpretation . 

Language institutionalized theft . 

Parody of the citizen . 
The saturations of independence. 
It ' s like torture time on codic doubling . 
Grassroots Lacanianism . 
No main head is an island. 
We own it but they play it. 
Will individualism & self- consciousness ever be redeemed by 

society? 
Recruitment is propaganda . 
White commission . 

The self me ans the house in the rented dream. 
The public occasions of privacy . 
You obey the sound of your name . 
The t e rritoriality of social work . 
Implicit construction of the self . 
Collapsing the distinction between competence & performance . 

Educ ation designs the brain . 
Me in too general yes. 
Se lf forcing one to it . 
The first surrender is that of law. 
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9. (a) Heart panders to backward brain. 
Concentric tourniquets. 
Political technology of self- like slavery. 
It had been inmate consolation against inmate consolation. 
Wake up in a straitjacket & read the tabloids. 
Individuals who happen to be wearing a uniform o 

Except for the unsexed hero. 
I was contented following orders . 
Do I have to be an adult in this garbage? 
Patchwork quilt of regulation keeps our feelings in line. 
Ego meanS discipline. 
I retired & became a disciplinary norm " 

(b) Like radios of radios talking to radios . 
Forcing to it one self . 
This is role memory . 
A plausibility . 
Assembling her constitution . 
Heads in the cell flicker & go out . 
I mean defies me . 
Self giving one to it . 
Strum our norms . 
I felt a disease . 
Meaning scars speech . 

10. (a) People are so popular . 
Human , huh? 
Heart stays in code. 
You just have no respect for people as cultural artifacts . 
Culture means fear of being alone. 
You try to claim authorship over feelings which are just 

propaganda for the status quo . 
Common sense is a rationalization for the status quo . 
What you call emotions , I call propaganda o 

Humanism is just a big police fart . 

(b) Refusal of personal death is not uncommon amid cannery workers . 
An other is among others . 
Thus gossip bonds . 
Detestimonial. 
Your Own voice growing distant . 
Representation deprives democracy of its aura . 
The erection of the Theatre of Representation in the place of 

production . 
Your consciousness is first of all the consciousness of your 

class , & this is never more clear than in the sudden 
flowering of the emotions , the waves of anger that on 
occasion sweep ' inexplicably ' thru you , flash floo ds of 
being . 
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The self is to language as sugar to my coffee. 

11. (a) I did harp out on the overpersonalizeda 
You want everyone to applaud your . 
The g los sy patina of self- approval yearning to be penci l lead . 
Eat your narcissism . 
Escape from ego fuel . 
Self- expression breeds contempt . 
Self- confidence is an indulgence. 
Autopsy that self-image. 
You ' ve got to stop being a specialist in identity. 
The ego is detestable. 
Quit worrying about yourse lf all the time -- worry about the 

truth. 

(b) None of your words belong to you. 
The model here is not psychology. 
You don ' t exist . 
Beginning is this begin I not. 
My name the perjorative . 
Always we are suffering from this case of ourselves. 
Not narcissism is ample . 
I am about . 
All he l ls are private. 
It is not easy to be a narcissist. 
Self- hatred in politics is the image of correctness. 

12. (a) Communism is the highest stage of individualism . 
Ego quits its sap . 
Pre- selfish . 
There ' s got to be something beyond post- humanism . 
Classes arise to take the p l ace of a dults . 
We are a say don ' t need . 
Communism isn ' t that ant farm shit , position ta l k talk. 
Consensual signature. 
Ideology is not going to be smashed by revival meetings. 
Hammer the individual into solidarity. 
Besoever badge of our disinheritance . 

(b) The persona l will not transcend. 
He is a unit of meaning as a writer . 
Distancing your own voice. 
But what comes through depends on you . 
Writing writing . 
The only unit is the whole. 
Each must invent the world before conforming. 
Our form does not yet exist. 
I had determined to become invisible & I very nearly was . 
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Lines in the ' ( ) ' ' a sect10ns are t aken from Bruce Andrews , " I Don ' t 
Have Any Paper So Shut Up (or , Soc i al Romanti c ism) " manusc ript 
Fall ' 82 - Fall ' 83 L' , " , , • 1nes 1n the ' (b) ' sections are taken from 
Ron Sllllman , Tjanting . 
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RAE ARMANTROUT 
" THE COMMUN ITY OF SOUND" 

Most of Ron Silliman ' s wo rks fo llow a form or method of composition 
which he invents for the m before starting to write . " Skies ," a l ong 
prose poem which ha s thus far appeared only in magaz ines including Sulphur 
3 and 4 , This 11 , and So & So Vol . 2 , #2 . for instance , was composed at 
the rate of one sentence per day . It dea l s a lmost exc lusive l y with the 
effect of c limate and weather on Silliman ' s immediate s u r r oundings ; muc h 
of it seems to have been written on his back porch. He partially de
scribes h i s method in " Sk i es , " when he writes " (aga i nst se l ect ion I want 
to pose the partia l determination of what I find beyond these doors) 0 " 

Typically Si lliman ' s method is only half-apparent to the reader who , 
teased by an e lusive form, may respond with interest - or irri t at ion . 
I have heard his work c ritic ized for being over abstract , impersonal , 
dry. vJhi l e discussing " Skies ," I hope to answer those critici s ms. 

In " Sk i es , " certain l y , the writer does not foreground his own s ub
jectivity ; hi s memories , hopes , moods remain l arge l y unstated. Thi s 
work is insistently perceptual , f ocu ss i ng on what the writer can see , 
hear , sme ll , and infer in his environs . What things are there? Si lliman 
loves things ; for him the essence , discr e t e nes s , and rea lity of the ob
ject is not problematized as it i s for some of hi s contemporaries such 
as , say , Charl es Bernstein . Sill iman ' s roving senses always seek and 
find the discrete and distinct , the " Smell of the won ton district amid 
the odors of the alley wrapped in fog. " or "The exact song of certain 
birds (a drawn - out whistle fo llowed by a burst of chirps ) fill s the air 
(which ones are they? ) " He is looking for the name of the species . 
Sil liman's work is passionately noun orien t ed . Again in " Skies" he 
writes , " A herd of wild stratus. " a nd " By the f ence a digitalis in a 
green pot l eans to catch the s un ." (Italics min e . ) One senses in 
Sil liman ' s gleeful specificity a rebe llion against the wor l d ' s increasing 
homogeneity . 

Because of the specific ity of Silliman ' s nouns , and because of his 
tendency to asc ribe motivation and feeling to the e l emen ts of his back
yard world , (" The wind 'se ttl e s , the trees relax. " " A thorny vine probes 
between the boards of a fence ." Italics mine .) in " Skies " the things 
he sees dai l y take on the status of char acters . As readers we watch the 
p lum tree , the sp i der , the carpenter across the s treet , etc. , variously 
impacted by circumstance . " Some thing small and green drowns in the coffee ." 
"Skies " presents a dynamic , living wor ld in whic h Silliman takes a re
spectful a nd fri e ndl y interest . He shows respect for these " characters " 
by allowing them autonomy. Teach ers of creative writing are taught to 
teach that the p urpose of poetry is the conveyance of mood. Sil l iman ' s 
poem doesn ' t convey a single emotion because the elements o f its content 
remain discret e . While a bug drowns a dig ital i s reaches for the sun . 
A reader feels these events are given an intrinsic , not symbolic value . 
"Skies " is a utopian work in tha t a sense of unforce d and benign part
icipation in community fills it as " the community of sound fills the a i r ." 

If there is an emotional tone to " Skies " it is that of the mild but 
important e uphoria associated with r ecognition. Thi s can be clearly 
heard in statemen-ts s uch as , " You can tell when a sports car (not visible ) 
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c l imbing the hill , shifts gears. " or "Wild birds of the backyards ab
sent from the treeless street ." There is in Silliman ' s work an almost 
childlike pleasure in identification and fact . This is what I find 
most admirable in him - he makes interest in phenomena extraneous to 
our personal concerns seem perfectly natural . One could argue that he 
carries this interest even further than Williams , whose aesthetic heir 
he clearly is despite his new- fangled formalism. Here we return to 
our original problem; why does Silliman choose to proceed by pre
determined and fixed methods? I ' m not certain how he would answer that , 
but I think one effect of his procedure is to set up analogs to the or
ganic reality in which , as Silliman puts it , " Form is the f l ower ' s 
fate ." 
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JERRY ESTRIN 
"EXORCISE YOUR MONKEY ": READING KETJAK 

"Waki ng in the dark now , more so each day , the year ' s slide . 
Numbers , Mind and Body. The partial f unction in the connective touch . 
You come a t last into the realiza tion as into a banquet room, domed 
perhaps but with chandeliers , that a lush ordering of events is no 
different than any other so that one might as well ea t squid as tripe 
or plums , dressed in the regalia of t e nnis , the perceiving in the 
punchbowl reflection a costume as clownish as it is offensive . What 
is here . Red eye . The light has no right . Notational process , 
musical juncture ." 

Does your orientation invert through the suppression of the verb from 
"Numbers , Mind and Body" ? You look around for a connection , producing 
scattered if waking notes. Perhaps you ' ve been given a diary note , a 
fragmented perception of passing time , perhaps an assertion of progress : 
"more so each day", etc . Such connotations seem quite literal , a re
port of condition . " Numbers " as in reference to the sentence prosody , 
the "Numbe rs " whi c h indicate where the sentences would appear -- so 
that the positive allusion plus the jingle of " Numbers " cou l d tie in 
the ca lculated response to the time of the writing to t i me (in general? 
which time?) , a proclaimed organization of time which t u nes up the 
"Body " and the " Mind". Or perhaps " Numbers , Mind , and Body" can be 
read as ironic public relations . "The partial function " stands isolate , 
announc ing itself , rejecting the connection with " Body" and " Mind ", or 
the naming of such processes . Or perhaps it works as a unit in a list 
with no logica l linking . Has a myth of continuity just been critiqued? 
The c luster of so many abstract nominals appear to refocus the argument , 
moving from the general to the specific . You expect some sort of re
solution , and the writing appears to be gesturing in that direction , 
yet none occurs . So perhaps you can read t h is section as a mockery of 
fin itude . But how did " You " get into a " banquet room " ? How did the 
writer? -- perhaps by the " The partial function in the connective 
touch " whi c h has been stationed in apposition , so that " You corne at 
last " with its shifter pointing either at the reader or the writer seems 
to be there as a reward . The complete sentence corning after the noun 
phrase pulls the fragments into an articulated position , however convo
luted by the intersecting metaphors , so that your dilemma ( " Rhythm 
sect ion of the Horns of the Dilemma " as Ron Silliman will write near 
the end of Ketjak ) or language ' s openness or void is again l abelled by 
the interrogative , " What is here " (or is it a question? ), setting up t h e 
expectation of an anSwer whic h " Red eye " partially satisfies , both in 
its rhythmical relief , and in its anaphoric employment , throwing your 
mind back to "perceiving" - - as does " The light has no right", the as
sertion of consonance in " red" and " right ", the semantic train set up 
by " reflection " "perceiving " " costume " all seeming to progress verti
cally toward " light", yet the negation coupled with the rhyme which f o
cuses and isol ates the physical properties of the wo rds , cancels a ny 
closure : "The light has no right ." etc . 
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Does an articulation of such devices , to take up the metaphor offered 
by this piece of language , nourish you? The question is perhaps mun 
dane as to what you have just consumed. You cou l d eat " squid " and 
" tripe", cook up something with both ingredients , a kind of " vocabu l ary 
of dinner in the syntax of (your) my mouth " ? Are such readings becoming 
preposterous? But isn ' t any menu or hermeneutic both unquestionab l e and 
questionably valuable? Or perhaps " You " have been written because " You " 
take for granted what orders " You " -- what " You " consume. " You " func t ion 
as a commodity in a system where people are likewise , where exchange re
l ations pattern your life . Such an assertion of indifference is " c l own
ish", a sign signifying l eisure , or such an i l lusionary aspiration . Or 
" You " are functioning as someone at play , as is the poet here , writing . 
Or " You " are someone noting yourself in the " reflection " of a " punch
bowl ", and this clownishness offends " You ". " You " have existed to be 
ripped from habit and sequence , attacked in the enactment of reading , 
" You " clown . The author sympathizes with a reader that could be called 
" You ", or with a character " You " have become , or he sees " You " as he 
sees himself , and therefore he points at this " banquet " which surrounds 
both " You " and he . He is compassionate and demonstrates this by te ll ing 
" You " what " You " think since your thinking can be so easily read as 
" light", or is it " Notational process " ? Or he plays with " You " by par
odying "What is here " in this " non - object positing l anguage ". " What is 
here " ? An uncertain " Red eye " ? drunken eyed wandering? Or exactly 
" The absence of doubt which belongs to the essence of the language game", 
the multiplicity of the sense(s ) of such a writing here posited. A 
shifting urban environment calmly programmatic (as equally in the notion 
of musical structure) and documented as Ron Silliman moves through it 
-- of which this text , in its use of montage and sentence permutation , 
functions as architectonic analogue , a "banquet room" of form in which 
move the signs which you temporally grasp to glue down a formula : "Void 
is what ' s left when the cosmos breaks down as the interesting evidence of 
ord er ." 

" This is the fable of objects. " •. . " An infinite expansion. " Or this is a 
sensibility victimized by its subjectivity - - what it sees in this "banquet 
room ". Or this is a critique of subjectivity where the poet takes on the 
role of the grammarian who reflects on his own language , is manipulated by 
it as he molds it: a response to a prosody, a push of sentence construction , 
improvising against the barriers of a transfinite language system where 
chains of sound and parallel formations of grammar criss-cross and open 
out and kid themselves with particularly American corn : " A kick in the brain 
brings rain ." • • . "Tonto ' s me mo to the effect that life ' s hard, pard o" Or 
finally , this is "The Particular , The Particular" •• • "This , This , This, 
This ", the bottom line of the device , the fact from which all semantic am
bivalence begins. And it is "This " light which does take it upon itself 
to make ambiguous a suspect lucidity, the clamor for a taken for granted 
closure, clear seeing at the end where " You " look out at the world , for " The 
light has no right" to darken your mind with its transparency - - or with a 
pervasive habitual drunkeness termed transparency. As certainly not the 
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" light " of the dialectic where the only certain adve nture is attention 
to th is system of signs where nothing is tentative , especially the 

contradictions 

for only in the disruption of a r e ading whose systematic normalization 
this reading e ff ect ively undermines is the fragmented interplay between 
sub j e ctivity and system constructing the meaning of that subjectivity 
not prob l ematic but acknow l edged in all its ambiguities whose simu l taneou s 
improvisational/predetermined threshold is like the singular verticality 
of a musical mome nt constantly flattened by Ron Silliman ' s reconte xtualized 
chorus : " He want coherence " -- or th e social conditions necessary for 

its redefinition as history. 
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CHRIS DOMINGO DAVID MARTIN 
Silent Tjanting : 

Notations for Translation 

/ On Sunday , September 25 , 1983 , Ron Silliman and 25 other perform
ers gave an oral reading of the entire text of Tjanting in the Church 
Street subway station of the San Francisco Muncipal Railway . For a 
portion of the reading ,. Chr i s Domingo , a sign language student who lives 
in Berkeley , and David Martin , a hearing i mpaired graduate of the Univ
ersity of California who has been signing since he was 16 , accompanied 
David Bromige and Steve Roberts , trans l ating the text for the hearing 
impaired . 

American Sign Language , in its pure form , is not a representation 
of English , but a language in its own right , with a distinctive syntax 
that incorporates space and visual cues . Notational aids have been 
developed for use in teaching and interpretation . ~ 
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The kinds of notations I used in my attempt to translate Ron ' s 
oetry into American Sign Language (ASL) were basically the same as the 

~cribbles I r eco rd as notes in my ASL classes . This makeshift system 
inc ludes only a few of the notations used in t extbooks such as A Basic 
Cou r s e in American Sign Language by Humphries , Padden and O' Rourke , and 
Baker and Cokely ' s American Sign Language: a teacher ' s resource t ext on 
gr ammar and culture In addition I came up with many of my own idiosyn

c r a tic symbols. 
Before giving a few examples of what the translation symbols indi 

cate , I ' d like to emphasize that my translation notes sometimes look 
ve r y simpl ified . This is partly because much grammatical information in 
ASL is carried in facial expression and complexities of movement which I 
did not include in the written notations for the sake of speed at the 
reading itself . Textbooks notate more fully. 

Also , I ' d like to warn readers against thinking you can " sign " from 
Tjanting using only written symbols or a Sign Language Dictionary o With
out association with Deaf peopl e , even a text bursting with illustrations 
is not enough to sign correct l y . Facial expression , body movement , dia
l ects , syntax , idioms , etc . can only be learned from native users of ASL , 
as with any language o And a true translation into ASL can only be re
co r d e d on videotape , never on paper . 

Now - to examine the notational system used in the examples that 
follow . First , both of the above- mentioned texts use al l-caps with hyphens 
between the letters to indicate fingerspelled words , and capitalized words 
unhyphenated to represent one ASL sign ( the latte r are called glosses , 
a nd the capitalized word in that case is not an English equ ivalent . ) 
Signs that are derived from fingerspelling but have evolved a shape and 
movement of their own are called" loan signs ., " In textbooks they are 
indicated by the symbol # preceeding a capitalized word. Examples from 
Tjanting include #IF and #BUS . I used all of these transcription symbols 
in my translating notes . 

Both texts I ' ve mentioned us e h yphenated word combinations for a 
single sign that carries meaning requiring several English words. These 
include LAST- YEAR and COME-UP . Also , as in the texts , I followed the 
signs that need to be repeated with ++. For example , " POINT+++ (lf to rt ) ." 
Again , however , I simplified for easier d e ciphering during the r e ading , 
keeping some of the grammatical information in my head rather than on 
paper . Some of the othe r fairl y standard symbols I included are " 2h " 
to perfon1 a sign with both hands , indic ations to shake the h e ad or nod , 
and occasional commas f o r p ause s . 

"CL" represents a grammatical structure in ASL called the classifier , 
similar in some cases to the English pronoun. ASL has specific handshapes 
that can represent , say , something tall like a person , tree or pole (l- CL) ; 
a flat object such as paper , a table top or a wall (closed 5-CL ); and so 
on . There are many of these c lassifiers , and they can act as pronouns , 
various sorts of verbs , or adject ives for descr ibing size and shape o 

In American Sign Language and Sign Syste ms by R.B. wilbur , Ph.D . , 
a system developed by researchers Stokoe, et al is documented (p . 17). 
It is based on developing a set of symbols for each of the parameters 
(corresponding to groupings of phonemes in spoken languages) in ASL . 
These parameters are handshape , palm orientation , location and movement . 
A translation in this notational system contains no English words whatso-
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ever . I used some of his notations , s u ch as naming handshapes B, G, F , 
1 , 5 , and C after the fingerspelled l etters and numbers they are identi
cal to , when using them as CL ' s . (For instance , F- CL for the v e rb
c las s ifier " holding a s ingle strand " - thumb and index touch, o ther 
fingers are outstretched . ) 

One very important grammatical notation is the symbol ___ ~ over 
a word or phrase , which indicates a topical sentence. This i s a frequent
l y occuring syntaxical element of ASL and is signed by raising" the eyebrows 
during the ent ire p art of the sentence that is overlined , e mphasizing tha t 
this is the topic being commented upon . Many other facial e xpress ions 
are s imilarly notated , and often serve as adj ectives o r adverbs , such 
as mm for a "business as usual " e xpre ssion , _ ,/ for furrowed 
eyebrows , and th associated with the concept of carelessness. (I 
omitted most of these in my translation notes but it p robably would have 
he lped i f I ' d i nc lude d them ) 

I scribbled "mime " f o r sections whe re I dec ided to act out an ide a 
- usuall y because I didn ' t know how to sign it. " Right" and " Le ft" were 
my indications to shift my body or look in e ither direc tion to indicate 
two character s as subjects or objects , r espectiv e ly , or two contrasting 
ideas . (More complex spatial r e lationships can be set up , of course . ) 
The texts ment ioned tend to be more de tailed on this - " gaze up If ,'' and 
so on . 

In general , my translation was very faulty compared with David ' s . 
I tri ed to get across the double me anings in the t e xt by putting doubl e 
meanings i nto the signs - a task much too difficult for someone of my 
skill l e v e l to carry off in a performance. I wound up with translations 
too compl e x for me to handle , that contained more signs than I could 
deliver clear l y at the pace of t h e r e ading. 

T 
HAPPEN RECENT THAT EXAMPLE OVERLOOK WORD T-H- O 
That was a case of not s ee ing the word " tho. " 

th 
BR0011 OLD 5- CL F- CL. 
A single strand from a bedraggled broom. 

FENCE 
A fence is. 

(Look disgusted) 
LAST-YEAR SUMMER SUDDEN 
Sullenly last summer . 

WARN WHORE #DOG MUST COHFRONT 
Face it call dog . 
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T - --SICK LUNG INSIDE MIND 
p sychosomatic e mphysema. 

DOG SLEEP MANY P- O- R- C- H POINT+++ 
On many porches sleep dogs . 

T 
ME PROCESS FORGET SAY COME- UP 
I often say what I am in the middle of forgetting o 

SI LENCE ONLY TRUE AGAIN-AGAIN 
Only si l e nce truly echoes. 

MAYBE DOUBLE MAYBE 
Pe r doubled haps. 

T 
SENTENCE ALMOST EN-
This sentence is about to stop . 

(left ) (right) 
~ , MEET , MISS , ADMIT 
Me et her , miss her , face h er . 

PEOPLE UNIQUE , LANGUAGE STUCK 
Special is our language doom . 

FINE-wg HAVE 1 PAIN THAT ' S- ALL 
It 's nice to have one pain . 

EGYPT KING ON MY #BILL 
Pharoah on my bills. 

ALL 9 BASIC C- R- Y- S-T- A-L STRUCTURE 
Al l 9 e l ementa l crystals are structure s . 

ME WAIT #BUS , WAIT FOR VISION #BUS 3- CL+++ 
I ' m waiting for a bus , for the idea of buse s o 

TYPEWRITER DIFFERENT+++ NUMBER PERIOD COMMA ETC . VARIATION 
Keyboards differ as to number & punctuation . 
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(Mime puffing cigar ) 
DI ZZY NAUSEOUS 
Dizzy with a big cigar. 

--Chris Domingo 

* 

My approach to translating Tjanting differs from Chris ' in that 
Chris is a student of ASL , thinking in terms of c lassifiers , loan words , 
etc. , while I operate more on a " street" l eve l. Her translation is 
more elaborate , attempting to incorporate puns and convey subtle con
notations in the English. It even looks more elaborate on paper as 
Chris has demonstrated above. My notation is basically capital l etters 
for fingerspelling and lower- case for glosses , with rare notes on perform
ing the signs. My glosses are fairly standard , and could be read by an
other person with reasonable knowledge of ASL , even though there i s no 
indication of facial express ion, direction of movement , etc . My trans 
lation is more prosaic , using common everyday expressions ; hence the 
simpler notation . 

For example , above the sentence 

I write 

Once they ' ve counted the dead & questiond the 
survivors , there ' s nothing l eft to do , no further 
story , but they can ' t set it down , they lack a 
sense of c losure (p.144) 

count dead finish ask - ask survivors finish left 
nothing do- do story dissolve but they can ' t 
put-aside feel not- yet finish . 

Facial expressions implied are : bobbing of the head at the first two 
" finish " es ; a tightening of the lips at "nothing do- do ," a drawn - out 
p - sound formed by the lips at " story dissolve ," and a half-worried , 
half- puzzled expression held for the rest of the sentence starting at 
"put- aside ." "Survivors" is rendered as "live " + "person ," and the last 
" finish " is rendered as a physical ending , in contrast to the first two 
uses of " finish ," which is rendered by a different sign that roughly 
corresponds to the perfect tense in English . All this is standard ASL. 

Admittedly , this is one of the better examp les; many sentences do 
not lend themselves so well to my style of translation. For exampl e : 
" Demons rate " (p .148). I chose , rather than read it as "demonstrate ," 
to render it as " demons " + " shelves ," which also has the meaning of 
"hierarchy ." It ' s natura l ASL , but a little fast and loose. 

The act of performance is itself almost as much a translation as 
the notational stage . It is not unlike bringing a role to life in a 
play ; many aspects of expression must be poured into the mold of the 
written text . This is why the dominant creative medium of ASL is the-
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atre. In addition , a great deal of ASL art is i mprovisational, following 
the tradition of Horner ' s bards and American jazz. I used the English 
sentences as much as the ASL notation in performing the trans lation . 
It i s almost by happy accident that this styl e of art corresponds to 
the e ff ect of a spoken reading of Tjanting -- a free - fo rm stream of 
emotiona l empress ions, drawing upon the mul tivarious aspects and images 
of human existence . 

--David Martin 

* 
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DAVID BROMIGE 
A NOTE ON TJANTING 

Does one thing lead to the next? Did that act cause this or did it 
(merely ) happen right afterwards? Can I no longer find cause-and- effect 
de~endable? Are we as individuals powerless (to govern our lives) in 
th1S present c ircumstance and if so what shall we do instead? 

Writing and reading induce euphoria through the fantasy of power the 
unbroken sucession of cause- and- effect al l ows . As the author manioulates 
his fiction , or as the poet tends his tropes , we are at one remove~ the 
empowe~ed witnesses of a process that guarantees success : nothing will 
prove 1n the end to have been in vain , not a drop wasted , every \ syllable 
ha~ne~sed to one end (accurately cal l ed the point in a performance whose 
br1ll1ance , once that of tragedy (the world is only ever " like this " in 
our heads) is now that of farce(the man with the ladder knocks the other 
man off bal~nce , so that he puts one foot in the pot of paint , which when 
he shakes h1S foot to free it flies up to encase the first man ' s head) 
or pornography ( ''' Oh , God !' she screamed , ' I ' m beginning to come I 
can ' t stop it ! I ' m coming , I ' m coming !' The wand was moving across her 
st~mach no","~ etc . The t e l eological shake- up (Darwin , Marx , Freud , 
Gr1mm , Ma~thus , Mendel , Ford , Pasteur , Einstein , Curie , Wright , Bohr , 
Teller , H1tler , Stalin , Truman ... ) that has removed the painted Paradise 
from the e nd of it has thus destroyed faith in a final cause and with 
it , plot. 

The , term ' ~ cu l tural l ag " means that , although this is general knowledge , 
1t 1S suhJect to widespread denial (which t erm I e mploy here in its 
psychological sense) . The bulk of writing today may include cognizance 
of said shake- up as content but not as form . In a world "without meaning " 
etc .~ characters of an incredibl e consistency continue to advance via 
pred1ctable,rou~es toward plotted revelations that all is for naught , 
etc .. Mean1ng 1S not so easily gotten rid of , of course : if sought in 
wrong ,Place , howev~r , it might prove in short supply, Image of persons 
app~Y1ng to trad1t1onal water hole , long since dried up , while new 
spr1ng bubbles up other s ide of the dune -- hackneyed but for good cause o 

The form of Silliman ' s Ketjak or his Tjanting accomodates th i s novel 
explosion of teleology into the minutiae of presentness and simultaneity 
where all our divining has to happen - - fittingly , for the poet 
(re)creates divinity through his/her way with word s . A form of serial 
progression that cannot be denied -- sperm p lus ovum equals one -- gener
ated in Tjanting out of the first two sentences , " Not this " and " What 
then? ", in its growth develops an accretion of other sentences whose 
referential details come to stand for (surely) " a life " - - though not 
at all t~ cause a would- be reader to expect " ..• and then , turning 18 , 
I set sa1l for the Orient ", except that that could be one possible sen-

*from Dreams Die First , Harold Robbins , r9TT. 
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tence (physica l manifestation of mental event ) to be included "David 

Bromige l earns to drive " might be a notation on a calendar ; I cou ld try 
to tell you \'Jhat it means (and has meant ) to me -- both the fact and the 
s e ntence -- but in Tjanting on page 104 it occurs in a different context : 

a hula hoop . Wordy as tho you ever understood. 
Shadows of thought. Eyes dilated your anticipation. 
I see the East Bay. An ant c ld pick your fingers up 
without it crush ing. Spontaneous combustion. In the 
plastic old dish sat blue soap slivers . Phone calls 
me back into the house . In the clouds is the sky. Sep
arate faucets for hot & co ld is barbaric . Back gums 
die. Whatever happened to Chic l ets? In the twilight a 
high a i rplane somewhere heading. David Bromige learns 
to drive. Fingers always , in the doorknob of the vi
cinity , print . Demand each day is a new l ife. Kerouac ' s 
comma for the distaste . Sit in a s c hooldesk near my 
bed . Slow the lift of any launch. Putting rice cakes 
in a toaster. Middle if we had learnd for to write 
words from the instance . Today language comes spil l ing 
out . Many towards several . 

Thus , the first third of that page . A connection apparent between or 
even among certain of these sentences is no guarantee of a connection 
among all of them nor of its absence simply by cause of one being un
able to notice one. For me , a high airplane heading in the twilight 
somewher e effective l y sums up something I was feeling about the time 
(quite late in life ) I l earned to drive : did Silliman (a long- term 
acquaintance seen little during the 70 ' s) intuit this? However , I am 
at a loss to account for the detective - story sentence that comes next o 

(Not at a loss to understand the sentence , of sourse ; that seldom oc
curs in Silliman ; but to account for its coming next , or for its being 
there at all.) Possibly it enters " random l y ", as something remembered 
incidentally . That would seem to be how the blue soap slivers enter 
-_ a lthough it is possible to read that sentence as metaphorical of 
the entire procedure . Starting with " Separate faucets " (but possibly 
at "blue soap slivers " ) three sentences suggest " the bathroom" as a 
joint title . Reflection upon perception links (possibly) the first 5 
sentences : #s 4 & 5 j uxtapose imagistically -- from SF , the East Bay 
looks comprehendable ; an ant could pick up your finger. (The reversal 
in syntax further suggests the reversal of reality perception can per
form. ) Many of the sentences are linked by the common factor that each 
undergoes some distortion of syntax -- sometimes this is unmistakable , 
sometimes not (" In the c louds is the sky " cou ld be accurate as is , de
pending (a) whether the cloud cover on a given day is 100% or not (b ) 
whether the " speaker " is being metaphorical or not. ) The progression 
and accret ion are governed (but this one may not learn from the text 
or in any acknowledgments) by a Fibonacci series so that the first 
paragraph and the second consist of one sentence each , the third of 
two , the fourth of three , the fifth of five , the sixth of eight , the 
seventh of thirteen . •.• each subsequent paragraph having as many sen
tences as the sum of the number of sentences in the two immediately 
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preceding.paragraphs. Metaphorically this means not only the filling 
up of a Ilf e but the population increase of our present world even 
the wholesal e appropriations by multi-national conglomera t es ' Or it 
does to me What it . . • 
. h ' means to Sllllman certain (but whi ch? ) sentences 
1n t e te~t perhaps indica te ("I c ld have done it some other way ") 
yfet certa1nt~ c oncerning the author ' s intentions can only be obtai~ed 

rom consult1ng oneself . 

In fact the problem of authorial intention . th -- 1tself brough about by 
e sudden increase in (a highly var1'abl e ) literacy towards the end of 

the last century -- is bri lliantly Sh1'fted . 1n these books from what 
hthapPtens b~tween sentences (a reader SOon becomes aware how very mu c h 

a prov1nce of mea i . h ' 
why and wh f fn ng 1S 1S Own a ct ) to speculation concerning the 

. ere ore 0 such being the case : what c an it mean that the 
~~~a~lon between the sentences in Tjanting i s variable , sometimes given 

f e 1mes not sometimes perhaps? One welcomes the displacement Much 
°h c ontemporary ~oetry (of the best contemporary poetry , tha t i s : not 
t e mere en::erta1nments most houses continue to issue) trammels one in 
the web of 1nter-sentence intentionality . That is given (a ) that each 
sentence 1S comprehensib l (. ' 
a ll dd e 1 . e ., not nonsensica l) the n (b) what do they 

a up to? How do they (b . 
agree with the title ~n masse ut a lso and 1mportantly , linearly ) 

th ' they p01nt to (or form the equivalent o f a title if 
e poem lacks one )? 

A poem from Joh A hb ' 
n s e. ry s Shadow Train called "The Prophet B1' rd " has 

these lines f th f or e 1rst of its four four-line stanzas : 

Then take the quicklime to the little tree . 
And ask . So all wil l remain in place, percolating 
You s th' • ee e sandl ots st1ll foaming with the blood of light 
Though the source has been withdrawn . 

Already you begin to calculate the 1 . 
ing' . re at10n I am speaking of. The writ-

1nv1te s s u c h. An unmistakable . . 
udes The r d b aura of a uthor1al 1ntentiona lity ex-

• . ~a er ecomes detect ive at the crime where meaning tends to 
dete~l~ra te 1nto ?- trail of (true ) (fa l se ) c lues 
a r 1 ' that makes of the poet 

c 1m1na manque i ns tead of the law-breaker and 
f 11 law- giver s/he in the 

u ne.ss of opportunity ought to all to be . 
For what happens once the 

case 1S cracked: The book no longer . 
superior , hateful .* 1S. Until when , the poet stays 

*1 want t~ make it clear that it is not John Ashbery I find hateful __ 
au contra~re -- but that th . -. ere 1S a hateful quality to th h 
mean1ngs are secured in the verse cited as e l sewhere in h~sm;:::r; , e:~~y 

68 

What I have called e lsewh e r e Unsubj ected Wri t ing take s with Ron Silliman 
a quantum leap forward i nto its own possibilities. The tit l es of the 2 
books I discuss here are neither of them English nor e ven European , but 
Indones ian \vords , Ketjak mean ing monkey- chatter and Tj anting meaning a 
batik intrument (but it also puns on chan ting) . Ev e n once this muc h is 
learned , no reader need feel steered toward a c onc lu s ion in advance of 
his/ her own acts of reading (of co- composit ion). I ndeed rather the 
opposite , for the titles act as reassurances that as far as the poet is 
concerned , these collocations of sentences are no more than the weaving 
of what was o nce (and may aga in b e ) sound into an abstract design. 
(There is a lways the chance , as many o f us have long since l earned , that 
the author is fa ux-naif; that he in fact thinks each text some thing be
side such -- in a s e nse -- modest dismissiveness . But perhaps h e is 
not.) Nor , apart from the highly visible topic of the writer writing 
about what to write about, does anyone s ubj ect disclose it s p r esence 
no matter how far (to the end ! ) into the text one ventures. It is of 
course hard l y poss ible to have a string of coherent sentences and not 
have s ubj ectS "occur" to one whi l e reading and therefore I have suggested 
" Polysubjected " as an exact equivalent for Unsubjected : my point being 
that no one topic bring the sente nces to heel . But the other s ide of 
that advantag e is that no one topic exists to gen era t e the sentences , 
nor to dictate the order whereby they shall appear . Where did Silliman 
come by all these sentences? Their proliferation is breathtaking. 
Some obviously were occasioned by a prior sentence , c oming in response 
or reaction to it, but many appear e x nihilo -- although probably from 
the poet' s notebook . Many of them impress one (though he re perhaps 
its time to assert me) as overheard -- on the bus (for Ron Silliman has 
never l earned to drive ) or e lse where in the c ity : my impres sion of both 
books is of a bu st ling demos , the people fetched out of the sad 
apart-me nts into the agora of the work , bumping up against each other , 
interrupting, comp l eting , s tarting up anew one of a host of conversations . 
The wistfulness or the indignation or the outrage the n f e lt -- at the 
so l e ly imag inary nature of this f estival of talk -- needs to be directed 
agains t a socie t y that wants more to be said for it than the negative 
aff irmation tha t a t least we don ' t h ang peopl e from lampposts. We will . 

(note continued ) 

that I take this q ua lity to be a pa r t of the work ' s power , having for its 
a2peal a s uperiority that occasions worship , a lthough I do not personally 
p ri ze this a spect of the man ' s writing , preferring those moments of 
authen tic collaboration between writer and reader ena b l ed where the 
former doesn ' t ho ld a p robab l e trump card . But I am well aware many 
cannot experience poetry as a sensation without l os ing their shirts . 
But i t is not Mr. Ashbery ' s person in any sense of that t erm I tend 
to characterize with the slight s urprise of that adjective. 
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It ' s te~pting to link what one knows about one matter to what one knows 
conc~rnlng another , intuiting fitness But would the pleasure of 
r~adlng,T~anting be diminished had I not read Habermas? His Legitima
t~on Cr~s~s ~as recommended to me by Silliman, and as to whether the 
l~tt~r,read It before or after writing Tjanting hardly looks to be 
slgnlflcant. "vJi th the appearance of functional weaknesses in the 
mar~et and dy~fu~ctional side effects of the steering mechanism , the 
baslc bour?eols ldeology of fair exchange collapses. " Those who stil l 
wlsh to wrlte themselves need to consider sufficiently the ramifica
~lons of our pres~nt situation . The self is a creation of society. 

The spre~d,of Oll~opOlistic market structures certainly means the end 
of competltlve capltalism." Stuck in the past , they work up a poetics 
~alculated to set Number One at the top of the dung hill -- and call 
It Nature " 0 1 'f ' 
norms ' " n y l ,m~tlv~s for action no longer operated through 

re~ulrlng,Just~flc~tlon , and if personality systems no longer 
had to flnd thelr unlty In identity- securing interpretive systems , 
could,the acceptance of decisions without reasons become routine , 
tha~ lS , could the readiness to conform absolutely be produced to any 
deslred degree . II But the systems available enforce conformity also 
and " stabili zation " : Gripped by such truths , I see Silliman as pro;het 
of the End - - as Whltman was , of the Middle. Say Early Middle " time " 
" f] ew" li b " f t- " , 

, y so as_. It s lnteresting to compare the two. One diff-
erence lnstantly apparent concerns the way Whitman launches it all out 
from an I : personally , the part I can least tolerate . That ' s funny . 
But cutup Leaves of Grass : 

The pavingman l eans on his twohanded rammer . The 
signpainter is l ettering with red and gold . The 
presi~ent is up there in the White House for you. 
The glst of histories and statistics as far back 
~s the records reach is in you at this hour

o 
Great 

lS the English speech. The air tastes good to my 
palate . Dash me with amorous wet . I dilate you with 
tremendous breath. Every existence has its idiom. 
~he pure contralto signs in the organ- loft. Peace 
lS always beautiful. Elements me rge in the night. 

He has never anythin~ t~ subordinate his lines to , anyhow , save himself . 
Remove that -- deny It ltS power to effect -- and the similarities 
bec~m~ clear. Wasn ' t the hope and terror that , that sheer nUmbers plus 
reslllence together would keep life? "The song of the sprinklers on 
these well- trlmmed lawns presents a false surface . What then? " Thus 
the last words of Tjanting . 
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ROBERT GRENIER 
PLUS + r1YSTERIOUS / LIFE - LIKE - LABOR 

Ron Silliman ' s work--or ' play ', be it cal l ed--each thing the next 
thi ng--also , to want to do it, duty to do it, like to/love to , of course , 
ha ve to do it, l argely--a f t er initial mysterious instigation strangely 
(absent) advent of the work : what sets it off/why this ' plan ' ? rather 
t ha n another-- this very public writing also ' private ' that way-- the lovely 
var ious dedication to the to be done , once established (I want to know 
how), know how , as the task at hand . 

This lahor produces a whole array of wonderfully common experience-
' particulars ' (& there is no one who has read WCW more in full complex
ity )--particular (particulate? ) equally/ ' solely ', to him. It ' s what he 
s ay & do--and/but- - San Francisco , & the Bay Area-- like a hyperactive , 
multivalent vine rooting itself across a sanddune without question--for 
all to read (as Lyn Hejinian says : " recognize " ), as what we are , in 
t h is day & age. 

How can these two both be true together , as they are , in the work? 
--the obviou s (& fascinating) imposition of structure- - e . g . paragraphs 
de t e rmined in advance by recourse to Fibonacci series in TJANTING--and 
that sense of whatever happening , happening , in time , in this different 
s e ntence given over totally to what happens now (in language) --& this ' s 
not reso lved so simply , as by saying , either , that the ' form ' is ' deter
mi ned ' but the ' content ' is ' open ' or that the ' structure of language ' 
(tha t God ) after all ' determines ' everything we see & feel & think we 
know , as ' content area '. 

Le .--it ' s not just the ' Structuralist backside ' of "Form is never 
more than the extension of content. " 

It ' s a real mystery , in Silliman ' s work- -& this is specifically & 
adventurous ly true to Williams ' "particular is the universal " + double 
emphasis on form ( " A poem is a small (or large) machine ma de of words ." ) 
& "the Imagination " as , in fact , very near the same as " American speech" 
& "the loca l " . 

There is no summary of the work , in fact , that can account for it-
e .g. " I ' ve never been so bored ," or invigorated , or charmed- -rather : 
what ' s there to read. Horizontally , manifold substance. 

Evident in the task is his commitment to letters-- precisely as he 
'furthers his career ' & ' everybody else ' s ' in the labor market (or a 
good many others ') by promulgating & attacking the fiction of ' language
centered ' poetry- -just so everyhody could see , what it only was ' about' , 
because he cared enough to bother to say so , based (as a wide- ranging 
sympathy & interest) in a decent perception & tolerance of our mutual 
differences as writers--& granted reason to exist by a very fair & 
heartenin9 (here ' commonplace ' ) reading , of our lot on earth , Citizens , 
& cf . the fruits of labor & of our right to know & voice a - -how does he 
get on , this excellent , Pro spero figure? (--' us ' ciphers in what ' labor 
market ' ?) --whose devout source & ' motivation ' remain unknown . 

( ' sub specie aeternitas ' is the ' ground ' ... ?) 
- - like a hyperactive , multivalent vine rooting itself across a sand 

dune without question-- including negation , incorporating & inviting any 
q uestion anybody might ask--because it believes in l ife , & so affirms in 
& by writing--knowing (?) ' full well ' what our present form of ' life ' 
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(as cancer) means ... 

H~ i~ implicated ... M., his peds are in the mi 
Slll ' re . .. 

o olman not paratactic ' so much as 'parameciac '-- u 
deslre, lntelligence spirit tt 0 P re act , feet , 
in motion N 1 0 0 ' , rna er , all ldea a thing like a sentence 

. 0 lmlt really except the end of th 0 0 ' 
excursional ext/exertion of itself physically i : organlsm foragl~g 
meets with others It n 0 space . Where It 

. moves out laterall 0 dO 0 

all directions-- coverage cov th y In any lrectlon , aspires to 
environment to ' b 0 -~ er oe earth. Sentences released into the 

ump lnto somethlng ' like itself ' (?) 
likewise dissimilarities (' contradictions ') h 0 °b eventually , 
' social ' somehow ' 0 ' 0 0 c anglng y a not mad but 

0 ' experlmental aml- sclentist who m b b 
hls experiments with you t tho 0 ay e a out, through 

o 0' 0 ge a andle on Ilfe In the fizz. 

as le~t:~:~_ :~~:n~~~t&h~?:e~~~~!~gt~:~l~: ; s ~~~: :h::r~~:: ~~n:~l of us , 

August 4/83 
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JAMES SHERRY 
TAKING A STAND 

Ron Silliman proposes that meanings are found in the connections be
tween words and between sentences. The simplicity of his writings ' 
forms makes those connections more visible and helps him to position 
hi s work so that the issues raised by each sentence are overshadowed 
by formal considerations. He takes this posture in order to illuminate 
the pa rticulars of content and the reader determines the nature and 
meaning of their relations. This happens on the large and small scales . 

The shapes of Ketjak and Tjanting are especially easy to see when the 
s e ntences begin to repeat. " Sunset Debris " is fift y pages of questions 
connected by the reader ' s answers or expectation of answers. 

The kinds of sentences he uses make apparent their similarity , usually 
by their shortness and often by what the sentences imply- - a common mis
apprehension expressed by the speaker , a social creature pictured through 
he r rhetoric. Since each sentence is presented as a unit with stress on 
the skeletal re lation to the next sentence , he points to the formal 
(imposed) nature of the sentence . 

In "Disappearance of the Word, Appearance of the World" (L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 
Supplement #3) , Silliman describes how the focus of capitalist inspired 
writing moved away from the words themselves toward the Gestalt of the 
writing . (Silliman ' s syntheses go beyond even that Gestalt . He is try
ing to bring focus to the entire world of writing by emphasizing con
ne ctions .) Sil l iman ' s text e lucidates the problem he examines in the 
phrase " the effaced r in Jonah ". The reference is to the r in " your" . 
By using "r in Jonah", he makes the reader look again at the word Jonah 
and not finding r there , reach back three paragraphs to " your" . The 
reader reviews the Gesta l t of the text or what the text signifies and 
looks at the word Jonah again to see in the physical characteristics of 
the word the meaning of the text and the "gestural nature of language". 
Since Silliman proposes that the gestura l nature of language constitutes 
a meaning in sense and nonsense syl l ables , so the gestural nature of 
Silliman ' s stances in his critical writing and to a lesser extent in the 
forms of his prose const itute meaning in structure . 

These units-- forms , sentences , phrases--are linked by prosody , by their 
social context , and by social theory propounded by Silliman (and others) . 
So although these sentence units are discrete entities , the reader tends 
to see them as one thing- - as facets of existence (work ), as Si ll iman ' s 
work , as the reader ' s own thought and life--a unified piece of writing. 

As his work is broad and inclusive , its synthetic approach includes more 
general definitions of common prosodic elements . Syntax means accurately 
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the arrangement of words , although Silliman rarely uses all the possi 
bilities al lowed to him . The definition is c loser to the dictionary 
than to the common literary and grammatical one . Narrative is more 
than the literary story , rather a recounting that might be of temporal 
or prosodic events . These definitions do not attempt to purge the more 
common , literature uses , but to absorb them into a general case in order 
that the old can ex i st within the new . 

Silliman ' s most famous definition is "The New Sentence " (IIi ll s Talks , 
#6 , 7) where focussing on the space between sentences highlights the 
artifactual nature of sentences . Emphasizing space or distance between 
sentences , extracts from the prose canon one formal issue, elevating 
it to the status of an icon. 'The space and the period are equated . 

Not only does this diminish the importance of and in Silliman ' s case 
flatten the context of each sentence, it modularizes the sentences and 
makes them more accessible to manipulation by the numbers (prose , a 
poetry) . It also makes his writing architectonic , monumental (Le style 
est l ' homme m~~e) and exampla ble in definition and form . 

He achieves these stances in his critical writing , the nature of the 
formal e l ements there being centra l to understanding the context in which 
he is composing , although this may simply point to his obfuscation of the 
distinction between criticism and poetry . In Ketjak , for exampl e , while 
the numerical series by which he orders the sentences have an odd re 
l ationship to the fie ld of meanings of the sentences themselves , that 
John is sentence #142 is apparent l y an accident of position or a choice. 
However in a critical piece such as " Rewriting Marx " (L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 
#13 ) the most apparent aspect is the substitution of writing vocabulary 
for the political economy in Marx ' s original. 

The result of this grafting proc ess raises questions. First , wouldn ' t 
a grammar and structure consistent with the aims and conclusions of 
Silliman ' s ideas be more convincing than the given " capitalist " prosody. 
No , Silliman is not speaking about mental constructs but to a person in 
the world. The political economic framework , applied to writing , makes 
us focus on writing as praxis . 

Second , there are a host of objections to the individual statements that 
are created by his grafting . For example , "Objects of reading become 
books only because they are the products of the writing of private in
dividuals who work independently of each other " is quite superficial l y 
false. One is left in a rage or muddle , but but. Wouldn ' t it be true 
therefore ... , doesn ' t that mean ... , isn ' t that tending toward the con
clusion that. . . 
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h result in Si ll iman ' s pushing the reader to exami n e It does , owever , , 
, sues wi thin the reader ' s own criteria of objectivity . By settlng 

the lS " " t th r ader to u the condit ions in his critical wrltlng , Slillman ?e s, ,e e 
t~mper its raw edge with her own discoveries . BU~ slmpllclty of form 

l y gives the reader access to the concerns of hl s work . The breadth 
o~ refe rence requires close analysis , because the large blocks of form 
~nd mean i ng he manages can be construed as fitting many way~. And the 
value of the work to the reader is limited more by he r abli lty and know
l edge than by Si lliman ' s ta l ent . 

whole new realm to the c ritic . As with "The New This opens up a 
Se ntence " where he means the space between , when you want to know 

l ook e l sewhe re . This is not a paradox. Re l ation Silliman means , 
connection are Silliman ' s work . He also avoids commoditizing the 
by activat i ng the reader ' s dig into it , a product of huma n labor. 

what 
and 
poem 

Bec ause he has a method , charges of didacticis~ c~n be brought against 
h im Even in his most developed art i cles one lS lmpelled toward a body 

. , I sense of ideas in order to understand the terms of the plec~. none 
he ties the reader to his body of ideas at the same t lme as he,frees 
h e r from following his argument . This rhetor i cal stance or aglt,p~OP 
o r expos ing of the nature of the argument opposes itse l f to a wrltlng, 
New Cri ticism for example , where the connections are cove~ed over as 
if there were no ideol ogy or series of assumptions that mlght ,be, 
questioned , as if the argument emerged as a sing l e strand . Slillma~ 

does not accept thi s notion based on accepted truth and t h e rea~er lS 
a llowed to remain outside the argument (although not the oper~tl~ns ) to 
be convinced only by her own reasoning . For Truth or Loglc Sl illman 
subst itutes a synthesized argument composed of e lements he chooses t o 
match . 

The danger is that the reader might appropriate forms and su~stitute 
those for th inking , not recognizing that Silliman ' s forms pOlnt. Or 
the reader may bring vocabulary to an argument that is n~t germane to 
it , will appl y concepts by association or apparent relatlon. 

I question whether " correct usage " must be synonymous wi~h opp~e~sion , 

whether one can apply termino l ogy beyond the context of ltS orlglnal 
"correct" usage . Words such as signified , uncertainty , parameter have 
such specific mean ings in linguistics , physics , computers ; how far away 
from their original context does one have to be before these wor~s are 

O "I am uncertaln about again acceptable as common parlance . ne can say " , 
the outcome ," perhaps . But does the uncertainty prlnclple apply to , 

People watching me. Can on, e say , " He signified" wha" t he me'i3nt by holdlng 
h That which is signi-up a flower ." "The signifled of the paragrap . 

fied by the sign ." Etc . 
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The variations of usage and correctness vary with the distance of the 
user from a professional discourse . The question arises whether , even 
in Silliman ' s dense - pack , one must create a context for correctness if 
one applies a word outside its normal lexical use. But of course the 
examples above imply that there is no normal lexicon , only specialized 
lexicons connected by other specialized , if more widely used , lexicons . 

But this discussion of usage may not be central to understanding what 
Sill iman is trying to do with the forms of h is critical artic l es , since 
he rarely gets down t o the l evel of individu a l words , preferring to 
accept some givens . To paraphrase him, the concept of resistance re
constructs exact l y the kind of structure it resists . To avoid tha t , 
Sill iman restructures argument to juxtapose arguments , although he can
not avoid it entire l y . Otherwise , even letters wou l d not be recogniz
abl e . Instead he opts to change large scale uses and so when we ta l k 
about writing , and since we often do so in a broad context , Si ll i man 
o f ten comes as an exampl e . 

ALAN DAVIES 
?S TO ,S 

for Ron Silliman and for Th e Chinese Notebook 

(During the mid-1970s Ron Silliman and I corresponded v One focus ~f 
our ~lought and l etters at that time was on the nature , the mechanlsms 
and me anings , of what we saw to be a ne wly emergent sort of writing. 
We discussed this writing in many ways , among them its relations re
lative to r eferentiality. I suggested that we call this writing proto
referentia l. Ron suggested other terms. Some of the range of this 
discussion , or at least of Ron ' s sense of it , is reflected in his 
excel l en t essay on the New Sentence . 

We also exchanged information abou t what we were wr iting , and new 
work as it was completed . One morning in 1975 or 1976 I received 
from Ron a lovely chinese notebook in which he had written The Chinese 
Notebook . I r ead the t ext enthusiastically . I was impressed by the 
number of interrogatives in the work. My own tendency had often been 
to suppress questions and , where they did occur , to end them with a 
period . I knew that I would make my most considered respons e to the 
text by answering each of the questions in it.) 

3 0 Chesterfield, sofa, divan , couch - - migh t these i t e ms refer t o t he 
same object? If so , are they s epara te conditions of a single word? 

Chesterfield , sofa , divan , couch -- these are entirely different ob
jects ; they are related by the mistake we make in not having more words 
for more objects. They are conditions of the word ' name ' used as a verb ; 
even here we have made the same mistake . 

4 . My mother as a child would call a potholder a " boppo ," the term be
coming appropriated by the whole family , handed down now by my cousins 
to the ir own children . Is it a word? If it extends , eventually , into 
general usage , at what moment will it become one? 

It is a word every time it is used . The rest of the time. 

6 . I wrote this sentence with a ballpoint pen . If I had used another 
would it have been a different sentence? 

Written with a different pen , it would have been a sent ence . Wr i t 
ten after wi th a different pen , it would have been a different sentence o 
Absorbed in this question , we learn that the instruments of construction 
have their meanings n Time is an instrument of construction . 

NOTE : The italicize d portions of this text are from The Chinese Notebook 
--Ed. 
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7. This is not philosophy , it's poetry. And if I say so , the n it be
comes painting, music or sculpture, judged as such. I f the r e are var
iables to conside r , they are at least partly economi c -- the question of 
dis t r ibution, e tc . Also differing critical traditions . Could t his be 
good poetry , yet bad music? But ye t I do not believe I would , e xcept 
in jes t , posi t this as dance or urban planning .. 

It could be. A different person would make each judgment. 

10. What o .f a poetry that lacks surpri se? That lacks form, the me , de
v elopment? Whose l anguage reject s inte rest? That examines itself with
out curiosity? Will it survive ? 

Poetr y lacks surpr ise , form , t h eme , d e velopment , interes t, c urios 
ity - - Always , somewha t . . .. --Ne v e r , somewhat . It is how poetry drops 
betwee n these two sentences that will survive . 

1 3 . That thi s form has a tradition othe r than the one I propose , Witt 
genstein , e t c ., I choose not to dispute . But what is its impact on t he 
t radi tion proposed? 

Propose the tradition , d e lineate it; 
already have, in part , i n this writing. 
is , implicitly , impact on it. 

the n wait , f or more of wha t you 
Any proposa l of the tradition 

14 . Is Wittgenst e in ' s con tribution strictly formal? 

Wittgenstein ' s contribution is s tri c t ly formal , but it i s not only 
formal. He t e lls us about a topic , how to write for examp l e , as Stein 
does . His contribution would not be s trictly (sic ) formal e v en if it 
were a ll in logica l notation. His meditations , too. 

16 . If thi s were theory , not practice , would I kno w it? 

If you said so . 

1 8 . I chose a Chinese notebook , its t hin pages n o t t o be cu t , its six 
red- l ine columns which I turned 900

, t he way they are closed by curves 
at both top and bottom , to see how it would alte r ' the writing. Is it 
flatter , more airy? The words , as I write them , are larger , cover more 
surface on t his two- dimensional picture plane . Shall I , theref ore , t e n d 
toward shor t er t erms -- impact of page on vocabulary? 

Already the writing h as l eft its Chinese notebook . 

20 . Pe rhaps poetry is an activity and n ot a form a t all. Would this 
definition sa tisfy Duncan? 
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This is not a definition . A proposition sat i sfies everyone ; they 
notice it , even unwittingly and suddenly operate with the understanding 
that a propos ition is its means of verification . 

21 . Poe m in a no t ebook , manuscript, magazine, book , reprin t ed in an 
anthology . Scripts and context s differ. How co ul d it be the same poem? 

There is no ' s ame poem'; we may only l ook through one t ext to its 
source , this ac tivity then embodies a third poem, non-stop. 

25 . How can I show t ha t the intentions of thi s work and poetry ar e 
identical? 

You show it in that question. 

29 . Mallard , drake -- if the words chan ge , does the bird remain? 

Ask the bird . 

30 . How is it possible that I imagin e I can p ut t ha t chair into language? 
There it s its , mute . It knows nothing of syn t ax . How can I put it into 
something it doesn 't inhere ntly possess? 

That you can imagine i t answers how you can imagine it. Put the 
c hair in a room , in an ocean, a sentence , an automobile , a thought , a 
word , a box. 

31. " Terminate with ext reme prejudi ce ." That meant kill. Or " we had 
to destroy the village in order t o save it ." Special condi tions create 
special languages . If we r e main at a dis t ance , t heir irrationality 
seems apparen t , but , if we came closer, woul d it? 

A l anguage is rational when viewed from it s inside . That is part 
of the mean ing of ' inside ' in this grammar . 

32 . The Manson family , t he SLA . What if a group began to define the 
perceived world according to a complex , internally consis t e nt , and pre
cise (tho inaccurate) language? Might not t he syn tax itself propel 
the ir r eality to such a point that to our own they could not return? 
Isn ' t tha t wha t happened to Hitler? 

Languages are patricidal : there is no return from one to a former . 
Therapy , for ins tance , is designed to ease us from a h e ld language , 
through (to) the c hoo s ing of a nother . This i s one humane reason for 
regarding l anguage at work. 
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34 . They are confused , those who would appropriate Dylan or Wittgen 
stein -- were there ever two more similar men? -- , passing the m off 
as poets? 

Myah gawd ! I really don 

35 . What now? What new? All these words turning in on themselves 
like th e concentric layers of an onion. 

Unpeel the onion a layer at a time; at center , the sti ll point . 

36 . What does it mean: " saw fit " ? 

" SAW FIT " is the c lich~ic expression , use , for a structural ideal 

37 . Poetry is a specific form of behavior . 

38 . But t e st it against other forms. Is it more like drunkenness than 
filling out an abse ntee ballot? Is the re any value in knowing the an 
swer to this que stion? 

Poetry isn ' t more l ike one thing than another, though the p os s i 
b ility it i s proposes a game. We get the c lear answer to this ques tion 
on l y as poetry ' s attention unremittingly locks upon itself. 

39 . Winter wakens thought , much as summer prods recollection . Ought 
poetry to be a condition of the s easons? 

It already is , but among so many other things that its mattering 
Seems hardly to endure . 

42 . Analogies between poetry and painting end up equating page and can 
vas . Is there any use in such fiction? 

Analogies relating art forms are useful because no form conta ins 
all the languages for talking about itself. 

43 . Or take the so- called normal tongue and shift each t e rm in a SUb t le 
way . Is this speech made new or mere decoration? 

" The so- called normal tongue " is decoration , as it is equally a 
fact in the world it continuously decorates . 

47 . Have we come so very far since Sterne or Pope? 

We have come exactly as far as Sterne and Pope have come since 
Sterne and Pope . 
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4R. Language as a medium attracts me b e cause I.eq~ate it with that 
1 me nt of consciousness which I t ake to be intr~ns~cally human . 

:a:nting or music , say, might also directly inv~l~e the senses, but 
by ordering external situations to provoke spec~f~c (or ~ener~l) r e 
sponses . Do I fictionalize the page as form not to cons~der ~t as 
simply another manifestation of such " objectiv~ " fact? I have known 
writers who though t they could make the page d~sappear. 

' same ' ' diffe r e nt ' will never in writing The relationship between 
b e c lear ; we might think so . This q u e stion is manifest in every art . 

Etymology i n poe try -- to what ex t en t is it hidden (i . e .. , pre~ent 
~~~ fel t but not consciously perceived) and to what extent lost ( ~ . e ., 
not perc~ived or felt , or , if so , only consciously)? . The .Joycean 
1~ra ';i t:io:: here is base d on an analytic assumption wh~ch ~s not true . 

Each word goes to a page of the etymologicon for its hi st~ry. 
A hammer is driving nails , another is pul ling nails , another 1S break~ 
ing through a wall . Use does not need history, but very se l dom does 1 t 
ignore history. 

bl' h' th O work a utoma ti cally a part 53 . Is the possibi lity of pu ~s ~ng ~s h 
of the wri tin g? Does it alter decisions in t he work? Could I ave 
written that if i t d i d not? 

Yes now that you have said so . Yes , now that y ou have said so . 
No , each ' question demonstrates its a lteri ng decision . 

57 . " He ' s content just to have other writers think of him as a poe t ." 
What does this mean ? 

" ... a relationship which ad ject ivi zes is on the side of t h e image , 
on the side of domination , of death ." - -Barthes 

58 . What if there were no o ther writers? What would I write l ike ? 

There are . You wouldn ' t . 

60 . Is it language t ha t crea t es categories? As if e ach app l e were a 
proposed definition of a certain t e rm . 

Categor1es crea e ca egor1es i n . t t . la guage gets used , again , again . 
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61 . Poetry , a sta t e of emotion o ' intellect . Who would believe that? 
What would prompt them to do so? Also, what would prompt the m to 
abandon this point of view? 

Poetry is a state of poetry ; nothing can impinge on it, though 
things can be thought to. That it is otherwise is believed by people 
outside poetry, Poetry which resists the impression of emotion or 
inte llect will allow people to be within it dec isively , not strain ing 
from it to some other attainment. 

62 . The very idea of margins. A conven tion useful to fix forms , per 
haps the first visual element of ordering , preceding even the standard
ization of spelling. What purpose does it have now, beyond the con
veni ence of printers? Margins do not seem inherent in ~ryecch , bu t 
possibly that i s not the case. 

The historical persistence of margins makes them presently of one 
kind of use , to seduce the addicted eye, 

63 . Why is the concept of a right - hand margin so weak in the poetry 
of western civilization? 

The right hand margin is very strong in western civilization . 
It is established , rigidly , by rhyme and meter , not by some other 
form of justification , justification of form. 

64 . Suppose I was trying to explain a theory of the margin to a 
speaker of Mandarin or Shasta -- how would I justify it? Would I 
compare it to rhyme as a sort of decision? Would I mention the 
possibility of capitalizing the letters along the margin ? If I 
wanted , could I work "backwards" here , Showing how one could posit 
non- spoken acrostics vertically at the margin and justify its existence 
from that? vlhat if the person to whom I was explaining this had no 
alphabet , no writing , in his native tongue? 

Yes , you would and could do all those things ; you already have
v 

If the person had no writing , you would have to begin with that stand
ardization . You are not compelled to explain something which does not 
need explanation; again you are giving yourse lf something to need be
cause you like having the lack of it. 

66 . Under certain conditions any language event can be poetry. The 
question thus becomes one of what are these conditions . 

A question mark six words long ! 
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h th O ;s poetry , where is its family resem-76 . If I am correct t at ~s ~ 

blance to , say, The Prelude? Crossing the Alps. 

The resemblance is in the genes ; that 
dent in your mention of the predecessors. 
just another s e ntence. 

they have passed on is evi 
However , the mention is 

78 . Is not - writing (and 
also part of the process? 

here I don ' t mean discarding or revising) 

No , it is not part of ' the process ' until the process is named ; 
then it is . 

What ;f writing was meant to repr esen t all pos.si.bilities of thought , 
80 . ~ d tates of mind? or woul d write only in certai n con ~t~ons , s ye t one could 

remal'n the metaphor that it always is , standing for Writing would 
its possibility. 

81. I have seen poems though t 
through , respaced on the page , 

. " l;ght " How is content a~ry , ~ . 

or felt to be dense, difficult 
t wo dimensional picture plane, 

t . ? altered by t his opera ~on" 

h ' h it is not separate from ; Content is altered by all , w lC. . 
because often r.1ost obviously , ltS operatlon . especially, 

to get 
made 

than a place- holder? Any arrangement of 
89 . Is any t erm now greater d th of color , could be 
weighted squares , if ordered by some share e ory 

language . 

Th e more suddenly a term appears (app~ars to 

1 take it for a place- ho l der. In thls way , ess we . . . d . 
., f t' of great lntrlnSlC eSlre . be wlthln the unc lon 

90 . What do nouns reveal? Conceal? 

have appeared) the 
words can appear to 

Nouns reveal verbs . NounS concea l verbs , -- Verbs expand nouns . 

The idea of the importance of the role of the thumb in human evo
~ ~~ion . Would I still be able to use it i f I did not have a word for 
it? Thought it simply a finger? vvha t evidence do I have that my right 
and left thumbs are at least roughly symmetrical equivalents? After 

. h bl do I? I couldn 't write all I don ' t really use my hands ~nterc angea y , . " 
this with my left hand , or if I did learn to do so , ~t would be a 
specifi c skill and would be perceived as that . 
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Without the power to think or to speak , you could still push a 
button and get off at the sixth floor . This is what is meant as the 
word ' eye ' secretes its verb ; though it does not depend on that . 

94 . What make s me think that form e xi s ts? 

Having the thought that form exists , you have the fact that it 
does . This operation , seeming to prove itself , supports itself. 

98 . Good v . bad poetry . Th e distinction is not usefu1
Q 

The whol e 
i dea assumes a shared se t of arti c u1atab1e values by which to make 
such a judgemen t . It assumes , if not the perfect poe m, at least the 
the ory of limits , the most perfect poem . How would you proceed to 
make such a distinction? 

You would proceed hy lining up all the nouns and c hanging their 
order until you were satisfied. Only your satisfact i on would show 
for it. 

104. Put all of this another way : can I use language to change myself? 

Asking this question has changed you so severely that you don ' t 
bother to answer it. 

112 . But if the poem/language equation is what we have been s eeking , 
other questions n everthel ess arise . For example , are two poems by 
one poet two languages or , as Zukofsky argue s , only one? But take 
specifics -- Catullus , Mantis , Bottom , A- 12 -- are these not four 
vocabulari es with four sets of rules? 

That a poem i s a language is a stubborn idea because we pers i s t 
in identifying with its fUnction as a mode . The idea that ' vocabulary ' 
has a plural is already a construct , and is already removed from 
vocabulary which it nevertheless appears to hover within . 

114 . If four poets took a specific text from which to d e rive t he terms 
of a poem, what I call a " vocab ," and by prior agreement each wrote a 
sestina , that would still be four languages and not one , right? 

Four uses of language only reduce the language to four impression s of it. 

115 . A hill with two peaks , or t wo hills . If I grant that the lan g uage 
alters one ' s perception , and if i t follows na turally that , depending on 
which percepti on one " chooses ," one acts differently , becomes used t o 
differen t paths , thinks of certain people as neighbors and others not , 
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" 1 will al t er the hill (e . g . , one peak 
and that such acts co11ec:~ve ~ h"l the other slips into ghet to-

"dd1 1 ss res~dent~a1, w ~ e " " ht 
becomes m~ e - c a , for f urthe r " deve 10pment" wh~ch m~~ 
hood l ater to be cleared off k it useable industr~a1 space ) 
;nc1ude leveling the top o~ the pea~ tOhm~ e ;s not the landscape itself ~ "b"l~ty of th~s c a~n , ~ f 
-- if I grant the poss~ 1 " ' t this essentially the history 0 

f language? And ~ sn f h t we a consequence 0 "" t of such a chain , speak 0 w a t? Can one ~n the contex 
the plane 'h 1 e ~ as existing prior to language? know of as t e p an 

" f the hill is a consequence of 
Th e formulation of your ldea 0 "deas of it . This only 

h"ll may be alte red by your 1 
language , and the 1" thing it do e s effortlessly , while 
seems to make the hill eXlst ; some t' ue to confuse your percep-

" d ced you You con ln " I "th your thinklng has re u . h " h for you are their v e hlc e , Wl 
ht and the words w lC "st 

tions , your thoug s , " which do not have to speak to e Xl . ' the hill ' and ' the planet , thlngs 

So does France . Also, Paris has five letters. 
117 . Paris is in France . " d I answer " Why is Paris Paris?" 

S How shou1 But so do Ghana, China, pa~n . 

Go to Paris. 

h " h does the question tion To w ~ c "? " within the ques - h does its mean~ng go , 118 The quest~on k "s lost were " " 
. If one question mar ~ , ltiple or non- spec~f~c mark refer? tOo to have mu 

"b1 for punctua ~ n How is it poss~ e 
references? 

" "t shares its f a configuratlon ; 1 
P ctua t ion is usually part 0 h" is really lost , 

un " mark is " lost " not lng h "ft s 
Whe n a punctuatlon "f' the configuration s ~ • meaning . f the meanlng 0 " them no l ess than be ore ; b when we examlne there i s they appear to e " a 

" not as separate as "b fore it contributes , lS 
Slgns are "b t s A slgn , e "ts state 

Each sign contrl u e . ak of it as pure , 1 singly. 
possibility ; it is that 
before it involves . 

which makes us spe 

is this like prose? In what way is this unlike it? 
119 . In what way 

The Chinese Notebook is like prose in all respects . 

123 . What is the creative role of confusion in any work? 

" "t s work Confusion 19n1 e 

130 . Content is o~ly 
t o trigger ~ t. occur , "" 

Massachusetts f~sh~ng 
is to concede that in 
wi th him , no? 

"' to " to permit the wr~ t~ng 
an excuse , someth~ng " formation about 
~10uld a historian looking for ~n To say yes 
yy' f Maximus? ha ve much use or colonies 

order to You ' d have to agree like , say , Pound , 
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o A his t orian will not have mu c h 0 

~ts Sou rces ; he will s peak d Of f use for Max~mus a s long a s he has 
bOl o , ~ e r en tly a s an 1 

a ~ ~ty of Po und's Sources th b k ' 0 equa. I t wa s t he avail -
w~ich he wante d available , 'tha ~ l :~ s a nd ~d~as a nd e xperi e nce s , things 
w~th him. and perm~tted s o many to disagree 

132. 0 But i f one denies the possibili 0 

sad ~s fact ion di ffer f 0 oty of referent~ al ity , how 
rom sa t~sfact~on ? How do w k 0 

doe s 
e now th~s? 

o 0 Anyone de ny ing the p o s sib ili t o f 0 0 

wr~t~ng game . So u nds do not so y 0 refe~ent~al~ty is quitting the 
substance for recognizing m 0 mu(ch d~ffer ~n t ype , a s th ey p r ovide a 

ean~ng s) , which do c 

141. Why is th;s work a po ? 
.L e m. 

The Chine s e Notebook i s not a 0 _ 0 

s e lf , though it is obsess ive t h hPoem, though ~t does que stion it
a par t l y ver t ical s tructure ' th ou~ o ~t~ mechanics p r oduce and procure 
a po em a nd l ets the r e ade r ~ oug ~t ~s s~metimes aware o f itse lf a s 

now it , though ~t 

142 . One ansWer - b 0 

its position in ~h ecaUSe certa~n information 

143 0 0 e sequence would b e 
. But ~s to' 

~ s~mply a que sti on of l e aving 

is Suppre sse d d ue to what 

out? 

Its p e rsonality is rna k d b 
b e en left ; n . r e y what is l e ft out b 

.L e cause so much has 

149 . What i s it that all 0 

to identify his work as tOWh
s ~e to ~dentify this as a poe m 

b ec n~cal phil h ' Wittgenstein 
~ seen as Esalen-oriented me taphys o osop y , Brockman ' s Afterwords to 

l~terary criticism? ~cs , and Kenner ' s pi e ce On Zukofsky 

' Poem', ' philosophy " 0 

among the ' metaphys~c s ' ' c ritici ' 
state s We l e ave whe n we wri~e . sm : 

are 
These 

~~gO~t ~udt fi~ it a distortion of poetry to 
e ~ne poetry so as to b e speak of 

able to identify 

o The definition of oetr 0 0 

it like this? How 
such distortions? 

lnclude its contempl to p y lS not dlstorted because a lOn Ea h you want it to 
already does that f o · c word (an integer 0 

o or ltself - th 0 0 w~th a hidden radical) 
tort~on is wonde rf 11 , ere lS nothlng to dlstort whe re dis-

u Y part of the function. 

151 . Can one even say , as have 

;;~n here to ~e so specific as t:e~~:~t~;d :~rren , that literature (not 
er modes ) ~s first of all word' y e poem to the exclusion of 

concre t is t tradition as a partial sr~;u: :~quence? One can point to the 
a ~on , or one can point to the 
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great works o f Gr eni er, A Day at the Be a c h and Se ntences , whe r e l iter
ature oc curs within individua l words , 

Li t e rature i s not limite d to s e que nc e s or words . 

153. But how , i f it d o e s not state it, d o e s a wor k make a f o r mal ass e r -
tion? Certain structural charac t e risti c s suc h as l ine , stanza , e t c . are 
not al ways pre s e nt . He r e i s whe r e one ge ts into Da v e nport ' s pos ition 
regarding Ronald Johnson, to say that one is a poet who has writte n no 
poems, per see 

A work make s a formal assertion as soon as it is • 

155 . Why did I write "As alwa ys, the inte ntion of the c reator define s 
the state in which the wor k is most whol l y itse lf" ? Because it is her e 
and h e re on l y whe re one c an " f ix" a work into a give n state (i dea, pro
jective p r oce ss , t e xt, affective proce ss, impre ssion), an ac t whi c h i s 
required , absolutely, b e fore one can place the work in r e lation t o others , 
only a f t e r which can one make judgme nts. 

You wrote " As always , the intention of the creator define s the 
s tate in which the wor k is most wholly itse lf " because you wanted to 
build up a great d eal of c e rtai nty , some certainties which you hope d to 
link b y their proximity , to make it b e t r ue 

156 . What if I told you I did not r eally believe this to b e a poe m? 
What if I told you I did? 

Whatever you question , you have said. 

159 . If , at this point , I was to inse rt 120 rhymed couplets , would it 
cause definitions to change? 

Definitions would continue to be changing allover the place o 

160 . Lippard (Changing , p . 206) argue s against a n eed for a "human 
i stic" visual ar t s , but makes an exception for litera ture , which "as a 
verbal medium , demands a verbal response. " One wonders what , precisely , 
is meant by that? Is it simply a question of referentiality posed in 
vague terms? Or , does it mean , as I suspect she intended it to , that 
language , like photography , is an ultimately captive medi um? If so , is 
the assertion correct? It is not o 

A medium does not "demand " anything , unless it be the furtherance 
of its mode. 
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162 . I f I could make an irrefutable argumen t that non- r e ferential lang
uage does exist (be sides, that is, those special ca t egori es , such as 
prepositions or determiners ), would I include this in it? Of course I 
woul d . 

" I " would not. 

164 . Make a note in some other place , then transfer it h e r e . I s it t he 
same note? 

You would make that question less vague by transferring it some 
where e lse . The action of doing so would be its on l y answer . 

170 . Is i t possibl e for a work t o conceal its int en tion? 

A work ' s inte ntions are concealed by its impe rfections . And the 
imperfections are its world. 

171 . But if the inten tion is a lways to be arrived at deductively , will 
not the work alwa ys be equal to it? Would we be able to recognize a 
work which had not me t the writer ' s original inte ntion? 

I t appears to u s tha t a work , say, was intended as a good sonnet , 
but that it fails. The p lace where i t was published may , as one factor , 
indicate the i ntent ion ; the years s i nce earliest sonnets were written 
will be a factor influencing our judgment. Considering intent ion , the 
work i s a clue. 

173 . Is it possible for inten tions to be judged , good or mal evolent , 
r i ght or otherwise? This brings us into the realm of politica l and 
e thica l distinctions? 

In tent ions can be judged ; b u t i t is the nature of a work , and one 
of it s appe als , that it wil l not interfere , will not help u s with that 
judgment. 

179 0 How far will anything ex t end? Hire dancers dressed as s ecurity 
pe rsonne l to walk about an othe rwise e mp t y museum , t hen admit the p ublic . 
Coul d this he poetry if I have proposed it as such? If so , what e lements 
could b e altered or r e moved to make it not poetry? E.g. , hire not 
dancers b ut ordinary security pers onnel . But if the answer is " no ," if 
any extensi on , thing , event, would b e poe t ry if proposed as s uch , what 
would poetry , the t erm , mean? 

You can extend the t erm poetry _ You could insist t hat the proposed 
event i s a shoe . You would change the term only s lightly b y that one 
extension. 
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180 . possibly poetry is a condition applicabl e to any state of affairs. 
What would constitute such a condition? Would it be the same or similar 
in all instances? Could it be identified , broke n down? Does it have 
anything to do with the adjectival form " poetic" ? 

Poetry i s not a condition. It is a class of possible uses for 
language . The word " poe tic " i s a little more precise , which h e lps us 
avoid its use , and at other times allows us to use it insultingly in 
speaking of a listless product. The noun is larger . 

181. If one could propose worrying as one form of poet ry , what in the 

worrying would be the poem? 

The attention to structure , to the work ' s gradual and careful pe r 

formance. The worrying would be only a me aning , an aura. 

l82 ~ Or could one have poetry without the poem? Is i t possible that 
the s e t wo s t ates do not depend on the presence (relational as it is ) of 

each other? Give examples. 

Poe try is possible as a topic , a consequence , without the poem ; 
the consequence would be a more murky theory. If we say " the poem" is 
the presence of an argumen t for something , then " poetry " points to the 
fact that we are arguing o 

183 . Why is it language charac t erizes the man? 

Language characterizes the man as long as we assume that he chooses 
h i s. I t i s the prevalence of the p ronoun , which we notice , and which 
makes us wish to see each a s a (kickable) noun . 

184 . Or I meant , possibly , why is it that l anguage charact e rizes man? 

Language charac t er i zes man because we can only occasionally see 

past our mouths . 

18 5 . Is it l anguage? 

If we say sO o 

186 . Context -- against the text . Lite rally a circumstance where mean
ing is not obvious simply by the presence o f terms in a specifi c sequence . 
Remove 185 from this text : " it " in 185 then me ans either " this writi ng" 
or some " other" event. Bu t in the notebook as i t is , the sen t e n ce mus t 
mean " Is it language t hat characterizes ( the) man?" I s t he same sen t e nce 
in two conte x t s one or t wo sentences? If i t is one , how can we assi gn 
it differing meanings? I f it is two , there could never li t erally be 
repe t i t ion . 
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The same sentence in two contexts : (1) two sentences , (2 ) the same 
sentence. The context assigns meaning to the sentence ; we recognize it. 
(1) The simple thing is repeated , as signed another job ; ( 2) the simple 
thing is the sam , but we notice that it does different work, 

188. But if poetry were a ' system ' -- not necessarily a single system , 
but if for any individual it was -- then one could simply plug in the 
raw data and o ut would flow ' poetry ,' not necessarily poems . 
189. Is this not what Robert Kelly doe s? 

Robert Kelly writes poems , make s writing . 
former is far mor e important to him. 

From my reading , the 

190 . It was Ed van Ae1styn who , in his linguistics course , planted the 

idea (1968 ) that the defini tion of a language was also a definition of 
any poem: a vocabulary plus a set of rules through which to process it. 
What did I think poetry was before that? 

Ronald Silliman . 

191 . But does the vocabulary include words which do not end up in the 
finished text? If so , how would we know which words they are? 

Knowing the vocabulary , either specifically or generally , we c an 
see what has been used. In this way , each poem speaks of itself; we 
begin to make judgr.lents about the poet , a personality capable of such 
work . 

203 . The formal considerations of indeterminacy are too few for inter
est to e xtend very far , even when posed in other terms -_ " organic" e tc

o 
But organic form is strict, say , 1 : 1 :2: 3 : 5 : 8 : 13 : 21... . Wha t is t he 
justification for strict form (Xenakis ' music, for example ) which can
not be perceived? Is there an aesthetic defense for the hidden? 

Strict structures for indeterminacy often falsify in pretending 
to be more ego- less , a personal concern which will not escape being 
one . But the artist may enjoy his hidden structure , which is not diff
erent from enjoying an overt one , except that overt structures have 
been drained of p l easure for the easi l y bored. Structures which an
nounce their newness work insofar as they tire us quickly of our bore
dom ; the justification for a work with a hidden form is that it has a 
relatively good chance of doing that. 

205 . Are 23 and 197 the same or different? 

(23. As a boy , riding with my grandparents about Oakland or in 
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211 . 

h ' s as we passed , direction s , t he country , I would recite suc s~gn 

llb d This seems to me now a naIiJes of towns or diners , bi oar s. 

basic form of verbal ac t ivity. 1 ' " t As a 
on walls. Graffi t i , " f uk spe ~ng , e c. 

( 197 . Language about town, learning to read by 
b I d with my grandparents 

oy ro e still apt t o do this.) reading all the signs aloud . I am 

They are different : rem ember , ~hey are the same : remember. 

Absolutely normal people . Would their writing be any different? 

It wou l d be infinitely rare. 

218 . Buildup , resoluti on . What have these t o do with the writing? 

, d ' 1 t' I ' ' d ' fter ' the words ' bui l dup an reso u lon Llke ' before an a , " , 
f ' l' ts of an experience (reading ) ln tlme . Each pOlnt of seem to lX po n , , 

, , l y present whethe r or not lt lS exper-the reading e xperlence lS on , , 
ience d as c on taining me mory or expectatlon 

a concept of certain t y , non- referentiality 219 . Just as doubt presumes 'f? 
pres umes knowledge of the referen t ial . Is t hlS a proo . 

Words such as opposites are especial l y paired , seem to sUPPOrt 
Thl'S l'S a statement about human nature . each other . 
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CHARLES BERNSTEIN 

NARRATING NARRATION: The Shapes of Ron Silliman ' s Work 

Narration doubtless preceded Acting and gave Laws to it. 

Think don ' t narrate . 

The limits of adjacency are 
breeze the buoy is boosted. 

--John Dryden 

--Bruce Andrews 
claimed; flagpoles flutter; in a faint sea 

Out of a deep 
hurl and laid with 
heliotropes on the 

crease ... ~ stationary orbit : a function made of 
tarn . Beggarlng for life ' s glimmer , indeterminate 
slow boat to New Foundland Th ' 

only moments , sewn . . " ere are no mlnutes 
of tomorrow ' to~eth~r by this " self" same thread: a cand l e ' s whisk ' 

ln the tallspln of cylindric episode . Or maybe two kilo-
meters away bedwetters , undigested skies . 

How to get from A to C b f Y ~ay 0 , at the least , D. This is not only the 
story of a poem but of a llfe--biography Th' , 
string together pieces a d h . e mlracle lS rather that you 

The pI ' n , ave a syntax comprehended , a life inhabited 
easure ln hearlng s t ' I' . 

in either case the alternativeY~ ax lS ,l~e the pleasure in tasting food ; 
' sheer " but ev th ' s sustalnlng, perhaps bracing , even 

, en e lnterstellar Hippy of th Id 1 ' 
down from time to ti f e 0 ore llkes to come 

me , or contrast It follows th t' b ' 
a demonstration that we liv" , a lS , y d~nt of : 
age of hut s (' e ln a world made content a posteriori : an 

ser~es makes syntax) not bits The bod . 

~:~yr~!~~d~e~:u~i ; t~:a~t:e undferhstand , littie more ab~~tS~tt~h:~y~ ~~rse 
, ry 0 t e wrlter who proved th t d ' " 
lS a readerly fiction b rid' a lscontlnulty 
if you don ' t comprehendYth tl~~ on the subway . It ' s all connected and 
suade you that it ' a 1 maY , be because it ' s not trying to per-
sideways . 1S . Not that up 1S down--not so simple ; more like 

I think it was Norman Mailer 
Meir speaking Gershom Scholem . 

, "That ' s not writing , it ' s spelling!" 
sald of Erma Bombeck , or was it Golda 
"That ' s not writing , it ' s spilling! " 

Syntax is the order of w d ' 
for arra or s ln a phrase or sentence (from the Greek 

ngement , to order together as ' ') 
set of rules tha " ln tactlcs ; grammar provides a 

, t govern normatlve (a rule- governed normal ) t 
as we llke to say in the ' syn ax . Or , 
i e you ' poetry bus1ness , "you broke it you bought it " 
.. , re gonna get hung with it Wh' h ' , 

just the ticket . You ' reh' " 1C lsprobablyflnewith "you", 
ill wed ,' Bett ang1ng by lt anyway . ( ''' Better well hung than 

. er so , better well hung tha b F 
riage to be brou h ' , n y an un~ortunate mar-
CI' , g t lnto systematlc relation with all the world" J 

lmacus put lt some time a 0 ) " , as • 
such inhopitable and ungratgf ' l I provlde thlS explanation to put off 
elephants , because the have u concepts as ' nonsynta~tical ' as if 
Should I choose to tak~ my :,tru~~s , cease to use thelr feet for walking . 
is so careful l y knotted le 0 , ~he one with the embossed seals that 

Over my Adam s apple , I do not fall into a state 
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of undress. I remain c lothed , in some fashion or other , until I am 
without c lothes and indeed then my skin still e nclose s me , until I 
disappear . (The rea l moral of "The Emperor ' s New Clothes" is that 
power is always naked and by force of that concea l ed by the modesty of 
a peop l e who cannot bear to look at the spectacle without mediation ; 
the Emperor is c lothed , that is , by the self- protective squeamishness 
of the co llective sUbconscious .) 

If syntax is a neutral term for intrasentential relationships , narrative , 
in this structural sense , would be the term for intersentential rela
tionships . That is , narrative is not intrinsically tied to causality , 
deve lopment , chronology , c haracters , setting--concepts that might be 
associated with narrative conventions within fiction or the novel . To 
make a narration is simply to make an account , and while an account is 
customarily given so as to picture an event in a causal- sequential 
manner , this is already a priviledged assumption about the nature of the 
' event ' narrated. Such conventions largely predetermine the nature of 
the reality accounted for by them. 

The etymology of narration (" etymology is the hobgoblin of little 
minds " was it Noam Chomsky said of Louis Wolfson?) traces it to the 
Lat in word for "a tale ", which is derived from the past participle of 
narrare , mean ing " to relate , literally make known", which in turn is 
derived from narus and gnClrus , which mean "knowing , acquainted with" . 
The root word , according to Rev . Skeat , is GEN , as in generate , beget 
(secondary form , gno--know). So , evidently from the first , narration 
has s lept with epistemology . 

Which brings us to Ron Silliman (this is an article about Ron 
Silliman) , whose work accounts for narration by showing how the sequen
cing of sentences engenders meaning and how the world accomodates--is 
made particular by- -the ingenuity of narrative shapes . 

Or again : Silliman writes tales , a word whose Anglo-Saxon deriva~·-~ ____________ _ 
tions inc lude both the word for narrative (talu) and number (ta el )o 
By adding number (numerical structural programs) to narrative , Silliman ~ ~ 
tells the tale of ourselves; or , better , has awakene s uch tales from I l~~ ~~d 
the deep s lumber of c hronology , causality , apd false unity (totalization). ~/~ 

Hypnotized by false unity , that is a theme SillimanLs- r returns to 
again and again : the desire to read- in a unity even where none exists. 
And so , in his own texts , detail is cas t upon detail , minute particular 
upon minute particular , adding up to an impossibility of commensurable 
narrative . With every new sentence a new embarkation: not only is the 
angle changed, and it ' s become a c lose- up , but the subject is switched . 
Yet maybe the sound ' s the same, carries it through. Or like an inter
locking chain : A has a relation to Band B to C, but A and C have nothing 
in common (series not essence) . 

Breaking the hold of rationalized narrative is not new with Ron 
Silliman. One only needs to look at the opening of Blake ' s The Four 
Zoas : "Four Mighty ones are in every Man; / a Perfect unity Cannot 
Exist- " And if the indulgence of the juxtaposition is not incomensur
able enough , let me compound the problem by substituting Silliman ' s 
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name for Bl ake ' s in this passage from Donald Ault on The Four Zoas : 

Silli~an forces the reader to come to grips with a n 
experlence of radically incommensurable e xp lanation s 
o~ t~e na~rative ne xus of e v e nts. On the other hand , 
S ll~lman lmp lant s signa l s which appea l to the reader ' s 
deslre to f ind inte r connect ion beneath s urface incom
mensurability. The basic formula which lies behind the 
~nt erconnection of these two narrative processes is : 
lncommensurability does not ent ai l disconnection ; and 
lnte r connection does not e ntai l unity . 
(" Incommensurability and Interconnection ", p.298) 

The " s i gna ls " Si lliman u ses to e nc ourage the r eader to find " intercon
~e~~~on " are the s tructural programs that underpin each of his works 
~ 1 ,e Blake , whos~ s ignal s are often obscured by his mythopoetics , • 

Sllllma n has relatlvely straightforward , u s ually numerically- based 
patterns that are , at l eas t in part , readily graspable. For instance , 
each,new paragr aph In Ketjak has twice the number of sentences as the 
~re':'lous parag~aph,and embeds a ll its words . The " logic " of hi s nar-
atlve se~uenclng l S experienced a t the same time as its e ffe c t s What 

dlfferentlates this a h f ' • , , pproac rom a more experlmental/conceptua l mini -
mallsm lS that th e narrative rules are not taken to b e of it ' , , 
terest Rath th n rlnSlC In-

" e r , ey are used to e nhance the pleasure of reading the 
s ubJ ec t matter that is p rocessed through them Sill' 
rather th b' • lman accentuates 
rna a~ 0 Iltera t es the distinction between structure and s ubject 

t~er , whlle a t th~ same time making s tructure his most insisten t 
; ubJ ect . The experlence of reading a Silliman text i s l ess the cooly 
ormal Plea~ure,of l ooking at an architectural plan and more the s ur

p rl se of , belng In a building whose p lan becomes apparent 
through It. as you walk 

Ketj~k i s one part of Silliman ' s tetralogy , The Age of Huts whi c h also 
cons l sts of Th Ch' , e ~nese Notebook , Sunset Debri s and 2197 Th Ch ' 
No t ebook is ' d ' ' . e ~nese 
Wi ,~rgan~ze ln~o 223 numbered paragraphs , a format based on 

ttg~ns teln,s,Ph~losoph~ca1 Inves tiga tions . Th e subject matte r of this 
work l S expllc ltly poeti t 1 ' , CS- - no on y what It means for a t ext to be a 
~oem ~ut als~ why thls particular t ext , in so many ways like 
l S belng c l a lmed as a po ( d' an essay , 

e m an a sectlon of a longe r poem) But it i s 
PhartlY just,the p lacement of The Chinese Notebook within Th; Age of Huts 
t at makes It a poem Po t d ' , 1 • e ry nee not prlvllege a partic ula r kind of 

anguage as poetic. In The Chinese Notebook , types of discursive dis 
course are explored by a poetic process : Silliman not only writes about , 
but ~lso,u~es as formal devices , s trategies of continuity, discont inuity 
sync ~onlclty, and format. Within its frame of poetics , other topics-- ' 
sometlmes the f rames o f the other books of The Age of Huts--emerge 
~ndeed , throughout The Age of Huts , Silliman recasts s imilar subj e~ ts 
l~tO no,:,el , contexts , so that , for in s tance , when the topic of 
dlscontl~ulty/syn chronicity comes up in Sunse t Debris it can take on 
the erotlc content that pervades that work : "Do sentences ' just come ' 
or are they conditional a 10' f d ' d , glc 0 lsor er , accumulative, sequentia l ? " 
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In Sunset Debris every sentence is a question. This structure 
makes otherwise theoretical questions--which are quiet l y meditative in 
the evirons of The Chinese Notebook--volati l e , unrelenting , pleading. 
Who is the reader--yo u- - reading the text? What assumptions d o I make 
about you or you about this? As in a "mi s " assembled jigsaw p uzzle , 
autobiographi ca l facts reside next to political inquiry , surface de
scriptions of l andscape , overheard conversation , twi sted c lic hes and 
j ingles , imag inary aphorisms , p l ace names and persona l names , formalist 
se l f - scrutiny . Indeed , all these th ing s are in all four parts of The 
Age of Huts , though with a dif f erent preponderance in each. 

2197 balances out the more discurs ive concerns in The Chinese 
No t ebook with a primarily intrasentential investigation. The poem is 
made up of 1 3 individually titl ed sect ion s of 13 paragraphs o r stanzas 
each with 1 3 sentences . Each section , then , is composed of 169 (1 3 
squared ) sentences and overal l the work has 1 69 stanzas/paragraphs . 
The title i s der ived from the equation 1 3 x 169 = 2197. Each sen t e nce 
in each section appears to be a modification of a s imilar sentence (or 
sentences) i n each of the o ther 12 section s . Sometimes the modifications 
involve e laborat i on or fragmentation , some times syntactic permutations , 
and somet ime hybridization (parts o f p r evious l y distinct sentences are 
detached and recombined). For instance , a sentence with the words "form" 
and " fi ll " shows up in a ll 13 sections of 2197 . Versions include: "On l y 
forms fill us ." "Forms should not have fill." "Talking with the forms 
about the fi ll." "Forms fill . " "The fill is a forms of co l eus , canvas , 
barnwood and skylights " (" canvas " and "coleus" are index words for another 
series of sentences , making this an instance of hybridization). "Forms 
s t ood on the sidewalks waving to the incoming black-clad fill. " "The 
mereness of fi ll i s not form . " "Thi s dream forms in the s ummer song of 
the fi ll . " Evidently , the text has been generated from a group of core 
sentences (1 69 , 1 in each stanza/paragraph , the author has s ubsequently 
informed me ) . Like an inscrutable object of reference , we ge t many diff
erent views-- some apparent l y incommensurable- -but never the whole- itself. 
The s tructura l me t aphor of 2197 is p l ayful and suggestive : "Locating 
prior concept atop difficulty ." It baits with a lure of t otalizat ion , a 
unified and idealized picture , while providing on l y part i a l g limpses . 

One of the 1 3 sections of 2197 is entit l ed " The Four Protozoas" , referr
ing to Blake ' s The Four Zoas , which is itse lf a Biblical reference to 
the four living creatures who together make up the human form in Ezekial ' s 
dream. In the mi dst of Sil liman ' s own tetralogy , the s uggestion of four 
basic e l ements--with its echo of ancient Greek physics--is l ess a numero
l ogically oracular assertion than a wry c omment on lowe r limit s - -at l eas t 
four . At l eas t that ' s how I interpret a motto that occurs twice in "The 
Four Protozoas " : Initially Si lliman writes, " Only struggle defines u s " ; 
before the sect i on i s conc luded this is transformed to "Only struggle 
defines . " This is the princ i p l e of narrative process rather than narra
tive fiction. Definition is a posteriori , arising from a poetic practice 
i n which the reader is acknowl edged as present and counting . It i s , 
accordingly , not reductive to a single world viewed , but participatory , 
multip l e . 

" Perspective " . .• is a product of the drive 
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to~ard the ~uppression of multip licity into 
unlty , a drlve which we have se ' h ' en lS OVer-
w e lmlngly strong in Newton Th h 
Bl k ' . • • • us w at 

a e s FOu~ Zoas narrative constructs is , 
from the ~oln~ of view of Newtonian narrative 
an lmposslblllty : a series of eccentric mu- ' 
tually i ' ncommensurable universes whl' h ' s t ' c lnter-
ec preclsely at their lacunae . 

(Ault , " Incommensurability", p .299) 

Rationalized narrative , in its presu " ' " ' 
hushed , search (ing) for the wor~~~sltlon~ , ~s A speclfic onto

Four Protazoas " I " as Sllllman points out in "The 
that sea h' . n contrast , Sllliman has produced a writing in which 

logy 

In ~~k,ls " rePlaced,by a material engagement. 
les , a Sectlon of his on oi 

about the--or a --sky Th g ng Alphabe t , each sentence is 
. eSe sentences " i t 

lacunae "; they do not b 'ld n ersect precise l y at their 
Ul a more and more ' 

exist , despite this unity of s b' lncommensurable picture but 
u Ject , as separate , partial and complete . 

Newtonian narr t' , ,a lVe presupposes that behind the 
text lles a slngle unified f' Id s ' l e . . whose es-
entlal features do not irreconcilably and incom-

:~nsurablY conflict with one another but can (in 
eory at le~st) be ful l y captured through syste-

m~t~c analytlc explanation . • Both " s ' 1 
VlSlon " d '" lng e an Newtonlan narrative " ' , 
explicit th h alm toward maklng 

, e co erence and completeness of the 
narratlve world of the text , , . • . and towards real -
lZlng a pre - ordained " end " 1 ' 1 or c osure whlch re -
so ves conflicts into a unified whole . 

(Ault , " Revisioning ", pp. 2- 3) 

The Age of Hut d s emonstrates incommensurabill't 
works but among them.' y not on l y within 

h 
Extendlng this furth S'll ' 

T e Age of Huts as part of a tIer, l lman conceptualizes 
superstructure To d ye arger , as far as I know unnamed , 
at both th h' un erstand Silliman ' s work it is necessary to look 

e s ape of the canOn (the external ' , 
the works ) and how this sh' relatlonshlps of shape among 

ape lS reflected within th 'd' , 
By backtracking to Si ll' , e In lVldual works 

, lman s early NOX ("eh l ' • 
SClOusness " was it Harpo M' rono ogy lS false con-
of his work with the rever:~~i~~~d t~ Bargaret Dumont?) , the continuity 
becomes apparent Each l y 0, macrostructure and microstructure 
f . page of NOX lS divided b ' 
our sections each of wh' h' Y a prlnted cross into 
, lC contalns a short ( f 

wlth a distinct style a d h one to our line) poem 
n s ape The "acti " f 

tion of the four poems 0 h . on 0 the work is the rela-
, n eac page to each th " 

relatlonships among the 15 0 er , multlp l led by the 
t ' pages of the book B h ' , 
ext lnto a single voic . y not omogenlzlng the 

, e or Svn ta;~ the sepa t 
lnterconnect with each th . , ra e elements are able to 
1 0 er through the read ' " 
ated units come into a part- to- whol ' ers , medlatlon. The iso-

components but by incorporatin th e, relatlonshlp not by altering the 
As a highly schemati g em lnto the common poetic project . 

that Sillim ' c prototype of the work to come , NOX reminds 
an s structures can be read as 

pol itical allegory for a so-
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ciety that is nonauthoritarian (p layfu l and provisional structures) 
and multicultural (the absolute right of difference) . Not that this 
is ever made explic it in NOX . In fact , the scale of such a reading 
contrasts with the delicate word- to- word and syllable- to- syllable dis
p lacements ( " velopes / alism / / now hear this " ) that are typica l of 
the poem . These implications are internalized into the fabric of 
NOX--" a plaid etude ". Yet , once recognized , the interpretation gains 
all the more power for not being demanded . 

Let me abruptly jump ahead in Si l liman ' s chronology and sketch the shape 
of Lit , his most recent work as of this writing. Twelve sections , 
twelve formats , each structured around some variety of twe l ve (" L" being 
the twelfth letter of the alphabet ): 

I : Twelve paragraphs , increasing from one to two to five and then , 
by plus ones , to twe l ve sentences each . The first few sentences of 
each paragraph are only one or two words , with larger paragraph s build
ing up sequentially into very long , complex sentences with increasingly 
embedded , baroque style . The number of words in the sentences in the 
last paragraph , for example , goes from 1 (i n the first five sentences ) 
to 4 to 11 to 13 to 26 to 34 to 67 to 1 04 . On c loser count , this t urns 
out to be a numerical sequence in which the number of syllables in each 
sentence i s equal to the sum of the previous 2 stanzas ' sentence count 
starting with 1 syllable and stopping at 144 syllables (1 2 squared and 
the 12th in the sequence) . (Thi s is cal l ed a Fibonacci series and is 
used by Silliman as the numerical structure for Tjanting.) 

II : Twelve stanzas , a sentence a line , with the number o f sen-
tences in each stanza proceeding by Fibonacci progression , as in I, 
from 1 to 144. Sentences are fair l y short , often only a couple of words 
and only once sl i ghtly exceeding a single line of typescript . So the 
feeling is of a steadily increasing accumulation of quick hits (" Numbers 
harden ."--definition of a ta l e?) ; sharp visual details , often with 
structural connotations ("Web visible because it reflects the sun ."); 
delirious (or serious or cited ) assertions , aphorisms , headlines , slogans 
(" Punk is a petroleum product ." ) ; plain statement , naming ("The rooster. " ) ; 
decontextualized d i alogue ("How can you think that ."); " fac tual " and 
poli tical reference , observation , irony (Reagan ' s "There you go again ."); 
poetics (" Syntax presents the illusion of depth (pork stomachs )."); author 
se l f - reference (" Sil liman is wrong and I can prove it ."); idle word p l ay , 
cited from a new commodity ' s brand name ("Nissan stanza ."); sex ( "Orgasm 
is a consequence ."). (This kind of serial subject matter is similar 
to that in 1. 

II I: One long sentence arranged into 145 lines (1 2 squared plus 1: 
a delightful "mis "count ) , running- in similar kinds of subject matter as 
previously , commas where periods had been and only once at the line break , 
the strong effect of the enjambment to make it seem one long stream of 
associations in contrast to the clipt autonomies in serial order in I 
and II . 

IV : Twelve prose paragraphs of twelve sentences each . "This i s 
narrati ve (you will die )." The relative uniformity of the paragraph 
l engths makes each a set piece ; easy to become familiar with , keep in mind 
the inter- and intraparagraph arrangements : a feeling of decorum , 
stateliness . "Lit , then whispers , f l ashes out" being a description of 
the emotiona l valence (in Stein ' s sense ) of each paragraph . 
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V: Four sequences of t\velve numb . 
sentence verse lines (the tot 1 ered sectlons each with three 0 
Th a number of sent· ne -

e sentenc es are mostly si 1 ences lS , like IV 144 ) 
to ' mp e and declarati h '. 

o N X s schematic perspicacity Th ve. T e effect is similar 
and paragraphs , but the double ~ . e groups of three suggest stanzas 
overt SOund or meaning overla s ~::~ng . between.lines , and the lack of 
creteness of the line == t P . Ilne to Ilne , emphasize the dis -

h) sen ence unl ts "Th . 
grap has begun to melt." . e slmplest thing (a para-

VI : One long paragraph of 144 
more obviOusly unified tha . h sen~ences . The subject matter is 
t n In t e earller s t' 
ences apparently refers to a ec lons . Each of the sen-

San Diego for a teaching J'ob n Baspect of Silliman ' s one- term move to 
this' . ecause of the u't f 

sectlon comes as close as S'll' nl y 0 the subject 
aCCOunt . But the absence of cau~al l:~~ gets to a.conventional nar;ative 
sentences , or explanations of sett' chronologlcal connections among 
attitudes or remarks makes th " lngs a~d names , or attributions of 
d' ' e underlYl g " b . 

an mUltlfaceted , refracted into 144 n ~u.Ject elusively unplanar 
caught and held in an ev . synchronlzlng parts rather than 

VII . S· er more slngle image . 
• lX stanzas of 12 Ii 

total ). The stanzas are typed nes and 24 sentences each (144 sentences 
t f' across the h . 

o It the double - length l ' ' . orlzontal axis of the page 
s . . lnes . ThlS lS the . 

COrlng In Lit . The lin 1 most dlrect use of page 
. e engths suggest ra d . 

presslon underscored by th b gge rlght prose an im-
at tl e a sence of period t h ' 

.1e terminus of each stanza. The Se s a. t e line ends except 
fUSlon by opening with "New cond sectlon plays with this con-
format , appearances to the pa~agraPh: old tricks " when of course the 
that makes a difference? Th

con r~ry , is stanzaic. Is this a difference 
11 . ere lS anoth 

we : In the more gradual tonal disc ~r , .S~btler dynamic here as 
the length of the paragra h' ontlnultles between sentences 
a dIP lc stanzas and th ' 

n. c osure , Silliman appears to b { . e strategies of opening 
all zed ~prose-poem 'l style about Wh~c~ ~udlng to the highly convention-
looks llke a prose poem th '. e has elsewhere said " if it 
C . en It lS not" ("Wh' ' 
ertalnly , these last I i at lS the Prose Poem? " ) 

nes suggest a parod f . • 
~r , at the least , a wry nostal ia f y 0 that unnameable mode , 
lonal short fiction : "A dense ~is or the fantastical unity of convent-
On the hill. " " In th k' t settles Over the small white h 
h'l e ltchen two Slster omes 

W.l e the calendar on the wall st'll h s are dancing to the Stones 
glves a squawk ." "The t' l sows July. " "The old parrot 

1ger stares through th b 
VIII : A brief quote from ears of her cage ." 

themes " as distinct as a text Thoreau ~n the need for "a thousand 
of th can sustaln Writt 

e month , this is a kind of d . ' en gn , the twelfth day 
of twelveness , although it ' s . ~el uct~o ad absurdum of Lit ' s criteria 
det . . Slml ar to Ray Dip 1 ' ermlnatlon method l' h' . a rna s fecund text -. n lS n~rthday N t t' 
tlrely of quotations writt 0 a ~ons , which is composed en -

en on the day a d IX : Four 12- 1' n month of his birth 
h lne stanzas of 3 wo d . 

Sort lines seem enough to . drs each (144 words total) . The 
S'll' In uce the exper' 
~ lman goes with that-- th f' . .lence of lyric poetry and 

wlde "--but immediately unde
e ' tlrS~ Ilne belng "Wild gesticulations 

c t' rcu s In the next . h " . ' on lnues more in th l' Wl t recelvers. " a d 
" e atter Veln th h h . n 
lovely " poem(s) . roug t e highly c ontrolled and 

X: Has basically th 
e same twelve- step Fibonacci progression as 
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II but with several wrinkles. There is both prose and line format , 
some of the lined stanzas do not have any periods for the first t ime 
in Lit , and the tenth section , counting as " 55 ", i.s actually five sep
arate eleven- line stanzas with only one terminal period at the end of 
the fifth stanza . The internal complexity of this structure gives the 
text a quirky , quixotic feel . " These sentences occur in this order. 
I hate what narrative does to time . The garden ' s grown into a jungle ." 
The final prose paragraph , with its 144 sentences in amusingly varied 
serial order , both caps and dominates the section as a whole. 

XI : Twelve twelve- line stanzas , no periods , with a recurring pat
tern of six-, seven-, or eight- word lines . A return to normalcy-
" semi- gloss wall ". Each line is as much a sentence as previously 
punctuated ones , more than many . So verse = prose (there is , strictly 
speaking, neither prose nor poetry , Silliman has written r' "What is the 
Prose Poem?"J) . ~here is no line- to- line enjambment in this section 
(an explicit exception is the two lines , where the metaphor in the 
structure of autonomous lines is spoken: " To mean anything , to mourn 
anything , two / People terrified to speak of love ." ) Unlike , for ex
a mple , the sentence in the final prose paragraph of X, each of the lines 
is evenly matched in length and content ; there are no one- or two- word 
lines and no lines of purely transitional content; neither is there any 
of the pseudofiction of VII . " Sighing , dec l arative sentence makes wrong 
judgment or none ." Everything is equivalent : "Espousing freely into 
air bag (sic) "--an odd comment on writing poetry , given the reference 
to James Schulyer ' s Freely Espousing-- to "Too tall antenna on a lone 
house" i or these stanzas make them so , make them heard as . The power 
of language : " Tough blue stanza Z- 80 shuts engine off. " 

XII : Twelve twelve- section paragraphs that alternatingly decrease 
(to a series of one- to three- word sentences ) and increase ( to ca . hun 
dred- word sentences) in sentence length . Because of the gradualness 
of the increase or decrease , the constraints and possibilities for sen
tence length are brought into focus . The shorter , simplified sentences 
tend to name and declare , a series of snapshots , while the very l ong 
sentences have a wildness of imagination related to the exuberance of 
their syntax . Yet , lest we be carried away by their exhilarating sweep , 
Si l liman ends one . that new syntax equa l to the living could j u st 
as well lie ." 

The air steams with August heat , modicum of ectopian respiration . My 
preconscious is crowded with shapes and they ' re beginning to crawl . I 
can barely think my own thoughts . All I ' ve ever been authorized to do 
is eat shit . Eyes stutter , ears bug out , mouth stiffens into brace . 
Plain brown wrapper around semblance of an echo of an act. Bunting puns , 
fronting stuns . More than this . The reasons , enumerated , cannot be 
asphyxiated . Get off the wall & into the hall. Which is not origami . 
Having ideas a kind of conduct (George Burns). Not enough . "Mouth 
closes slowly over friendliest of . . WHAT then o WOA , Nellie Belle ! 
" Everything is syntax (there is no meaning apart from the world) ." "The 
sun stearns into the sea ." 

This "writing whose value is not that it has none , but the i mage 
presented , craft- centered , of what working could be , the care in the 
word ." 
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