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Dateline New York City — 12/4/88

Jazz gently drifted out of The Knitting Factory, bopped up and
down over the heads of the 300-plus people waiting in the shax:p
winter cold to make the scene. The scene, a timely and dramatic
jazzreading of Jack Kerouac’s Mexico City Blues, orchestrated
by impresario Vincent Katz., This event stirred many a memory
and fantasy of “an afternoon jam session on Sunday". By 3:00
pm as performances began, The Knitting Factory had a pac_ked
house and by 5, fans outside were calling for a second session,
which was quickly organized and performed by the 32 poets
and 12 musicians. This jam session was a catalyst for artistic
euphoria unseen since the *50s, as each performer read selec-
tions from the 242 choruses which comprise the text of Mexico

City Blues.

Readers included: Allen Ginsberg, Tom Savage, Lita Hornick,
Susie Timmons, Vicki Hudspith, Charles Bernstein, Elio
Schneeman, Bob Rosenthal, Simon Pettet, Barbara Barg, Lee
Ann Brown, Steven Taylor, Jeff Wright, Maggie Dubris,
Lewis Warsh, Gerard Malanga, David Trinidad, Rochelle
Kraut, Judith Malina, Hanon Reznikov, Nina Zivancevic,
Eileen Myles (also acting as co-MC), Bob Holman, Jerome
Rothenberg, Michael Scholnick, Richard Meyers, Vincent
Katz, lil Ti Pousse. The musicians included Charlie Morrow,
Samir Safwat, Mark Ettinger, and Pat Hall. Their instruments,
also interesting and varied: piano, guitar, soprano, tenor, and
alto sax, xylophone and other percussion, trombone, synthe-
sizer, conch, bells, and hom. There was a beautiful backdrop
by artist Wander Clifton. The Newsletter sent performer/
roving reporter Vicki Hudspith into the crowd for some of the
participant/spectator responses to this major literary event:

VH: Charles Bernstein, why are you here?
CB (in sunglasses): We just want to pay tribute to Jack, man.

Eileen Myles: I never really thought I particularly liked this
poem, but I think it’s good to have special events for poets.

Elio Schneeman: Well, uh, why is anyone here, why are the
gargling monsoons tremulous? (That’s really bop, man.)

Vincent Katz: Forgive me, forgive me for not answering your
eyes.

Barbara Barg: Cuz I don’t have an apartment.
Susie Timmons: It’s my career comeback.

Maggie Dubris: I went to a pawnshop in Lowell once. I also
stopped at the tourist bureau where they sent me to Kerouac’s
grave where I was going to chip off a piece but the graveyard

was closed.

Lita Homnick: I'm here to read a few of Kerouac’s great
choruses from Mexico City Blues. I love it! The rhythms are

like nothing else.
Allen Ginsberg: Of course there’s a vast nostalgia of hearing

minal classic of poetry, Mexico City
2o . the Bowery on Houstg

_ Location’s just right. Near ot

gtlrlgt where Kerouac hung around... [and on the subject of

of his poems]...If you listen carefully

rouac’s recordings poems.... 1 .
K:uvll find that the enunciation 18 bplham. His model wag
I};rank Sinatra, and Kerouac’s student in that sense was Dylap,

who learned poetry from Mexico City Blues.

Gerard Malanga: Why are you here? That’s 2 gopd q'uesﬁon' I
should be home working, but this is my social life right now,

the whole of the great s¢

Marc Nasdor: It’s 35 degrees outside, figured it was as good 3
place as any to come in out of the cold and hear some poetry,

Bob Holman: On the record, Vicki, what are you doing here

anyway?
VI?I’:”Someone handed me a microphone stuck on the end of an

emery board.
BH: Would you file my tongue please? ;
VH: This sounds like fun, I'll file your tongue! [This was not

part of Ms. Hudspith’s assignment. - Ed.]

Michael Scholnick: I'm one of the scheduled readers, Vicki.

VH: That’s cool.
MS: And I love Jack Kerouac.

Richard Hell Meyers: I'm here to remember Robert Frost.

Tom Savage: I'm here because this is my favorite book of Jack
Kerouac’s and this is the first time I've heard it referred to and
it's the first time in my lifetime I've had a chance to read with
jazz, which is a magnificent thing. I grew up with believing as
I do in the setting of words to music and I was curious to see
how it would work. My one suggestion for future events of this
kind would be to rehearse.

Rochelle Kraut: I'm here because I like Kerouac’s work and
Vincent asked me if I'd read and also suggested that I sing. It
was interesting to try to do with musicians that I'd never heard
before, but I gave it a go! It made me see a lot of possibilities
for something that could be done with a group of people
working with some musicians. I'm enjoying it!

Susan Leites: It was just what I wanted to hear on a Sunday
afternoon. I loved the musicians improvising with each other
and the poets. Itletus hear the music in the poemsin anew way.

VH: You were an Innocent Bystander here today...
IB: I was?

Jack Keroqac: I want to be considered a jazz poet blowing a
long blues in an aftenoon jam session on Sunday. I take 242
choruses; my ideas vary and sometimes roll from chorus to
chorus or from halfway through a chorus to halfway into the
next.

— Vicki Hudspith




Two Minutes for Robert Duncan

It's funny to have to be brief about Robert Duncan, since there
is nothing brief about his work or my responses to it.

There seems no limit to the breadth and scope Duncan envi-
sioned as a poet’s project. Because his endeavor so over-
whelms any of the traditional ways we have of defining poetic
work —as, say, lyric poems or critical essays — he continually
provoked a re-examination of the smallness of scale that
characterizes the conception of poetry of many of his more
mainstream contemporaries. His research and scholarly preoc-
cupations, hisinsistence that linguistics and the Dark, Saussure
& gnosticism, are sources of the poetic remain an important
alternative to residual anti-intellectualism and emotion-fet-
ishizing of much contemporary verse. The fact that Duncan’s
poetry remained controversial because it was thought to be too
intellectual or not plain-spoken enough has given encourage-
ment to at least two subsequent generations of poets, who have

taken off on his “permissions” while interpreting them in
wildly different ways.

For me, the heterodox range of Duncan’s sources has had
impact even beyond any of his specific enthusiasms. Anyone
who has visited his house can attest to the sheer exuberant
fantasy and marvelous humor of Duncan and Jess’s transfor-
mations of these “sources” into a home as rich with whimsy as
accumulated knowledge. Duncan inspires one notto accept the
given narrative of cultural history but to look to a multiplicity
of hidden and suppressed and vilified sources for myth-shatter-
ing revelations about the past and present. This insistence that
poetic material is to be found not only, or even primarily, in the
hallowed texts of Literature but also in those sources that are
without authority is a foundation of his consistently anti-
authoritarian, liberatory politics and poetics. It would be ironic
if his own explorations and wanderings were sanctified into a
new curriculum of required study.

The first time I met Robert Duncan, after a performance I did
in San Francisco in the mid-70s, he handed me a poem he had
written while I was reading and in response to my work. I've
often thought about the generosity of the gesture of entrusting
me with his only copy of this poem, which went so much
beyond any friendly words he might have said at the time.

Here is something of what he wrote in the poem:

She appeared in a shift

waiting for shifters. From one sentence to the other
aworld is declared necessary. Time

has to count to be counted. In phrases.

In phase. In consequences. In place.

In this place I is an event without a hat.

I meanwhile mean my own hat.

What I does is natural

in a sentence referring to me me OCCUrs.

Duncan'’s last book, In the Dark, will always be associated for
many of us with the news of his death. Thinking about that

marvelously evocative title — suggesting both the terrors of
the unknown and the grace of fallibility — I kept hearing Lil
Green singing her bluesy “Romancing in the Dark”, a sound
transported from almost fifty years ago, that seemed to mect
this occasion with full force. “In the dark, it’s just you and I/
Not a sound, it’s not one sigh / just the beat of my poor heart
/ in the dark. / Now in the dark I get such a thrill / when he
presses his fingertips upon my lips / and he begs me to please
keep still/in the dark. /But soon/ this dance will be ended/and
you all is going to be missed.../ Just let them dance / we're
going to find romance / in the dark.”

— Charles Bernstein

(Delivered at the memorial tribute to Robert Duncan, held on
October 9, 1988, at The Poetry Project)

FOR JULIAN’S
for Jed

And so to Julian’s, last of the goodtime poolrooms
Move in a cloud of smoke to the only unclaimed green
space

in New York It’s in a corner and there’s no light,
just happy to be here, gentlemen

But look at these balls

They’re not the same size, the four-ball looks
oval and the one-ball —
the one-ball isn’t a ball at all, it’s a grapefruit

Allright.  All right, I can play with a grapefruit
if I have to, delicate little slices so the cue
doesn’t penetrate and the pulp doesn’t spill

I can play the grapefruit off the Chinese eggplant
and then come back for the duck egg in the side
and leave the iceberg lettuce for the break shot
That’s what I can do

I love the blue chalk build-up on my palm
the click of the balls, the juicy bounce
of the grapefruit on the rail

This is the last available table at Julian’s
and I don’t care if the balls are bricks

— Robert Hershon

That is rather different but

it is connected with this

-- Bruce Andrews




NEW POETRY: IBERIAN ROOTS: Selected Poems of
Salvador Espriy (translated by Magda Bogin); Norton, 170
Pages, $15.95. Late and Posthumous Poems: 1968-1974,
Pablo Neruda (translated by Ben Belitt, introduction by
Manuel Durén); Grove Press, 239 pages, $10.95. Rhythm,
Content & Flavor, Victor Hernandez Cruz; Arte Publico

Press (Univ. of Houston, 4800 Calhoun, 2-L, Houston, TX
77204), 172 pages. $8.

A young lawyer and successful writer of novels and stories,
with six fiction books to his credit by the time of the outbreak
of the Spanish Civil War, Salvador Espriu observed the revo-
lutionary upheaval in Barcelona, the bombardment, assassina-
tions, persecution, deaths of friends and family. “All I know,”
he would write years after this prolonged, irreversible chain of
shocks, “is that /blood I did not shed/ has wrecked the world.”

The work of this greatest of modern Catalonian poets, now
appearing in the Selected Poems of Salvador Espriu, has not
taken this long to reach English by accident. The poet himself,
who died in 1985, did little to press his poems upon the world,
Partly out of necessity.

“The strange time entered me / in jails of silence.” Following
Franco’s victory, Espriu’s beloved Catalan language was offi-
cially proscribed, forbidden in schools, books, newspapers,
magazines and even public conversations, making mere utter-
ance into an act of defiance. When the ban was lifted, in 1946,
Espriu ended a period of mute witness and re-emerged as a
writer, but one transformed, having now abandoned his stories
and “turned” — his translator says in her preface — “to poetry
almost as a monk to prayer.”

The poems incorporated a new tragic-elegiac vision, memori-
alizing “my dead moving off / one by one down long / rows of
silence,” marking with fatalistic sadness “the closed dance of
everyone” left among the living, yet also keeping up the small
flame of a redemptive dream, the lingering “whole yearning /
for salvation” of his native country. “When someone asks /
What keeps you / in this harsh, arid, / blood soaked land? /
Surely it is not / the best land you could find,” he wrote in one
poem, “We answer simply, / in our dream it is.”

He managed to maintain a low-profile legal career, escaping,
inphysical termsatlea, the Falangist police reprisals suffered
by many of his fellow Catalonian patriots. His own long trials
were largely internalized, his poetry becoming his clandestine
shelter and refuge from the terror around him.

In the covert coded language of his poems, his own generation
of young Spaniards became lost souls, people of the “Golah”
(Hebrew term for the diaspora) while the wounded mother-
land, Spain herself, became “Sepharad” (again a Hebraic
name, recalling the sufferings of an earlier exodus, that of the
Sephardim in the fifteenth century). And the central mythic
ground of his poetry was also a place half real, half symbolic
— the tiny fishing village of Arenys, just up the coast from
Barcelona, where the poet’s parents were born, where he spent
his childhood (and now lies buried). This ancestral spiritual
home, functioning in his poetry as what the Greeks called

temenos, or sacred precinct, is given the anagrammayi, i
«Sinera”; its spare landscape of sea, sky, rock, hjjj il
contribute the source-images of his writing, Vine

Mined, shaped and polished from the stark, drar.n atic mopg, 1
lables of the Catalan t(_)ngue,— that mY_Stel'lous “gold"};;
Espriu called it, into which he’d plunged .hls ar_tist's hands\
the poems inscribe an elemental and basic IFXICon, recally
the narrow, emotionally chargt?d vocabularies of Mystis o%
displaced persons. “I chosethe Sl.mple's[ /words to te]] ik
Espriu says in one poem. On his solitary castaway’s “nake’d
rock of song,” each word counts.

From the sea I will be saved
perhaps, by poetry, a few
bright words that stand

for my whole life.

(“Diptych for the Living")

A valuable introduction by Espriu’s longtime friend anqd pub-
lisher Francesc Vallverdi informs us the poet spent hig last
twenty years more or less withdrawn from the world, a virtyg
recluse living out his “high conception of literature” by com-
mitting himself to his poetic canticle, designed, as one verge
proclaimed, to “give each thing a final name / as old memory
shapes new creation.” Unpretentious about his intent, Espriu
modestly considered his art “a small help in living an upright
life and perhaps in dying a good death.” Though politica]
conflict and its aftermath indelibly stamped his poetry’s
course, the deeper attitude the poems ultimately convey is as
Vallverdi suggests “not so much political as...’prophetic’ in
the Hebraic tradition.”

One of Espriu’s best poems is an homage to the great Chilean
poet Pablo Neruda, consciously echoing the latter’s more
flamboyant style to acknowledge a fellowship in art and
resistance, and hailing a future where “we shall be freed
forever / from the wells dug by long fear.”

Neruda’s own Late and Posthumous Poems: 1968-1974, a
bilingual edition (like the Espriu book) brings over into Eng-
lish a good sample of the large body of work he left behind on
his death in 1973. Eight separate Spanish-language volumes,
most of them posthumous, are represented here.

Itis Neruda’s swan song. Terminally ill in these years, spend-
ing much of his time alone in his oceansideretreatat IslaNegra,
he continued to shoulder the heavy public burden of his
position as world man and world poet—a campaign of hisown
for president of Chile on the Communist Party ticket, followed
by extensive travels to support the candidacy of Allende, the
ambassadorship to France, aNobel Prize and then a recurrence
of cancer in Paris,

Thisisa contemplative, even rueful Neruda, addressing mega-
lithic Easter Island figures as sad, wise peers — “O lone,
pensive dignitaries.” In “Child of the Moon” the humble
railroad worker’s son mourns his narrow, alienating calling s

a word-maker — “I feel the world never belonged to me.” “A

e



Heavy Surf,” one of many poems which the ubiquitous sea
dominates as a symbol of infinite duration up against man's
extremely short-term existence, closes on a gesture of surren-
der to cosmic inevitability: “Then when the wind has had its
way with us/ we can see ourselves as we are, face to face with
the invisible.” And in “One Comes Back” — a poem of his last
months — he confronts the transitoriness of his own identity in
a voice that is, like much of the best of his work, universal:

One comes back to the I, the old house

with its nails and interstices, yes,

to a selfhood grown bored with its selfhood,
a suit full of holes; one

tries to walk naked in rain,

a man wants to wet himself down in clean water, in
elementary wind, but gets only

as far as the well of his selfhood again,

the old, piddling obsessions:

did I really exist? did I know what to say,
or to pay or to owe or discover?

—as if my importance were such

that the world with its vegetal name,

its black-walled arena,

had no choice but to accept or deny me.

Victor Hernandez Cruz is an American poet of Iberian roots
several times removed — transplanted from the Caribbean to
New York's Lower East Side and then to the San Francisco
Bay, he has followed his poetry all the way back to his sources.
“I walked in Puerto Rico with a guitar in my belly / I walked
in Spain with Mecca / in my sandals... / I walk in New York
with a fan/in my pocket / made with the feathers of / three con-
tinents...”

Rhythm, Content & Flavor traces the progression of Cruz’s
work through highlights of four previously published volumes,
from early documents of youth in the “crazy city” of New York
(“Your whip is strong / Not all can walk your line / We walk
it with our hands / And survive like seashell necklaces™) to a
recent sequence titled “Atlantis: The Age of Seashells,” re-
counting his belated homecoming to the island culture of his
birthplace. “That imaginary place / called Puerto Rico” here
flowers into lyric myth, as a lost continent of paradisal poetry
and vivid music, “sound surrounded by water /Islands of green
pensivity / Going and coming rock eternity / We could say the
fish started here.”

Cruz’s main subject is the power of poetry and music to
transform. The movement in his verse is from music to knowl-
edge to myth, but it all starts from the music, a seamless
bilingual lyricism weaving tongues, beats and accents, salsa,
bop and soul into a “Manhattan dance Latin / in Spanish to
African rhythms / A language lesson / Without opening your
mouth.”

— Tom Clark

Truth is slimier than fiction. — Lorna Smedman

IN THE HUMAN PROVINCE: Way, Leslie Scalapino;
North Point Press, Berkeley, 1988; 160 pages, $12.

The brutally cold weather associated with deep winter arrived
early in New York City this season, single-digitreadingsin late
fall's early December. And with the physical actuality of this
bitter weather comes the social fact of the recent journalistic
ritual of scouring the corners of Manhattan's transportation
terminals to see how the city’s tribe of homeless men and
women are faring.

If the homeless are at all media-conscious, they must have
breathed a collective sigh of relief at the end of the adverse
publicity that had plagued them since the summer. Thanks to
Mayor Ed Koch’s advice to desist from giving handouts to
beggars (based on the theory that the less people give the more
likely the homeless will come into the city’s safety-net bosom),
magazines and newspapers made the growing homeless popu-
lation out to be the oppressors of the upper classes who were
forced to endure the sight of the indigent and give up their
illusion of Reagan-era prosperity as they boarded trains to Cos
Cob or the Hamptons. Winter, however, replaced the scorn
with sympathy as the newspapers filled up with photos of men
and women asleep on heating grates and gave yet another tour
of the subterranean steam-pipe city of the homeless below
Grand Central Station.

Not too many years back, the homeless in Manhattan were
simply called “bums” and were located in their own neighbor-
hood, the Bowery. The term “bum”, according to lexicogra-
pher Stuart Berg Flexner, was first recorded around 1855 in
Oregonand is derived from the German “bummler” —aloafer.
The date and locale of the phrase suggests that the term was
applied to the unsuccessful wanderers from the California
Gold Rush. By the end of the Civil War, the term “bum” was
applicd to the many wandering veterans from both the Blue and
the Gray; our present use of the term comes from this period.
That the phrase could be converted into a verb that expressed
carefree leisure (“‘to bum around”) and that the noun itself was
closely associated with one particular group of the homeless —
the stereotypical profile being a middle-aged male alcoholic —
clearly indicated the need for a more neutral and inclusive
term: the homeless.

Leslie Scalapino’s Way is a serious and sober book-length
poem attempting to come to terms with both the meaning of
“home” and *“homelessness”. More expansive and inclusive
than her two previous volumes, Way makes a forceful case for
poetry as a social act, rather than a limited literary practice.
Scalapino subverts the dichotomy between subject and object
and, in doing so, offers a politically engaged poetry that goes
beyond the enlightened voyeurism of mainstream models such
as Carolyn Forché.

Way is organized into a long, four-part section entitled “Later
Floating Series” and a smaller, two-part, eponymously-titled
section. The long quotation by physicist David Bohm at the
head of the volume serves as the opening into this complex
work. “Nature may have in it an infinity of different kinds of
things” begins Bohm’s discussion about the limitless nature of



thephysicalworld. However afterlaunchindntoadiscourse
thatbearsaneerieresemblanceo aTibetanBuddhistCosmol-
ogy, Bohmendsthediscussiorby declaring” ...weadmitalso
that neverthelestherestill existsan absoluteuniqueand
objectivereality.” ScalapinosWayplacesitselfin theslippage
betweentheinfinite regressiorof languagethatJacqueLacan

spokeof andthe view of languageasamerecarrier
of thepoet's"thoughts".

In takingon suchaloadedprojectasaddressintheplight of
thehomeless,the artist is facedwith aproblem:thatmostof the
availablesignifiers havebeenfilled to thebrim with images
andattitudesformed by the popularmedia.Therecentand

quite well-meaning"Homelessin America'photography

exhibit attheNew York PublicLibrary is anexampleof good

intentionsthat,in the end, fetishizethe homelesby making
themgrist for photographerin searclof asubjectScalapino,
in atechniguereminiscentof cinematiclanguagerelentlessly

offers up details of quotidian life in amontagemadeupof small
gestures:

thepeopl edwhol e

f ami | i e gonetosleepon
thesi dewar owsdnot
asareactive
responmypar tthei n
senseof reactivein thatsetting

whichhadb eendour
havingto

havesteppecovert he mot he
rowsofpeopl ecuponr | ed

ladies'D oemcthathadtheirminute in themid-seventiespay
undercuttinef theanchoringandomnipotent|” of the

sheputsthe narratorunderjudgement much in themanneof
narratologsitingin judgementof theworld:

my 5 wouldhavetob e 8 bei ng

i ntrover tothingtod 0. g
ast hat 8 s joftheman j on
lyingt h e r eproducing

that

when gstateofintrovertedhas
gottobegmyseladas
negativee v e n thatman _
lyingt her ed notproducing
it

thatasthes a me dlikes t
themanwho'd been

lyingt h e r e & notproducing the
si t u atcomincfrom hig
conditionor thesetting

(page<l16-117)

Wayis atroubling anddismrbing work. It is poetry in realtime
andap o e thatseemsto pauseslightly before movingonto
thenextperceptionScalapino'seyeis like MichaelSnow's
slowzoomshotthatbecomesthe star/hercof his classicfilm

Wavelengid puttingpressuron the everydawuntilits
constructioris revealed Waycould havebeeneasilytided

"We Live As We Dream,Alone" (to borrow atitle fromthe

thesi dewal ksdsl| eepi ng d trockbandTheGangof Four) for thelandscapeit depictsina

thatoccursn o w dit o r
to bereactivein that

thema n & thada t
reallyhappeneddyng ar vi ng
ingar bagisont hat

mypar tononespartdand
notdoneawaywith in

thatway

(page<l15-116)

I'm reluctantto quotefrom awork sobaseconthenotionof the
reciprocity of independenentities(and,asareviewer'saside,
I've neverthoughtthat lardinga reviewingwith quotesis

particularlygoodpracticein makingthecasefor theworthof

atext). Wayisbuilton discreteprogressionspermutationthat
only arerealizedin process Thebook isbestreadin onetake
in orderto appreciatithesubtlemusicthatunderpinthework.

It is notthechambeimusicof Pound or Eliot's Four Quartets,
but the hardtalk of AntonWebernandEliot Carteld whose
COmpositions'COmplexityandatonality(to paraph_rasTheo-
dorAdorno)areonIyreflectionsof contemporatrlife, rather
thanavatarsof somefuturemusic.

Despitethe social consciousnesthatis atthespineof Way,it
is neithera socialtractnor asuccesscto the"we areall bag

periodwherea growingneo-formalisip o e tmovement

reactstothetempetof our time by ignoring or replacingit with
anesthete'dreamland.

Scalapindacesdownthebitternessof thisperiodin asharply
etchecseriesof vignetteswhoseshiftsin perspectivand
textualparticulardefeatthe easyrealismwhich "mimetic"
writing purportsto offer. Thetortured bits of thequotidianthat
Scalapinocalls up in her text force the reader to fall back onhis/
herownrelationwith realism,the realworld andone'sown
judgemeniof thatsphereThe pressureput uponthereadeto
makeajudgemend somethincquiterarein an erawhere
manypoetsseenmaster:of a form of emotionalfascisn(the
readelbeingaskecto meditateuponthe poet'swonderful
insight,goodpolitics, andsubtlesensibilities)d isthatwhich
is disturbincandtroublingin Way.

"Marginality is becominguniversal”, said the late French
sociologisMichelde Certeau'l hadthesensof being
nothing," saysthe speakein Way. Home/homelessneshas
the poet(andthe poeuy communityon the whole)decided
whichis preferable Thatunrepentarex-Nazi,MartinHei-
degger(afave of manypoets),spokeof thepoetasdwelling in
languaged “the houseof being”, wheretherentsaremuch
cheapethanin Hobokeror on AvenueB.

Ona planemuchmoreprosaicthanHeidegger'tourof the



