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EDITOR'S NOTE

This fall The Poetry Project turns sixty, and this issue of the Newsletter is our last before
that golden-girl milestone. We’'re reflecting a lot on our history and our future, and
we’re thinking with enthusiasm about how we keep alive the radical spirit of this place:

experimental, intergenerational, freaky, liberation-oriented and endlessly curious

about what people can make possible together in the intimate, porous, invigorating and

hypersocial space of the church.

“Keeping alive the spirit” is former Program Coordinator and Newsletter Editor Gillian
McCain’s phrase from her interview in this issue with Nicole Wallace about starting the
Project’s Friday Night Series in the early 9os. McCain talks about programming from
the perspective of looking back to the 70s, not from the perspective of just preserving
history but instead as a way to reinvigorate an ethos: looking out for people who are
making extraordinary and deeply strange work. In a related spirit, the poet Urayoan
Noel holds forth in an interview with Mateo Rodriguez-Hurtado on his “surrender to
language as a trippy death drive ... I came of age seeking such queer spaces of gloriously

uncomfortable weirdness.”

Here’s more work in this issue from that freak edge. Three of this year’s Emerge—

Surface—Be fellows have poems in the issue: Christopher Kazar Janigian, mace dent

johnson, Marc Solomon. Elsewhere, Drew Zeiba reviews Shanzhai Lyric’s Endless Garment,

a poetic megatext composed out of mass-produced and charmingly incorrect slogans
printed on t-shirts and counterfeit designer bags. Zeiba argues that Shanzhai Lyric,
the artistic duo of Ming Lin and Alex Tatarsky, has composed “a collective, ongoing

poem happening in streets and photographs and e-comm scrolls—an idea of a perpetual

togetherness.”

I'm writing this note just after May Day: “togetherness” is on my mind, in that exper-
imental, social sense and in a more explicitly political register too. Kassy Lee reviews
Troubled Lands, a collection of short stories by left-wing Mexican and Cuban writers that
Langston Hughes compiled and translated in the early 30s, published for the first time
this year. Elena Gomez reflects on the utopian urge of Rainer Diana Hamilton’s and
Violet Spurlock’s This Reasonable Habit, arguing that the book’s “commitment to repre-
senting social speech, and its exacting, contextualising assertions for the rich history of
literary gatherings, announce that poetry is, as it ever was, always of the people.” What
more to say except: period? Or actually Juliette Jeffers's poem “Barbarella” can have the
last word here: “Instead of dying,” she writes, “I ended up at a party.”

—Kay Gabriel
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INTERVIEW

| Wanted to Keep That Spirit Alive:
Gilllan McCain with Nicole Wallace

The Poetry Project’s Executive Director Nicole Wallace
met with former Program Coordinator and Newsletter
editor Gillian McCain to talk about the origins of the
Friday Late Night Series, which McCain established in
1991. The Friday Night Series will celebrate its 35th
anniversary in fall 2026.

Gillian McCain: When Ed Friedman
interviewed me for the job I told him
about how much I loved the Project—what
readings I'd been to, and what workshops
I'd taken. And then I told him that one of
the most special events I've ever been to
was an afternoon group reading of Frank
O'Hara's “Second Avenue" in front of the
church—it was just so fantastic—you could
hear the cars whizzing by. Then when we
had our second interview, he said he'd
been thinking about that, and would I want
to curate an event series, things like that.

It was fucking dream come true, man!
I mean, there was no budget, but if we
needed to rent a projector or something,
we’d find the money. People just got paid
by what was made at the door. 50/50, I
believe. So someone might walk out with
$200 or $20, you know?

I just had all these ideas. It was so incred-
ible, because the church has such a rep-
utation. I mean, it's legendary. You'd be
surprised by how many people have heard
of it, right? And so I could just call up any-
one. Crispin fucking Glover, will you come
read here? I mean, I could just get any-
one on the phone. It was insanity! It was

so much fun.

‘What
year did you start going to The Poetry

Nicole Wallace: That's awesome.
Project?

GM: I moved to New York in '87, so right
away. I think in '87 I took a workshop with
Jeff Wright. And then, in 1988, I went
to Naropa and that's when I met all these
people, you know? Then I did a John Yau
workshop at the Church. So yeah, I had
taken workshops. I didn't go to as many
readings as I may have liked to, because I
didn't have any friends in New York yet,
and at that time to go to The Poetry Proj-
ect, alone, when you're 2I...you know, it's
fine for a while, and then maybe during
the break, you’rejust like, I gotta get out of
here, man. It was intimidating not know-
ing anyone. So I went to less readings than
I wanted to. But, just seeing Victor Bock-

ris with Gerard Malanga, and Richard Hell

with Jim Carroll. Just incredible. That was
all before I started working there.

NW: I can definitely relate to that feel-
ing—being a young poet in the room who
doesn't know anybody yet, and feeling
intimidated. There are all of these poets
that you've maybe heard of, or know of, in
the room that are clearly in some kind of

community with each other.

GM: Even when I was curating and I'd see
someone in the audience, like, who's that?
Because as time goes on, it really is a com-
munity, you know? I would make a point
of going over and talking to the person,
and then say “Hi” the next time they came
around, and soon they were just one of the

crowd, too.

NW: That's something I've noticed over
the years. Having started as an intern and
volunteer, every few years there's a new
turnover of people that come to The Poetry
Project. There's a sense of community that
develops amongst them. They start vol-
unteering at the reading series and then
they end up starting their own reading
series, or they start a magazine together.
That's something that's continued to hap-
pen throughout time here, which I think
is a part of the beautiful magic of The
Poetry Project.

GM: Yeah, it is. I just had a funny remem-
brance. An agent I know said, "Oh, PJ says
hi,” and I didn't recognize the name, and
the agent said, “He said you were really
supportive of his literary magazine when
you worked at the Project.” He’s a huge lit-
erary agent now! And I remembered him,
writing about him in my Dirt column. His
magazine was great. But, yeah, you lose

track of people.

NW: What year did you get hired? Was that
also 19917

GM: Yep.
NW: What was your title then?
GM: Program Coordinator.

NW: Program Coordinator. Okay. The
titles have changed so much over the years
now that I have a hard time remembering
what they were when there were just three
full-time staff. There was the Program

Coordinator, and then there was...

GM: Program Assistant.

NW: Program Assistant. And then Direc-
tor. So when you started it, the Friday
Series used to be the Late Night Series,

because it started at I0pm.

GM: I think it was 10:30pm. Yeah... that's
crazy now! I would never go out that late.

NW: And it continued to be the Friday
Late Night Series until, you know, maybe
around the same time when we started pay-
ing Friday readers a set honorarium. I was
always like, why does this start so late?! It
would end at 12:30 or one in the morning

sometimes.

GM: Oh, it was because of the theater
upstairs. The show in the theater had to be
done, or we would have heard them.

NW: Was that Richard Foreman's theater at
the time?

GM: Yep. There was also dance in the
Sanctuary, which was very loud. I think
IO0pm just didn't quite cut it as far as the
other things shutting down, so it was
10:30pm.

NW: I miss the days when we would have—I
think it was Incubator Arts when I started
and, then of course, Danspace—the con-
verging Friday night programming that
would happen. You'd get to see a lot of
people you knew going to different pro-
grams at the church.

GM: I so wish I went to more Danspace,
more Ontological [Hysteric Theater], but
I'was there five days a week, two nights, and
sometimes on the weekend. I just didn't
want to live there. It's kind of disappoint-
ing that I missed that stuff, especially the

theater, you know?

Jim, my husband, still brings up the fact
that I didn't go to his Monday night read-
ing. He accepted the reading because he
was hoping I'd go!

NW: Was it while you were working at the
Project?

GM: Yeah.

Anyway, I wrote down some of the high-
lights. Okay, let's see. There was Larry
Clark, the photographer and filmmaker. I

didn't know him as a filmmaker yet. I was
just a fan of his photography. I couldn't
believe he said yes. So we set up a big screen
to show his photos as a backdrop to his
talking about them. Then people started
coming in, and they were all really young,
like teenagers, kids in their early 20s. The
Parish Hall was totally packed. Some kids
were carrying skateboards. These were all
the kids that were in the movie, Kids! He
just made that film, but it wasn't out yet.
That was really an event. It could never be

replicated. The perfect place in time.

One night, it was the folk singer Cindy
Lee Berryhill and the rock writer Paul
Williams, who had founded Crawdaddy mag-
azine. It was a really big snow storm, and
there were like, I'm serious, I think four
people there. One was Lenny Kaye and
the other was Lenny Kaye's daughter, who
couldn’t have been more than ten. They
were sitting in the front row, and the whole

place was empty.

Then I had D. A. Pennebaker, who did my
favorite documentary of all time, Don’t Look
Back, about Bob Dylan. He followed Dylan
around with a camera during his 1965
tour of England. I think that was the first
event of the season, and also it was pouring
rain—the place should have been packed,
right? But there were probably 20 people
there. It was kind of good because it was so
intimate, it became a discussion between
him and the audience. Pennebaker just
stood up and said, "Hey, what do you want
to know?" So people just threw out ques-
tions, and it was a fantastic event. If you
want to read the transcript you can find it

on pleasekillme.com.

I asked Edward Gorey if he'd do an event.
I talked to Edward Gorey on the phone.
That was pretty cool. He said no.

I also organized a group reading of poems
by Mayakovsky. At the end of the event,
everyone was milling around drinking,
when this tall
Russian lady walked in and announced,

“I am Mayakovsky's daughter.” And so we

handsome, charismatic,

kind of soused it out. I think it really was!
[laughing]

When Ric Ocasek was reading on a Monday
night, I was sitting with Jordan Davis, and

”»

Jordan just goes, “Turn around very slowly
Which I did, and there was Neil Young sit-
ting right behind us. Ric and Neil had the
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same manager. Yeah, Neil Young was at the

fucking Poetry Project.
NW: Did you slowly turn back around?

GM: Yeah. And to Jordan, I was whis-
pered, "Oh...my...god."

I would do some academic things. Paul
Schmidt did a talk on [Velimir] Khleb-
nikov. John Yau on Warhol.

One of the first readings I booked was a
group of young Black poets from Boston
called Dark Room Collective. And now
Kevin Young, who was part of that group,
is the poetry editor at the New Yorker. A
lot of those people went on to be highly

respected poets.

I also commissioned artists to make
t-shirts. The only person I can remem-
ber is George Schneeman, because I won
it. But there must have been about seven
or eight different t-shirts, and Mary For-
tune was modeling them. There weren't
very many people there. Probably fifteen.
So we were doing the auction, and David
Greenberg just busted in and he said, "I
need to read a poem!" And then he read it
and said, "Kurt Cobain is dead." That was
the first we heard that Kurt Cobain died.
We're like, what? He goes, "Yes." I think

he was crying.

On another night, I think we were doing
an event of Mitch Corber films, and I
had stopped at Veniero's and gotten lob-
ster claws for the interns. We're standing
around eating them, and Mitch comes
over and goes because he needed some-
thing, and said seriously, "Can we not talk
about lobster claws?!" To this day, Jo Ann
Wasserman and I sometimes just go, "Can

you please not talk about lobster claws?!"
NW: No claw talk!

GM: [laughing] Then I organized a nice
tribute to Cookie Mueller. Her son Max
was there and he got all the money, which

was nice to be able to give that to him.

I had a reading with Eileen Myles and Jim
Carroll. So sometimes I'd just have two
people. The biggest event, I think, and it
was my first year, was the tribute to Lester
Bangs. So it was all these famous rock writ-
ers, and it was in the main Sanctuary, and

it was filled up.

Then I had these scene nights like, “The
Record That Changed My Life,” and I'd ask
10 people. Or, you know, poems on artists.
Or, people on films, or people reading
their diaries—that was Mike DeCapite and
Linda Yablonsky and Maggie Estep. And
then some music, but it would always just
be acoustic. Oh no, I wish I had my flyers
with me. But that's a pretty good sampling,

isn't it?
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NW: Yeah! I want to go back into the
archive and listen to all of those read-
ings now. There's around 400 readings
that have been uploaded by the Library

of Congress.

I was actually just looking through the
audio and video manifest from the Library
of Congress the other day, and I think I
saw that Lester Bangs reading. I was actu-
ally looking back, because I know that we
have VHS tapes in the archive from when
Eileen was the Director, and I was trying to

locate some of those.

GM: That just made me remember that
I hosted a book party for Victor Bockris's
book on Keith Richards. I remembered
because I just saw him last week. And I
walked in the kitchen to get something
and there was Marianne Faithfull and
Anita Pallenberg sitting on the floor going
through a box of books that was for the
church's rummage sale. The church lady
got all mad at me on Monday. "You left
the thing a mess!" And I knew she wouldn't
know who Marianne Faithfull was. I mean,
I shouldn't have left a mess, but I just for-
got about it, or whatever. The church lady
said to me one day, "Oh, I didn't know you

had a last name. I thought you were just

Gillian, like Cher." [laughing]

NW: Was she a church administrator, or
2

GM: Oh, no, no, just one of the church
ladies. I always found everyone who worked
at the church office very nice. Like the sex-

ton, Jimmy Fragosa.

NW: I was thinking about—and now it’s
become clear through your examples—how
the Friday series has always been an inter-

disciplinary series.

GM: Occasionally I'd have fiction writ-
ers—once in a while, not very often. I had
non-fiction writers too. I did a night of

women rock writers, stuff like that.

NW: “The Record That Changed My Life”
reading—that sounded really fun.

GM: It was really fun. Also, Ed [Friedman]
let both Wanda [Phipps] and I each do a
zine. So that was the theme of one of my

zines—the pieces people had written.

NW: Was it
Poetry Project?

published by The

GM: Yeah. Milk. Ed gave us a budget.

NW: That sounds so familiar... maybe I've

seen it at the Project.

GM: Yeah, I did like four issues. Mine was
Milk and Wanda’s was Xyloid. I had so much
fun working there. Ed just let me do any-
thing. I had free reign. So, four nights

a month for eight months, so 32 events
a year. With no email—organizing with

no email.

NW: Did you write to people too, or was it
mostly phone calls?

GM: I wrote to people. Usually I wrote
first and then there'd be some phone con-
tact. Ever since I worked at the Project, 1
just abhor the phone. And I used to be a real
phone person! But it's literally from work-
ing there because, you know, it's a high
stress job. And you're busy working and
then you pick up the phone, “What time is
the reading?” Then the phone rings again,
“I'm doing a dissertation on John Ash-
bery...and I thought you could help me...”

NW: I want to know about your flyers. Did
you make them all yourself?

GM: [Nods] I remember saying to Ed,
“I’ll have to buy some Letraset.” And he
looked at me and said, “Why wouldn’t you
do them on the computer?” It had never
occurred to me. They were so fun to make.
It was so old school. Sparrow would come
in and use the mimeo machine holding
his baby. He was the only one who used it.
But I just wanted to keep that spirit from
the ‘70s alive—and it pretty much all was.

I'd literally walk around the neighborhood
and put them on bulletin boards. It was

just such a different time.

Gillian would like to acknowledge and extend her
thanks to Douglas Rothschild, Jo Ann Wasserman, and
David Vogen who were all early stalwarts of the Friday
Late Night Series.
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ESSAY

Fanny Howe, Cafe Mdiller, Cape Cod

Will Farris

The fear of death is residue, its infinity overness, equiva-
lence—an absolute.

Reluctance such that it can't be filled.

—Lyn Hejinian, My Life

Help me find my way back in.

—Joanna Newsom, “Emily”

The poem “The Cenotaph” (2011) by Fanny Howe (194.0—
2025) opens with the couplet “I want to leave this place /
unremembered.” Cenotaph, from the Greek kevotd@lov
meaning empty tomb, is a sepulchral monument erected
in the memory of a deceased person whose remains are
either buried elsewhere or have been lost. Howe continues
the poem with a list of features of a home in disrepair and
neglect: a leaking gas stove, a rusted refrigerator, “ugly”
coffee mugs, moldy walls, a sagging staircase. The mainte-
nance of the house feels beyond her control. The image is

of a house well worth leaving.

I am particularly moved by the opening couplet of “The
Cenotaph.” It carries me through what is otherwise a char-
acteristically Fanny Howe poem: stark, even brusque, both
in its crystallinity and in its opacity. Although the lines
are spare, the syntax is complex: as the couplet is written,
it is impossible to determine what is being unremem-
bered, what is doing the unremembering. Within uncer-
tainty, several possibilities emerge. If we read the definite
but indeterminate “this place” to mean the house Howe
describes in the poem, then Howe is saying she wishes to
leave the house unremembered, or that she wishes to be
left unremembered by the house, or both. Indeed, because
it is uncertain to determine if “unremembered” refers to
Howe or “this place,” both feel simultaneously true. Fur-
thermore, the indeterminacy of “this place” suggests that
we invite a few other possibilities in. Presuming that “this
place” refers to the house feels like the right thing to do,
and also not: I read the line as Howe also suggesting that
she wishes to leave the world, and by extension (or by con-

traction), herself, unremembered.

Unremembered is an uncommon word, subtle in its dif-
ference of meaning vis-a-vis the more common “forget,
forgotten.” Whereas forgetting or being forgotten feels
more passive, merely a result of the passage of time, there
is an activeness, an action-ness, to unremembering. To
being unremembered. It is a desire not to have faded from
memory but to have lived in a way that pushes oneself from
the possibility of it, to have left no material or psychic
afterlife for the world to continue to negotiate. Which
feels both bleak and not. Howe was a deeply spiritual per-
son. The question feels like a question of the spirit. Leav-
ing “this place” unremembered suggests that one could
live one’s life so close to its use that the life doesn’t end,
isn’t forgotten, but closes in on itself. Both a void and an
excess of it. I think of Howe as someone who did not fear
death. I think of her as someone who thought of living
life as a kind of death. That in order to live life, one must
both maintain agency and also relinquish it. And also that
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in order to live life, we must completely empty ourselves
of it. The poem closes with the tercet “where does life
begin and end? / In the lamb or the cotton? / My pil-
low is my friend.” The question is jarring, certain in what
it asks and opaque in what it wants answered. Though it
does return me to a question of use. The poem feels less
concerned with why we live life but how we live it. What is
living one’s life in the service of. For whom is living one’s

life to be of use.

Recently I have felt so ugly that I have had a hard time
leaving the house. In truth I have had a hard time leaving
my room, getting out of my bed. It is not that I am find-
ing the experience and concomitant hang-ups of being
around, and therefore perceived, by others to be unbear-
able; rather the very experience of experiencing myself
has been difficult to live with. Being around other people
merely amplifies it. It has very little to do with what “ugly”
means, more to do with what “ugly” feels like. It often
feels something like hate. Nor does it matter upon what
features of my physical appearance I am hyperfixating.
‘What matters is that it feels like hate and is something that
I have been experiencing. I have removed all photographs
of myself from display in my room, throughout the apart-
ment. | have deleted any recently-taken selfies from my
phone as well. I do not keep mirrors in my room. If I lived
alone, the mirrors in the apartment would have long been
shrouded by now. When washing up, I have been keeping
the medicine cabinet open to avoid catching my reflection
in the mirror on the face of the cabinet, to avoid making

eye contact with the reflection of myself.

Body dysmorphia is an obsessive condition. I wake up
thinking about how ugly I am. I spend the day thinking
about it. I fall asleep thinking about it as well. There are
a few moments upon waking, just before cognition truly
begins, where the mind feels quiet. Then the obsession
kicks in. There are also a few moments before falling
asleep when I feel truly, completely worn out, where the
mind also feels silent. These brief, crepuscular glimpses
have become the only parts of my day that I look forward
to. Anything beyond rest feels too difficult. I recently
started seeing a therapist for the first time in my adult
life. Though I have long understood episodes like this to
be experiences of dysmorphia, they have now been clini-
cally confirmed to be experiences of dysmorphia. Clinical
confirmation does not make them any more or less man-

ageable. It also does not make them any more or less real.

Last summer, at Binh’s first birthday in Herbert Von
King Park, I step away to smoke a cigarette, mindful in
particular of Binh and the other children present. Eileen
arrives and stands with me while I smoke. We coo about
the baby, which feels both requisite and deeply felt. Binh
is the first baby of a friend whom I have had the pleasure
of meeting, the first baby with whom I have spent substan-
tive time. I'm not often around children, my friends and
colleagues are mostly not the childrearing type. There’s
Binh and there’s Luka but that’s about it. And I met Luka
when he was already six. Meeting Binh was both ordi-

nary and astonishing: she made me aware of time, the
very miracle of her existence a reminder that the people
I'love are getting older, and therefore that I, too, am get-
ting older. That I am experiencing time pass around and
through me. Eileen and I also talk about loss. Alice Notley
and Fanny Howe have just recently died. Death has been
incessant this year, arriving back to back. Eileen says “It’s
funny, when Alice died I felt her everywhere; when Fanny
died, she was just gone.” As if there was no psychic trace
of Fanny left, and no possibility of one either. There was
no Fanny, nowhere; there was also no-Fanny, no-where.
Both a fullness to her absence and an absence to her full-
ness. I do not wish to think Notley and Howe against each
other, either in life or in death. Nor do I believe this to
be Eileen’s intent. I believe the only point to the contrast
is that death, like life, effects contrast. We attach to life
differently. We also attach to death differently.

I am glad to see Mirene for the first time in several weeks. I
have just returned to the office from a few weeks off, time I
took off with the hope of catching up on reading, writing,
life-living; instead I was sidelined by self-hate. Mirene
and I take a break from emails &c. to spend some time
catching up. I tell her about my ongoing episode. That I
have been profoundly depressed. She says I thought you
just started therapy. I say yes, that it is apparently getting
worse before it gets better. Mirene hums in agreement and
suggests that it might be precisely the new therapeutic rela-
tionship that is giving me permission to really feel what or
how I am feeling. I hum in agreement back. It is likely not
surprising that body dysmorphia is often comorbid with
suicidality. It is difficult to write about suicidality without
sounding maudlin. It is not precisely that I would like to
leave but that I feel overwhelmed and tired, ontologically.
I feel emptied out. I will leave that observation there.

At the nadir of this episode, I take a trip home. I do not
go home because I am feeling unwell; I planned the trip
in early January of this year, before this episode, after my
twin sister, who recently moved back to where we are from,
gave birth. The timing is mere coincidence. At this point I
feel almost theatrical in my self-hate. I am deeply relieved
to be going home, where I know the episode will not stop
but I also know that leaving the city will feel good, that it
will be nice to see my sister, to feel taken care of. I also
desperately want to meet her baby. The cartography of my
family is complicated. To keep things simple, I will say that
this is the first child my parents’ children have brought
into the world. Being a twin is interesting. It is a singular
experience to have known someone since before birth. It
is even more singular to consider that person your best
friend. In many ways, my sister and I co-raised each other.
We grew up in Chatham, Massachusetts, the southeastern
tip of Cape Cod, often referred to as the “elbow” of Cape
Cod. My parents live elsewhere on Cape Cod because
Chatham has gotten unliveably expensive for the peo-
ple who are from there, held hostage by its own summer
tourism economy, sold for parts by the luxury real estate
industry. My sister and her husband also live elsewhere on
Cape Cod. I believe the any-where any-one grew up to be



necessarily singular; I also believe there is no other place
on earth like Cape Cod. To be from somewhere that is so
surrounded by beach that no matter how inland you are,
the topsoil is still largely sand. To be from somewhere so
surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean that it feels like you are
from the Atlantic Ocean. Life on Cape Cod is governed
by the wind and the sea. I mean this literally: buffeted
by wind, currents, erosion, the shoreline and therefore
the shape of Cape Cod changes every year. But this literal
relationship also feels spiritual, psychological. One’s per-
sonhood begins to feel governed by it. The random vol-
atility, erasability of life is something by which one feels
surrounded. Which feels both bleak and not. It is episte-
mologically liberating to see the line between land and sea
be redrawn every year. To see the place you are from, and
therefore the where and how and why you live your life,

annually formed, erased, laid bare, reformed.

While home, my sister, her husband, the baby, and I go
for a drive to Chatham. To take a walk on Forest Beach,
the beach on which we grew up. There is a dirt path in the
backdunes, abutted by a salt marsh on the inland side, that
you can walk that leads to Mill Creek, the inlet that ends
Forest Beach, separating it from Cockle Cove. It is a short
walk, maybe two miles. I have been taking this walk for my
entire life. It brings me back to every version of myself.
It is mid-March. Late afternoon, sunny and bright with
cold. On a sunny day in the late winter on Cape Cod, the
angle of light becomes glassy, knifelike. As though you
could see the time light moves through. Standing in the
parking lot while my sister and her husband swaddle the
baby, protecting and preparing her for the walk, I notice
a pitch pine in the backdunes. The tree is so cowed by
the wind that it is growing at a ninety-degree angle, com-
pletely sideways. The side of the pitch pine that faces the
ocean stands wooden and bare. Stripped by the corrosive
salt air. The baby is ready, tucked away and already asleep
inside my sister’s husband's jacket, resting on his chest.
We take our walk, taking some pictures along the way. I
worry about what I look like. We get back in the car and

go home.

Back at my sister’s house, I am seated on the floor of the
nursery, watching my sister as she holds her baby, seated
in an upholstered rocking chair. She is feeding the baby a
bottle, humming to her. I feel surrounded by time. Com-
pletely empty and full of use. I watch my sister and her
baby and I begin to cry. I leave the nursery, not wanting
to disturb the two of them. Not wanting to disturb the
moment. Wanting to keep it as it is. Back in the city, I try
to tell my therapist about this experience and begin to cry.
He asks me to say more. I say how could I possibly spend
so much time hating myself, wanting to die when this
beautiful baby has just been brought into the world, into
my family. He hums not in agreement but in acknowl-
edgment. I tell him I feel far away. That I am missing so
much. I can tell the tears are the ones I stopped myself
from having around my sister and her baby. I can tell it
is a cry that I have needed. Our conversation drifts. I tell
him about Forest Beach and begin to cry again. He asks me
what that brought up. I say “We’re really from somewhere.”

He hums in acknowledgment again.

After therapy I decide to go into the office in order to
better focus. I focus well, but not on work. I believe in
the place where I work; the job itself is deeply boring. It is
easy to find myself focusing on anything else. I spend the
afternoon watching video footage of dances I love. Among
them is Café Miller (1978) by Pina Bausch (1940-2009).
There are six performers in Café Miiller. One of the six danc-

ers in the work (who, in the video footage I am watching,

is Bausch herself) spends most of the performance walk-
ing, stuttering but with conviction. Her eyes are closed.
She wears a sleeveless white dress that resembles a night-
gown. Her shoulders are rolled forward. Her arms are
outstretched. Directly downstage from Bausch is another
woman. She wears a sleeved white dress that resembles a
nightgown. At times their movement mirrors each other;
at times, it differs; at times, they seem to be anticipat-
ing each others’ movement. Bausch walks into a wall at the
end of the visible stage, midway stage right. The stage is
littered with small wooden tables, wooden chairs, resem-
bling an abandoned café. Bausch totters back slightly and
walks into it again. The camera pulls away from Bausch,
who has now collapsed against the wall, to follow the other
woman as she walks across the stage. Like Bausch, her eyes
appear closed. She also moves stutteringly, with convic-
tion. She walks slightly pitched forward. Another dancer,
this one a tall man in a suit, clears the tables and chairs in
her way. Another man in a suit stands stage left. She walks
into him. Her movement ceases. They go limp in each
others’ arms. The camera work is bossy, often cropped
tightly; I cannot tell how long this man has been on stage.
Another dancer, another man in another suit, manually
positions the limbs of the sleeved woman and the man she
walked into around each other, then picks her up and puts
her into his arms. The man who positioned them walks
away. The woman slips out of her supporter’s grasp after a
few seconds; the other man returns to set them up again,
only for her to fall out of his arms again, &c. The moment
increases in speed and intensity as it is returned to. Inter-
mittently, a woman in heels, a coat, and a wig of short,
curly, shocked red hair walks on and off stage; she walks
as though she has just learned to walk, bearing all of her
weight in her toes. Throughout the piece, Bausch returns
to her wall, walks into it again.

The piece is both deeply subtle and deeply unsubtle. The
movement vocabulary, staging, score (the dance is set to an
aria by Henry Purcell), all rely on melodramatic gestures
and theatrics. It is almost fey in its lyricism. Worn out by
its own excess. But there is also a stark, intense quality to
her work, both affectively and effectively. Even the oper-
atic flourishes feel like a part of the economy of the piece,
the spare determination felt in each dancer, between each
dancer, as constitutive of the performance’s ecosystem. I
have watched this footage of Café Miiller many times. As I
usually am, I am most struck by Bausch, walking into her
wall, again and again. Her eyes appear to remain closed
for the duration of the performance. But even so, she
feels acute with awareness. As if observing, even absorbing
the movement of the other dancers. As if she were also
them. She gives herself over to the movement. Her arms
sweep through a wind only she can feel. Her brow looks
furrowed with belief. I think she looks like the pitch pine.
I think she must not fear death because she is full of it. I
wonder if Bausch was a spiritual person. I get no real work
done that day. I leave the office and go home. I eat dinner.
I go to sleep.

I'wake up the next morning to a quiet mind. A few moments
pass. It stays quiet. The episode has stopped. I breathe.
While I certainly do not feel as though I like myself, I feel
as though I can, for now, live with the factness of my own
existence. Like I can bear to look at me. It is heartbreak-
ing being chronically mentally ill. The moments of peace
often more difficult to bear than the moments of dis-ease.
To know not that this could happen again but that it will
happen again. But spring is returning to New York City.
I give myself over to the factness of it. I empty myself with
belief. I hope to go home again soon, and often, to spend
more time with my sister and her baby. I get up, make cof-

fee. I bring my coffee back into bed. I text my sister “I

want to visit again soon. I feel like I am missing every-
thing.” She says “You can come home whenever you want
to.” The morning light is diffuse. Time moves around me
like a field. It is not living that I find difficult but the act of
choosing it. How will I know if I have lived my life. When

I die how will I leave me.



POETRY

mace dent johnson

Riis Beach

is no longer shadowed by the abandoned tuberculosis hospital

which deterred conventional beachgoers and cloaked

the party for decades, no more tractor and backhoe dumping
surely-asbestos-filled brickfall in the background of crashing waves
and nutcrackersnutcrackersnutcrackers! or the one vendor, body

down and tiny yorkie in tow whose particular song, prerolls, acid,
shrooms to the moon! came true—tenth time they passed, topless,

pooch trailing, sniffing towels—and the moon had come out. I watch
someone walk a certain way, look a certain look and suddenly people
are lovers. Sarah plays disco and Sudan Archives and takes one hit
and thinks she’ll die, as a wisened queen shovels a slope in sand

for what feels like hours and we envy, once she’s lying, her home-
made earthen lounge. You swam so far I couldn’t make out your face,
sharks circling in my mind, and we did see dolphins that day, for real,
the whole beach gazing for one moment on the same two slick bodies.
The tide didn’t bring enough sand back in that year and the ruined
old pier was exposed in the water, jutting log pilings ready to end

a good beach day quick, and the city tore down the memorial

for Ms. Colombia. Among the sweaty droves we set up our blanket
overlapping with strangers, stepping over each other, knocking sand
into drinks and clocking new couples, scars, tattoos, those two chest
to chest to shield the joint from wind with cowboy hat. We saw

Indira Scott and Arewa Basit and Chella Man and my friend’s friend’s
ex-boyfriend whose podcast everyone listens to. I followed you

onto the jetty, but couldn’t keep up, something tearing between us,
waves menacing rocks at our feet, and remembered that hot mess
express on hands and knees barfing in the surf, back before the demo
began and they cordoned off the farthest stretch and opened the stand
with $7 watermelon juice and $8 hotdogs, or when I hadn’t been yet
and read about in my dorm room in an essay about top surgery

on Buzzfeed and knew it was something I needed. The bathhouse
hasn’t been a bathhouse this century and each year a new municipal
or ecological excuse gives the McMansions more space and narrows
the domain of the wasted and naked fuck-hungry queers, mounds

of NYPD horseshit on the boardwalk and helicopters low enough

to shoot us the bird, organizing on everyone’s lips. At 6 pm impassive
lifeguards whistle us out of the water but by the time the sky is pink
the guards are gone and people are swimming again, frolicking

with new freedom which has, I think, to do with risk, forget log pilings,
toxic storm runoff, nearby radiation off Dead Horse Bay, long bus ride

home, lovers lost, tide coming in.

American Flag Swimtrunks

Promised a gay beach by google I walk a mile down shore

ankles collapsing under me in sand joints getting suggestible
those little flocking shorebirds that titter in the surf, skittish

a stretch of beach just me and them and wreckage, an entire tree
root to crown, deciduous looking, prone before a ruined house
homes sliced in crossections, layer cakes, nearly every ground
level gutted, sand washing out, ground washed away, some homes
just fine, a sign painted on plywood TRESSPASSERS ASSUMED
ARMED, BEACH CLOSED! 1 kneel to pick up a shell but won't

stick around, no telling when, basements dry though ravaged, life
happening upstairs dinner sounds and beers six golden retrievers
barking on a balcony I looked at everyone’s faces I tried to find

a mirror to ask directions to Eden I teased the edges of glances
for meaning I followed two guys on bikes, lovers or twins, after

I told my knees twice I'd turn back, stopped to look at big shells
piling up along the jetty, cyclers never pausing to plant a flag for me
walking south I smiled at someone who, walking north could see
the beached tree before me and I felt bad once I saw it for smiling

and I thought about this poem then so then the poem died.



INTERVIEW

Stratospheres of Doubt:

The art of discourse is nearest to poetry in its effort to free linguistic spaces
from hierarchical structures and resist cliché. Good poetry, like good con-
versation, is rare. And like all things, they can be practiced. I knew of Laura
because we are both New Yorkers and both poets. It didn’t go much farther
than that for some time. Then I realized what a great writer Laura is. She
is able to work in taut conceptual structures with an easy “non-fini” air,
and I'm certain she will prove to be a master in any form she undertakes.
When I realized that Laura is also a genuine person on top of this, I could
not resist asking her to have a conversation with me about writing. She and
I have unusual common ground. We both reference Audre Lorde’s “Uses
of the Erotic” in our first books, are both cinephiles, have daughters close
in age, are both teachers. This conversation happened over several weeks,
and we saw each other towards the end of it at the Fanny Howe memorial.
Laura is the author of Laura’s Desires (Nightboat, 2024,) and most
recently Duvall, Shelley (Newest York, 2025). My first collection of
poetry, Mercurial, or Is That Liberty?, was published by Fonograf
in October 2025.

—Rachelle Rahmé

Dear Laura,

There is something of the epistolary in the immediacy
of both our poems and prose, so I think it suits us to be
getting to know each other in this way, with our writing
between us. The immediacy I feel as a reader of your work
is the feeling of being addressed, and I have to turn and
look. The pleasure is that it is something I want to hear
and see, it is a letter from a close friend. It is very near.
And that is a powerful position for you to put the reader
in, L. It is an alluring relationship to enter into as a
reader, as well, that the writer is willing to play in that way.
As you close Duvall, Shelley, the writer is waiting, “I await

your reply”’—

rr

Hi Rachelle <3

I was so happy to get to see you at the event for Fanny,
busy as you were for most of the evening at the book table,
selling copies of the beautiful zine you made to a long line
of believers and skeptics, called together by Fanny’s work.
I really loved that part of our being assembled that evening
included the fundraiser you helped organize to support
Glenstal Abbey, what a true and meaningful way to cele-
brate her legacy. And I'm so glad we get to share this space
to continue thinking and talking together, especially in
this time where we don’t get to share a city! It’s so inter-
esting to think about immediacy of address in the poems
in Duvall, Shelley, since for me they've had to travel across
many years and rooms to arrive at this book. It is my first
book, it just didn’t come out first, but some of the oldest
poems in it I wrote more than a decade ago. It’s thinking
about where I grew up, it’s thinking a lot about girls, and it
felt like a kind of miracle of cyclical time, getting to ded-
icate the book to my daughter, because really it is for her,

and yet when I was writing these poems, who knows where
she was, living another lifetime and not very much on my
mind. I know that for Mercurial, or Is That Liberty ?, the poems
are all much more recent, written if I remember correctly
in the year or so before the book came out. But still I feel
that, in order for them to be so close to me as a reader,
to arrive at their pleasurable nearness, they had to travel
many kinds of distances, to move around a lot, to span
many places. Can you talk about the distances this book
has traveled, geographic, temporal, psychic?

yrs,

Laura

Dear L,

I'm writing to you after midnight now. The apartment is
dark. I think about what seeing you and my old city more
might mean. The physical distance between us reminds
me of tonight’s walk. My daughter has begun leading me
in these after dinner strolls, and I oblige her. Tonight
we looked for the moon, but the sky was blanketed with
clouds. Still, she looked up at the sky and said, ‘Hello!’—to
the moon, I imagine, though we could not see it. Physical
distance has begun to feel more like that to me—a pass-
ing cloud over things (systems and orbits) that remain in
order, though they've become more difficult to observe.
By this logic, the passing of a loved one or strongly held
ideal even starts to feel manageable. They aren’t gone,
just far away. Distance can generate an array of emotions.
Zeno thought that motion didn’t really exist, that we are
unchanging coordinates from birth. Spinoza saw the sun
and observed how its distance from the earth conceals the
truth of its magnitude. With very large things, you've got
to have distance in order to observe the whole of them.
Writers know this feeling, when we put our work down for
a while to get fresh eyes on it. But rarely do we think of
what we are doing in terms of a formulation like Spino-
za’s. For Spinoza, the mistake would be to start thinking
the sun is closer than it is, just because we can see it. The
mistake in writing would be to start thinking the work is
small just because we find a container for it—or worse,
make it smaller in order to reverse engineer something
graspable. Most of these poems I did write while travelling
at a high speed on a train between Providence and Boston.
I would sit reverse the train’s motion, so I could imagine
funneling back into the past while also barrelling into the
future. This speaks to the farthest distance I am certain
the poems had to travel, which is from the subconscious
to page, and for a writer’s first book that can feel like the
distance from birth to pub date, which sounds superficial
enough to make me believe Zeno afterall. I love the cer-
tainty with which you write of your dedication, “Really it
is for her.” That is real. I think about the loving tradition
of parts of a book. In my book I write, “A place for every-

_aura Henriksen and Rachelle Rahmé
n Conversation

thing, parts of a book,” and that is supposed to suggest
that in ordering the text that is one’s unconscious, one
can feel catharsis in closing the perceived distances in the
psyche. There is a separation between active and passive
principles in your book, I think. In the framework that
the structural decisions you've made, such as to title some
poems and to title them indexically, after first lines, one
sees the traces of a poem's movement from the interior
space of the writer to the exterior space of the published
author. How did the more recent interventions into this
older manuscript alter or support the original intentions

and conditions around these poems?

yours,

rr

Hi Rachelle <3

I'love picturing Celine giving you a tour of the early night.
Binh shares that impulse to greet, hello sky, hello trees,
hello frog and toad. I was reading recently about tod-
dlers’ attraction to repeating language—chanting the same
words, reading the same stories—that for them, the words
aren’t repeating, they're newly arriving every time. I think
it was a tip intended to help parents be more patient, but
it sort of shocked me into remembering that the words

aren’t actually repeating for me, either.

I love what you say about the temptation to “reverse engi-
neer something graspable” as a way to shrink and contain
poems that don’t need to be shrunken or containable. I'm
teaching this semester, and trying to help the writers in
my class navigate encouraging a project to grow unencum-
bered, while also maintaining some awareness or control
over what they’re doing, enough that they can talk about it.
It’s hard for it to not feel artificial, and we sort of endlessly
wonder and worry about what “cohesion” and “coher-
ence” even mean. I'm thinking about that again now as
you help me think about closing perceived distances, as
I think about you riding backwards on the train. It was
actually quite wonderful to edit old poems, to sometimes
have terribly clear memories of where I sat to write them
while feeling exactly no obligation to respect whatever I
had been trying to do at the time, if I felt a desire to try
something different while revising. It was a good way to
feel both durationally continuous and also totally trans-
formed, and to realize that that’s also how I felt at 24 or

25, when the oldest poems in the book were written.

Thank you for loving my flash of certainty! I remember
talking to Anna Gurton-Wachter before Binh was born,
wondering if motherhood would give me access to a level
of certainty I had never previously experienced, in the
style of “moms just know.” And I think it has, while also

introducing me to whole new stratospheres of doubt. I'm
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bringing this up because of our mutual love of Fanny
Howe, I'm thinking about the way she reaches into faith
and doubt. She wrote somewhere, maybe in One Crossed
Out, “doubt is what allows / a single gesture / to have a
heart.” I wonder how faith and doubt participate in your
writing life, which brings me back again to your moon-
less moonlit walk, to what is difficult to observe but not,

therefore, absent.

yrs,

Laura

Hi Laura,

—And to your point, isn't it funny that we (poets) for-
malize that thinking in anaphora. But when I've used
anaphora, it reminds me of how you've described our
children learning—in reading the poem aloud, in the
speech-act of it, each repetition provides a new context
with new possibilities. I think it’s because the voice does
not repeat as mimetically as writing can seem to. There
are variables in the voice, because when we speak, the body
is also doing other things (breathing, standing, digest-
ing, metabolizing). The variables are one reason that I'm

drawn to readings.

...and not to avoid your question altogether, those two
things may play a part in my writing life by the large
gaping hole that is their absence. Faith and doubt for
me are the things that are missing. I mourn it, but it’s a

generative space.

I want to ask you about certainty, doubt, and editing. In
bringing up that quote of Fanny Howe’s, you've high-
lighted for me that “crossing out" and “a single gesture”
could be rather powerful editing techniques. I think of
Pound’s monster edit of Eliot’s The Waste Land. 1 saw how
Fanny edited, and it was by glee of intuition, it seemed to
me. I wonder if a generous attitude towards doubt allows
a freedom in writing and especially editing, maybe even
teaching, too. Could you tell us more about editing the
individual poems in Duvall, Shelley, and what it was like to

work with Eileen Myles to sequence the book?

till soon,

m

Hey Rachelle <3

I know, always spooky when the digital specter of the col-
laborator flickers into the shared doc! Almost too intimate
or something. But yes, these are very good weeds to be in.
And yes! Eileen has been my teacher and friend for a long
time, since I took this fateful Project workshop with them
in 2014 or 2015 (I can’t remember them all, but I know for
sure one of the poems from that workshop that made it to
Duvall, Shelley is the Coleridge one). They are an exception-
ally generous person, and while I can’t exactly remember
how it started, I think they asked one day at the Project if I
had a manuscript, and I said yes, and they offered to read
it and send it around. I remember we met in the East Vil-
lage a few weeks after I sent it along, and they had printed
out the poems, written “goth NY school” on the front,
which was hilarious, and reordered everything. Then we
went through it poem by poem, and they explained the
method they used, which was a combination of finding,

almost like little jokes, links from one poem to the next—
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shared words and images, but less obvious things than
that too, making a chain. Along with that threading, they
also were thinking about it in the way you might organize
poems for a reading (speaking of reading aloud), where
it’s really an energetic question—what energy do you need
to get started and to sustain both your and your reader’s
attention, what kind of rhythm will propel you from one
poem to the next, when do you need to accelerate or slow
down, when do you need quiet, when can you go long,
those kinds of questions. It was unforgettably helpful. And
they did everything they said they’d do and more, send-
ing it to many publisher friends, but nobody was inter-

ested, which is cool, it’s gotta take the time it’s gotta take.

I feel like for me, more than anything else perhaps, edit-
ing is an exercise in testing my humiliation threshold.
One thing I don’t love about myself as a poet and a per-
son is that I'm pretty easily embarrassed, and so when I'm
editing poems, most of what I'm asking is: “Would I be
too embarrassed to read this aloud?” I wish it were more
gleeful and intuitive instead! It isn't a matter of how much
is disclosed, in terms of feeling or personal detail, but
I think maybe something else about self-awareness, like
never wanting to feel or seem like I'm not in on my own
joke. Which kind of maybe brings me to what I've been
wanting to ask you, which again kind of embarrasses me
for both its curiosity and its simplicity—how much do you
worry, if you worry about this at all, about the poems in
Mercurial, Or Is That Liberty ? being misunderstood? You have
this line at the start of a two stanza poem: “I dreamt of
a hall of dark corners / above the haunted / two stanza
poem,” and I'm thinking about the hall whose destination
is unclear, the ghosts and secret residents of the dark cor-
ners of the poem, and wondering when you want to bring

a flashlight and when you want the flashlight to break?

XOXO

Laura

Dear Laura,

I do worry about the images in my book being too fuzzy
to recognize. It’s easy to hide things in poetry. I should
be careful with hiding, because I know its obscurity fac-
tors too well from childhood. The masks and veils were
something that drew me to poetry as a child in the first
place—that I could use it to dress up and say things that
adults couldn’t understand. That is an early problem in
learning to write. I became a better writer when I wasn’t
using poetry to say anything other than what experience
itself inspired. The disambiguation in learning to write
is clarified for me in the distinction between using poetry
as a form to tell the same stories we’ve always heard, as
in state poetry, and approaching poetry as the space in
service to preserving and advancing literary and linguis-
tic experimentation. With the line of my poem that you
mentioned, I am reminded that there is a lot of reference
to the act of writing in my book. I used to have a private
laugh at “poems about poems.” It became less important
to avoid at times I was more open to learning. I think there
must be something pedagogical about exploring the edges
of poetry in this way. It’s like the muse contemplating the
size of the bottle it’s been trapped in. I want to gesture
towards expansion, but I always end up having to illus-
trate that through the struggles one has in getting there.
This is like the metaxu, to bring up Fanny Howe again.
It was a concept from Simone Weil that interested her.
The metaxu is illustrated by Weil as the wall between two

prisoners. The prisoners use the wall to communicate by

tapping on it. The wall is both what separates them and
what allows them to communicate. For Weil, the separa-
tion from God is like this. You asked me about the “hall
of dark corners / above the haunted / two stanza poem.”
I think I like to reserve that space for the possibility of
watershed moments like the metaxu to manifest. It’s what
I am knocking towards at those edges we poets speak of. I
think you're onto something similar in Duvall, Shelley with
the poem “I Thought It Haunted.” You write: “I've seen
light reflect from more / than one pier.” Light signals
are certainly easier to see in low light, as well as the edges
blurring and tending toward unification. In the same
poem, you write: “Even as I'm wishing I could separate
objects from how I use them, I'm thinking of how nice it
is to sit on stairs.” I read sitting on the stairs as fusing with
the connective tissue of the building’s architecture. This
leads me to another source of connective tissue in your
book, which is the “you.” How do you wish us to read the
other(s) addressed in Duvall, Shelley? Are there many? Do
they become one? Whose reply do you, at present, await?

yours,

r

HiR <3

The way you're describing obscurity makes me think about
how Fred Moten describes “courting miscommunication”
in B Jenkins, when he’s thinking both about the political
necessity of secrecy and secrets, and also about new pos-
sibilities for communication opened via failed or impos-
sible communication. I think very connected to the child

artfully evading the adults’ understanding!

It’s funny, I'm reading Jacqueline Waters’s extremely good

”

new book right now, and the use of “you” in it is so ter-
rific: “This is not aimed at anyone / but you and I know
it’s YOU.” So I've definitely been thinking about “you”
lately. I feel like the power of pronouns kind of scares me

¢

as a writer, how echoing the cavern of “she” or “we” or “I”
or “you.” Some pronouns feel necessarily narrative to me,
in how they imply a character and therefore the possibility
of a plot. “You,” though, for me, doesn’t have that, it’s
more like a narrative collapse, telling someone a story of
themselves, a story of the present—the joke I'm making to
myself right now is “a hole story instead of a whole story.”
The hole being the outline of the “you” who is no one or is
not one, who can only ever coalesce for the duration of the
utterance, and will not come back the same when called
again. Sometimes. Other times there is a “you,” a secret
I keep for myself in the poem’s sweep. This is gonna be
more of a quick moment stolen from a work-style note—
thinking about “you,” and Eileen, and thinking still about
you writing as a child as a way to evade adults’ misunder-
standing, I'm wondering who you might name as some of

your teachers for writing these poems?

XOXO

Laura

Dear Laura,

You have me thinking about the “cavern,” but where the
cavern is more like a well—a wishing well—where I could
aspire to someone’s “you.” Being someone’s “you” is a
major responsibility. I find I often want to live up to this

“

»” ) . . .
you. It’s a very reﬂexwe, mise—en—abyrne Space—seeing



the you that is seen... On most days, I'm willing/able to do

that, though sometimes I fail, as we all do.

On a lighter note, I really liked that story about Eileen.
I love to imagine this happening in Tompkins Sq. Park;
your pages, newly organized by Eileen’s genius, flapping,
almost being carried away down Ave. A on a gentle zephyr.

Good editing, I imagine, happens on the wind...

Everyone who has meant a great deal to my poetic devel-
opment and these poems seems to have come to me on
the wind. For the book at hand, Fanny Howe was the most
important mentor in its completion. She showed me how
nascent I was and how I must own that position. Through
our work together in August 2024, she inspired me to

reframe my enduring naiveté, and to title and sequence

the book as I have.

Can you tell us more about this “Sarah’s Desires,” the
speculative alternate title of your first published book,
as well as this proliferation of names in your work, the
comma, and how it may or may not guide your creative
research, as you touch on Audre Lorde, Mary Shelley, and

others.

<3

rr

Dear Rachelle,

It was on St Marks! And am I misremembering, or was it
the case that you and Fanny passed your time together in
the lobby of a hotel, elevator music softly playing? I really
delight in that image, I hope I remember it right.

How can I describe it—a bit like the names of places, I feel
a kind of thrill at the sound of women’s names in poems,
at the suggestion of everything I can’t imagine about the
living that is currently organized around that location (be
it Jerome, AZ, or the moveable place that Jennifer is).
To go back to the masks and veils you brought up ear-
lier, the fascination with naming for me feels connected
to the sense that it is a rich but provisional costume on
the surface of something too vast to ever articulate so
succinctly. So I use a lot of names, real people, fantasy
people, friends, fixations, and then do the “is this embar-
rassing” test and sometimes take them out again. “Sarah”
comes from a story a friend wrote a long time ago, where I
appeared as my evil alter-ego and was named Sarah, and I
always liked that, how close it is to Laura, and have thought
of her since, wondering after her parallel life. And the
other women—Lorde, Shelley, Weil, and all the commas
that link them—are never far away from the poems because
they’re never far away from me, guiding the daily research

that is cleaning the fridge and talking to people.

Your title has not only a comma, but also a question mark,
and before we're done I want to ask you about that ques-
tion: Mercurial, Or Is That Liberty? What relationship, what
ambiguity, are you looking at there? Is it a question you're
trying to answer? I'm so moved by how the flag on the
cover waves below the question, visually gesturing towards

the word “LIBERTY?”
I await your reply <3

XOXO

Laura

Dear Laura, Sarah, Jennifer,

I'm so glad I asked, because I find your thrill at the sound
of women’s names to be revelatory. I too find women's
names to be resonant and echoey spaces. I like it when a
poem calls out through another's name. It’s like a mask,

as you say.

It wasn’t quite elevator musak with Fanny but lots of R&B
and soul in the lobby of the Charles Hotel. This is how I
learned she is a fan of the singer Sade. The playlist seemed
to give her the idea to remix her last book, as she did, into

what became the book-length poem This Poor Book.

I think the ambiguity I'm after is that of authorship. For
me, the idea of the author is able to contain the political
animal in a way that my being a mother or friend cannot.
I come to poetry because I think it is the most free of art
forms, in the sense of libre not gratuit. In American English

at least, it seems like we don't distinguish between the two.

Before we part, Laura, what are you working on now, once
we have finished these letters?

<3 rr

Hi dear Rachelle <3

Yes! After a long time of not writing—my access to poetic
language was pretty devastated by the intersection of preg-
nancy, birth, postpartum life occurring simultaneous to
the ongoing genocide in Gaza—I'm finally finding my way
back, through working on a long poem called “What Are
You Afraid Of.” I think the question mark will be implied,
but having this opening question/accusation offers a very
functional engine, since I can just look for a new way to
answer it every time I have a moment to write, much like
the role summarizing Variety played in Laura’s Desires. It’s
helping me to think about fear as a political and social
tool, and also as one of the less fun defining features of
motherhood, and it also allows me to write about horror

films, which I'm always trying to do.

Would it be okay if I sent it back to you one more time, so
I could hear a bit about what you're working on lately? Not

to force the last word upon you, I'm just so curious!

I've really loved getting to send and receive these notes
between us, and having another reason to carry your book

around with me everywhere I go.

Love,

Laura

Dear Laura,

It’s very smart to give yourself an engine that is so gener-
ative. The title becomes a mantra. Especially with horror
films, one sees that we are more flexible with our fears
than with our beliefs. We can take pleasure in our fears,
play with them. We also are tempted to, and often do,
overcome them. It happens, but it’s rare to find some-
one trying to overcome a belief. I think we can learn to
be more loose in our beliefs in how we fear and overcome
fears. Something about fear is both more powerful and
less dogmatic than belief. I think you are at the beach
right now, and so I'll add that I really liked reading my

older cousin’s Fear Street books on family beach vacations
as a kid. Fear is better than boredom. It has the ability to
abruptly interrupt boredom and change a situation very
quickly. That’s one thing I like about suburban horror,
like Lynch and Craven. Needless to say, 'm eager to read

your new work.

As for my work, I am staying on the edge of my writing—-
working on a lot of hybrid works right now. As a result, I'm
having a hard time differentiating between projects. I'm
writing a screenplay, for example, and when I start writ-
ing about how it’s failing, I start thinking that the journal
entry might become a novel. I also teach from time to time
and need to do research for my classes. In this way, I am
working on new poetry in the margins of other projects.
I wrote five new poems as of March this year, and they are
coming. I read a few of them at Dog Park in Kingston in
February. The new work is similar in tone to Mercurial, but

the durations are running longer. We’ll see what happens!
It’s surely been a privilege to share this space with you, L.
Not at all haunted or ghosted. I've felt like I've resurfaced
to a warm, sunny day. Thank you for the discourse! With

much respect and gratitude for this exchange,

r. rahmé
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LEIRE BILBAO ‘
BETWEEN FISH SCALES [Karmelo C. Iribarren

Translated from BASQUE by
JOANA URTASUN “These poems trawl daily life

thJ“IEIr“’EO rEdeVleI for moments of desire, violence,
and creation, arranging and
transforming them into small,
intimate worlds of magic and
terror.” 0
e

—EMILY SKILLINGS
BEFORE

KARMELO C. IRIBARREN Lol Sesgo
YOU'VE HEARD THIS
ONE BEFORE

Translated from SPANISH by “Like bar talk at its most
JOHN R. SESGO  musical, with the mundane
moments of life—a plastic
Scales bag in the wind, the water
under a bridge—made utterly
surprising.”
—HARPER GALVIN

RICARDO DOMENECK
FIRST EPISTLE
TO THE AMPHIBIANS “This savvily edited selected

Translated from PORTUGUESE by  situates Domeneck’s Brazilian
CHRIS DANIELS Portuguese in a transnational,
translingual network of gay
; predecessor poets that includes
Ricardo Domeneck Cavafy, Pasolini, and O’'Hara.”

—BRIAN TEARE

ASTRID CABRAL
SPOTLIGHT ON
THE WORD

Translated from PORTUGUESE by ~ ~Cabral’s multi-layered
ALEXIS LEVITIN exploration of language,

specifically as it lives in poetry,
rings full and rich in this
artfully rendered translation.”

—SHERYL ST. GERMAIN




POETRY

Juliette Jeffers

Barbarella

While crawling on the yellow shag rug,

I'lost sense of space and time.

I'am from Earth and I know how to fight

in many different beds and eras of architecture.

In the waiting room, I was asked to choose

between three exciting forms of death.

I was told I would find myself in the lake of evil,
experience its terrible appetite for light.

This is really a much too poetic way to die!

Instead of dying, I ended up at a party.

Highly innovative sex radiated from my palms.

My chest was bright red. I felt ridiculous.

But as usual, men were willing to help.

Essence of man, I stayed,

enjoying the hookah lounge

in my long white gloves.

When we reach the crescendo,

you will die of pleasure, they said,

What kind of girl are you?

Have you no shame?
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INTERVIEW

Las bregas y las bromas.

Balancing lighthearted jokes against the gravity of
cross-generational grief, Urayodn Noel’s latest book
Cuaderno de Isabela/Isabela Notebook
indeed contains las bregas y las bromas. Noel
writes, “...when diaspora erased your memory of these
bodies that for an instant indeed took care of each other
and honored the struggle and the jokes as little as they
knew then or wanted to know about these ecologies

of death.

I had the delight of talking tienda with the great
Urayodn Noel, whose work stomps with Severo Sar-
duy’s influences, echoes of Pedro Pietri’s impact, and
refreshing takes on printed and live performance. Noel
is a professor, poet, and MVP of community engage-
ment in my estimation, and our conversation swqyed
from Boricua bays to celestial experiential phenomena
of care and comedy.

—Mateo Rodriguez-Hurtado

Mateo Rodriguez-Hurtado: Hi Ura! I'm
really glad to talk shop with you about all
things literatura in your writerly vida.
There’s so much to run through, like your
latest book and how we’re all holding up
in these delicate times. In an interview last
year, you referred to the fantastic Nicole
Cecilia Delgado of the publishing platform
La Impresora as a "figura hemisférica.”
What role does La Impresora play in Puerto
Rico, specifically in the intra and inter-is-
land literature scenes? Said another way,
how does the impact of independent
presses like La Impresora empower writers
and their communities across el Caribe?
And how does all of this relate to your new
book, Cuaderno de Isabela/Isabela Notebook, just
published by La Impresora?

Urayoan Noel: Over the past decade,
Nicole Cecilia Delgado and Amanda
Hernandez’s work with La Impresora,
an ecofeminist Risograph project based
in Isabela, Puerto Rico, has been key to
literary production and conversations
across the archipelago, building bridges
with Diasporican authors and with lit-
erary communities across the Caribbean
and Abya Yala. It has published work by
important queer, Trans, Black, Indige-
nous and disabled writers, cultural work-
ers, and performers, both emerging and
established, and it has foregrounded what
Ulises Carrién famously called the “art
of making books” as a relational practice,
involving authors in the production of

their books, offering community book-
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Urayoan Noel with
Vlateo Rodriguez-Hurtado

making workshops, hosting readings, and
generally centering the situated and the
embodied beyond canonical notions of
the literary and what Angel Rama called
the “ciudad letrada” that writes the Other
out of its limits. In this sense, it is import-
ant that La Impresora is based outside of
metro San Juan, in the littoral (lit/oral)
space of Isabela, a coastal town in the
northwest of Puerto Rico. Isabela is where
my abuelo was from and where much of
his large extended family remains, and
returning there in 2021 to visit La Impre-
sora was at the root of what would become

Cuaderno de Isabela/Isabela Notebook.

While we are both from the San Juan
metro area, I met Nicole during her
years living in New York, where we were
both involved with grassroots spaces such
as Tanya Torres’s Mixta Gallery and with
Caribbean and Latin American commu-
nities in and beyond the Nuyorican Poets
Café. Nicole details her journey as a writer
and bookmaker in her essential personal
essay/manifesto A mano, which in turn
informed my thinking about what I call
“Nuyorican Poets’ Art of Making Books.”
These Nueva York/Caribe

networks and relations shaped my own

community

work as a poet, including in Cuaderno de
Isabela/Isabela Notebook, which builds on the
walking, translingual anti-ethnographies
of DominicanYork writer, dancer, and
performer Josefina Biez (a huge influ-
ence back to my days living in Washington
Heights) and on the late Pedro Pietri’s
Nuyoricosurrealist run-ons, which I read
as counterflows to the hegemonic flows of

racial capitalism.

MRH: There’s she

remember this, but the first time I met

a chance doesn’t
Nicole was in winter of 2022, the night
of this epic Rican poetry marathon at The
Whitney Museum. You and Nicole and
many others—Joey De Jesus, Edwin Tor-
res, Elisabet Velazquez, and so on—kept
the energy so alive. I'm sure there must
have been a brief exchange between Nicole
and I at the afterparty of this marathon,
but it was definitely washed over by serv-
ings of coquito and blaring replays from
Bad Bunny’s Un Verano Sin Ti. These com-
munity networks overlap! Could you
expand on what it was like, from a sensory

perspective, to spend quite some time in

Puerto Rico, and what it felt like to be on

the ground at La Impresora?

UN: Visiting La Impresora over these
post-Covid years led me to a practice of
walking through Isabela (its small urban
core, its hills and shores, side roads and
even expressways), a practice tied to my
situation as someone with epilepsy and a
nondriver from an island where colonial
modernization involved the gutting of mass
transit and the imposition of car-centric
suburbia in the image of the US. Through
this (crip‘? diasporic?) dérive, I came to
know an Isabela beyond my fleeting yet
deeply rooted childhood memories of the
town, and during one of my walks I even
reconnected by chance with our fam-
ily matriarch there, now in her 90s, who
introduced me to other family members
and to the history of our family there as
they have resisted the massive U.S.-fu-
eled displacement now happening across
Puerto Rico. These walks allowed me to
begin to understand myself beyond San
Juan, the Bronx, and central Florida, the
coordinates of my dispersed Boricua sub-
jectivity. Quickly after these walks, which
happened during short trips between 2021
and 2025, I would transcribe my impres-
sions, memories, and free associations
with minimal editing and punctuation,
inspired by Pietri’s run-ons and Baez’s
anti-ethnographic performance texts but
also by Nicole’s own quieter but no less
subversive practice of making artist books
that document her camping trips across
and beyond the Puerto Rican archipel-
ago. Although I initially wrote the book in
Spanish, I later brought a similarly loose
approach to the English self-translations,
focusing on music and energy more than
strict equivalence of meaning even as the
run-ons acquired an especially unwieldy
quality in English, which is far less forgiv-
ing of long, flowy, syntax and clause-heavy
prose. I like to think the result is emo-
tionally accessible (especially compared to
much of my earlier work), yet still insist-
ing on the unreadable, the untranslatabil -
ity of the body and mind as they make and
break language.

MRH: What you're noting about the text
being emotionally accessible resonates with
me, when reading your book I both mem-

ory-hopped to my times on the island as a

kid and young adult with my family, while
simultaneously processing how the poems
evoke a Pietri spectral quality for really any
audience that’s willing to listen and pres-
ent. Reading this book obvio feels like an
example of translation, of language, mem-

ory, history right?

UN: At the time that I began these walks,
I had been translating and writing about
Nicole’s camping books as challenges to the
insularity and hermeticism of the lettered
city and as invitations to an archipelagic
Caribbean attuned to anticolonial ecolo-
gies. The choice to write CGuaderno de Isabela/
Isabela Notebook in prose is partly a shout-
out to the poetic influence of Nicole’s own
notebook poetics (and, more messily, that
of Joanne Kyger, whom I never met but
always admired) but it was also a response
to the queer, ecofeminist disability poet-
ics of Aurora Levins Morales, whose Kin-
dling: Writings on the Body emboldened me to
find a way to write from the run-ons of
my epileptic bodymind without worrying
about the resolution of the poem. I love
how Aurora’s prose blurs the boundaries
between prose poem, essay, manifesto,
memoir, counter-history, and more, a
poetics of silt that allows for a sedimented
language of Caribbean and hemispheric
becoming. One of my indelible memories
of the period when I began working on
Cuaderno de Isabela/Isabela Notebook was travel-
ing from Isabela with Nicole and my part-
ner Charlie to visit Aurora at her Finca La
Lluvia high up on the western edge of the
Cordillera Central in the Indiera Baja of
Maricao. Island is land. Is la isla. Is I.

MRH: Wow! Firstly, I'm thrilled by this
overview and flooding (in the best way) of
details, previews, insight, exploration that
you offer here as a teaser into what folks
may be able to be invigorated by upon
reading Cuaderno de Isabela/Isabela Notebook. 1
want to bring attention to a thread here
about Pedro Pietri’s anticolonial run-ons
and how that impacted and inspired this
new text you've churned out. In under-
grad, studying with the great Sandra Ruiz—
who we both adore—it became clear that
the way Pietri collapsed rules and crafted
new frames and worlds to think of per-
formance with specifically his absurdist
style of writing theatre, likely too remixed

how one might be used to receiving poetry



by the ear or eye. And yeah, as a reader,
Isabela Notebook tested my attention span
because I think I was ready to imagine the
text performed and since I'm bilingue like
yourself, my radars were thirsty for how
the translation might operate, which is
all to say it was fun to read your play(ing)
on the pages. The untranslatable memo-
ries, hopefully like they did for me, offer
a hefty sensory, stimulating challenge
when thinking of notions of home, place,
belonging, in a non-transparent way, to

your credit.

In graduate school, I was fixated by the
stirring work of the queer Cuban author
Severo Sarduy, specifically from his novel,
Cobra. Sarduy's ability to suffocate the
senses, yet allure with opacity, shook me
up and put a dent in my studies amidst
reading more traditional academic the-
ory. Are there ways his freaky qualities as a
scribe inhabit or manifest in your writing,

for live or printed performance?

UN: It’s so insightful that you mention
Sarduy and his freakiness as his work so
often gets reduced to a Latin American
(largely queer and Caribbean) neo-ba-
roque—and I think “freaky” is a great way to
characterize how his work balances formal
virtuosity with a punk rawness that defies
any one school or tradition. It’s funny
because I too went through a Sarduy phase

in grad school with Cobra in particular and

another novel, Colibri. While I don’t think
of him in a live performance context, there
is something uncomfortably embodied in
his work that interests me, beyond either
queer joy or queer abjection. Queer aban-
don, maybe? That’s certainly something
I'm thinking about with Cuaderno de Isabela/
Isabela Notebook. Something like a surrender
to language as a trippy death drive beyond
any illusion of a master language that can
make us queer subjects of the Caribbean
and its diasporas (]escribe cuiribe!) whole.
More like Glory W(hole), as in that awe-
some series you curated with Lili Pujol at
Dixon Place. I came of age seeking out such
queer spaces of gloriously uncomfortable
weirdness (the first time I read in NYC was
at an open mic at Dixon Place), something
your own performance work channels so
beautifully in all its magic ick. I think if
I could somehow bring Sarduy back and
have him perform at Glory Wi(hole), I
would beg him to read one of his déci-
mas, which are at once formally virtuo-
sic, gorgeous, dirty, and blunt. Décimas
are an important part of the Boricua oral
tradition and central to my poetry as it
remediates the jibaro music, trovadores,
and declamadores I was raised on through
my grandparents, and yet there’s the oral
tradition and then there’s being into oral
the way Sarduy does it: beautifully stain-
ing the page. So, yes, “printed perfor-
mance” is a great way of putting it and it

gets to a question that’s at the heart of my

NEW POETRY FROM WINTER EDITIONS

Jacqueline Waters

James Loop

work: how do we perform on a page that so
often has had no room for us? I think of
Roque Raquel Salas Rivera (a big fan and
brilliant reader of Sarduy and his poetry)
and of how Roque writes Boricuas (espe-
cially Trans Boricuas) into history even if
it requires the punk, anticolonial use of
footnotes, and of how his dazzling new
Trans epic Algarabia channels something
like the virtuosic in-your-faceness of Sar-
duy’s poetry into an unparalleled “printed
performance” that screams in whispers. It
is at times unsettlingly funny as it suffo-
cates the senses yet allures with opacity, to
use your keen words on Sarduy. Roque’s
poetry, with its swarmingly multisensory
and (neuro)divergent form attuned to the
prosaic and the polemical, was certainly
another influence on Cuaderno de Isabela/
Isabela Notebook. I guess Sarduy is that weird
tio that gives us permission in our freak-
ish efforts to theorize with and from our

embodied inventos.

MRH: Right, right, I think what you're
saying, uncomfortably embodied, Sarduy’s
writing gives us a terror of one’s own for-
mation, one’s own body and non-body.
Yes, Sarduy’s freakish courage to be weird
really sets his writing apart from others.
And in Cuaderno de Isabela there does
feel like a rugged tug and pull between
wanting to confess one’s own disconnect
from home (Puerto Rico) and the existen-

tial doom of even having a walking, mov-

ing, tired body at all. Maybe Salas Rivera’s
epic (which I'm dying to read!) indeed
keeps writing and performance necessarily
in-your-face for today’s dire times. And
yes your haunting question that exists in
your work, spooks me as well about what
to do when we don’t belong in printed,
archived work, when we’re not encouraged
to be our full, true selves steeped in our

sole and shared humanity, that’s rough.

As much as poetry or absurdist original
comedy can be a portrait of one’s moment
in time, I wonder, if you could inscribe
a poem anywhere in Puerto Rico perma-
nently, where would you do this, and why? I'm
thinking really broadly here, any example
spanning from the earlobe of a coqui, a

road in Rio Piedras, a tower at El Morro?

UN: I could be fancy and mention some
big landmark, but given what the book is
about, I'd have to go with Barrio Coto in
Isabela, where my prima, the matriarch,
long lived surrounded by family. Maybe
on her balcony, which overlooks Playa Pas-
tillo in one direction and the hills of Isa-
bela (where my abuelo was raised) in the

other. That balcony makes an appearance

in the book.

MRH: As you're pointing out, location,
notions of place are not afterthoughts or
interstitial only, in your text. Hills, balco-

nies, homes, communities are the source

Serena Solin

THE FRY

Waters’s fourth book confronts the ways we
push each other around, hoping for a little
win, settling for the slow diminishment of
our souls.

“A brilliant and plain-spoken strangeness.”
—Grabam Foust

“Waters’s poems ask, when do we stop per-
forming ourselves, our desires, our fears, and
when do we become them.”

—Laura Henriksen

“An adventurous, diamond mind.”
—Ariana Reines

METRONOME

In conversation with the Latin lyric and
modern queer literatures, Loop’s debut
collection sounds an arcade of voices whose
multiplicity, deviance, and good (and bad)
humor subtly subvert authority’s myths.

“A rare tonal agility—Dby turns tender, caus-
tic, devotional, and laugh-out-loud funny—
where grief and pleasure are co-conspira-
tors.” —Stacy Szymaszek

“Sensitive, generous, and frank, with itself
and with the world.” —Huw Lemmey

“Sharp, tender, masterful, disdainful of mas-
tery, ready to ‘unstring the lute’ and put ‘this
mouth to its honest use.’””

—Violet Spurlock

A BARER SKY

Drawing on sources from Dostoyevsky to Boyz
n the Hood, Emerson to Olson, the Puritans to
Honda Civics, the poems and essays of Solin’s
first book ask what it means to write in a
world of lush and violent textuality.

“An astonishingly coherent analysis of the
cracks and fissures threatening to splinter
the individual and collective soul in a time of
concussive losses.” —Kendra Sullivan

“A stellar accomplishment, a luminous elegy
on loss that unfolds in inventive forms... In
conversation with poets and thinkers from
Transcendentalism to the Language school,
Solin reminds us of our collective grief as
well as our collective strength.”

—Brenda Coultas
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material and animated environment that
you enliven and allow to foretell and pro-
claim on their own. The commonplace and
the familiar become something else. Espe-
cially since the book is written in prose,
this momentum of your thoughts drew
me in, tapping into something personal.
Speaking of blueprint and stencils of self,
I'm struck by your resonances with poets
of the past. Pietri, whom we both adore,
belonged to the group New Dramatists.
What did it mean to you to be the opening
act for him for his performance there back
in the day? And could you expand on how
his mentor-figura presence impacted you,

and continues to impact you today?

UN: I've written a lot about Pietri over
the years and spoken in interviews about
what he meant to me as an influence and
as an informal, fleeting, yet decisive men-
tor. We connected through the Nuyorican
Poets Café scene (especially the poet Nancy
Mercado) and he encouraged me early on.
As you note, he invited me (having just
met me and heard me read) to open for
him at a reading as part of his residency
at New Dramatists. It was an honor for
me as a young poet and performer and he
would continue supporting me, even com-
ing (with Papoleto Meléndez) to an open
mic I briefly hosted in El Barrio and invit-
ing me and my friends (then bandmates)
Monxo Lépez and Libertad Guerra (now
at the Museum of the City of New York
and The Clemente respectively) to fabu-
lous parties at his apartment in Manhattan
Plaza. Frankly, I have no memory of what
I read or performed at New Dramatists,
but I remember being struck by Pedro’s
vital energy, eccentric humor, concep-
tual genius, and especially his generous
spirit, which led him to bring together
poets, performers, writers, artists, and
activists, including those with styles and
backgrounds very different from his own.
He seemed to relish the beautiful chaos
of it all, which is very New York and very
Pedro. And behind the chaos, there was
a very deliberate sense of responsibility
to younger creators and to continuing a

movement that he had helped build.

I would never claim to be very close to
Pedro and I was hardly special, as I know
he mentored many other younger poets in
and around the Nuyorican scene, invit-
ing them to read and to his house. It was
a lesson for me that it’s not about individ-
ual achievement or careerism but about
something larger than ourselves that we
inherit and are custodians of, and I have
tried to follow Pedro’s example in my work
as a formal and informal mentor inside
and outside institutions. Pedro told me
that while he had kept his distance from
the Nuyorican Poets Café for a while for
personal reasons, he decided to come back
to the Café because it was too important
to not support—it needed to be there for

future generations. I think about that a
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lot at a time when institutions are in cri-
sis all around and when so many of us are
impatient even with the counter-institu-
tional spaces our marginalized communi-
ties built through years of struggle. Behind
the anarchist irreverence and all the play-
fulness, Pedro was a serious thinker who
understood the crucial role of poetry and
performance in social movements and
in our own journey as creators whose
work resists movement slogans and iden-
tity silos. (I could say something similar
about Tato Laviera, another mentor who
also came to my open mic in EIl Barrio.)
It’s my job to show up and to help build
spaces and opportunities for those who
are emerging now, as Pedro and others did
for me, even if (especially!) their work and
story is different from my own. Pedro was
defiantly anti-programmatic in his politics
and I try to be so as well. We go where our
people are and sometimes that means we

go our own way. There is no contradiction.

I think the last time I was with Pedro was in
October 2003 when he asked me to read
at a very punk festival he organized at the
Café called “Cock Tales.” It was all about
penises and conceived (ha!) in irreverent
solidarity with The Vagina Monologues. While
the concept might seem like some retro-
grade masculinism, in fact it was very hip,
with plenty of women and queer folks that
took Pedro’s idea in another direction—
which he seemed to love. I'm sure he would
have loved your Glory W(hole) series and
your approach to curation more generally
because you have a similar soft touch: cre-
ate a space, bring random people together,
and then get out of the way and let the
chaos become its own beauty and take you/

us somewhere.

MRH: Thank you! I would hope either
the ghost of Pietri would dig my stand-up
comedy series Glory Wi(hole) that I put
together with my friend Lili Pujol. Curat-
ing does seem to require this soft touch,
as you're bringing up, that brings folks
together ready to be bonkers, and in our
case, invite and incite laughter without any
disarming or pompous pretenses. It is a
merging of chaos and beauty, yep. From
conversations that you and I have had in
other instances, you've at least pointed
at or referred to somehow the ways Pietri
inspires you and how your poetry zigzags

in its own fierce oddity, too.

UN: My poems were always too weird and
too long for poetry slams, and anyway,
my neurodivergent brain is hostile to the
memorizing of anything beyond a short
burst of text. Pedro was the one who told
me to not worry about trying to fit in with
the slam scene (which I loved, supported,
and wrote about) but to do my own things,
reminding me that, as Boricuas, we have
been improvising our own poems our way
for centuries without any external rules

or judges to tell us how it should be done.

That gave me so much permission and
made clear the way forward. We make space
for each other in our differences. Sim-
ple as that. My only regret is that after the
“Cock Tales” festival, outside the Café, 1
told Pedro that I would call him the next
week and never did. Life got in the way, and
before I knew it, he had transitioned. It’s
a reminder that we need to check in with
our elders and let them know what they
mean to us. And Pedro meant so much to
so many. Guaderno de Isabela/Isabela Notebook is
partly about honoring the difficult beauty
of creating from our own weird body-
minds and letting that be enough, and it
could not have happened without Pedro.

MRH: Ura, in jest and in a jovial way, you
supremely bring attention to the poles as
much as the pillars in our queer commu-
nities in the written and enlivened word!
This Cock Tales festival seems unreal, and
well, the best. To say it one way, I am still
working through the multiple ways you're
prying at the potential or the vastness of a/
the body-mind, and it feels like you're say-
ing that Pietri’s Vietnam-traumatized yet
surreal, singularly odd mind approached
poetry and theatre how he wanted, full
stop. I appreciate how you continuously
trace lines of thought, intergenerational
poetry, and Caribbean kinship. Another
layer to your work that I want to follow
is the fact that you're also a translator.
During lockdown I got my hands on a copy
of the book Puerto Rico en mi Corazon and was
thrilled to see one of my peers featured in
this dazzling bundle of Rican poetry. In
thinking with my colleague from Illinois,
Claritza Maldonado, whose poem "hex
poem to colonizers, recolonizers, and hat-
ers" you translated into Spanish, I wonder:
how do you, Ura, ward off metaphorical
platanos-of-empire and racist, unripened
maduros in these divisive times? In the
calamity of this punitive administration,

what tools or lifelines keep you continuing

the good fight?

UN: I don’t think I've met Claritza in per-
son but I sure love her poem, especially as
its concision, badass wit, and emotional
tenor all defy translation. I think of my
translation as a gloss of all that refuses
translation in her original—and that’s a
good thing. I am struck by how her poem
echoes the violence of the diasporic dis-
placement through which platanos ended
up in our kitchens while also honoring
the resourcefulness of our expressive cul-
tures as they confront empire (in all its
brutal blandness/blanconess?). I think of
poetry and performance as those every-
day acts of defiance, like throwing old
cuchifrito grease at the colonizer or refus-
ing to translate pldtano or to disentangle
it from tostones (patacones?), maduros
(amarillos?), platanutres (platanitos‘?),
mofongo, araiitas, alcapurrias, pastelén,
canoa, pifién, and all our other unglossed

and indulgent modes of Boricua nour-

ishment. (My Proustian madeleine is the
jibarito sandwich with kimchi I got in Chi-
cago years ago.) The lifeline is that ances-
tral wisdom, whether from Pietri or from
abuelitas whose knowledge and histories of
land and people we carry with us—knowl-
edge no government can administer out
of us. They've been trying for centuries
y aqui estamos. It’s a ritual practice, like
walking in Isabela or morning coffee from
the greca (no moko in my pot). If that
sounds apolitical, that’s also the story of
the protests that gave us ethnic (and queer)
studies. I think of Sylvia Rivera’s fury but
also of her methodical practice as an orga-
nizer with STAR and of the need to keep
building our own spaces even as we keep
trying to tear down oppressive systems. It
takes both and it all begins with our bod-
ies as they compose and defy the note-
book. As scribes we're indescribable. As it
should be.



POETRY

Christopher Kazar Janigian

Come Onna My House ! Come Onna My House !

There are two. Plum, date, vent,
lung. Wasn'’t there everything I wanted. Wasn't there everything there. Apex with smoke,
garments with ink, once, twice, go,

fig: wasn't there black foil, eyes
isn’t it enough, to look out on a day with black foil eyes

When the panels on the roof stopped glinting it was revealed to me
that they were never there. And a duct opens:
acid pour through the hewing machine binds our apex
with smoke, garments with ink: our homes face each other. Palm-sized birds

flutter in the yard then stop.

<crackle when this happens, crust over paradise, cloud>

Nearby, several knots come undone, the synchronous known world loosening in

blue lucent bullets
some architect, some keel Are these silhouettes
you can feel. Do I see the calmness off the edge.
Do I empty my arms of the heights. Do I ignore
the business of budding by my feet, cold, cold, the reason why
I am cold, the frame is then a
spray like green What architectures are there

that pass you by, can you love a circle, can you love a slant, does the sun touch these still

and is this okay, there is an eyelash on my plate but I eat it anyway and don't tell

All the flutists line up and play the same note: that, that,
was a lake lapping at the black
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INTERVIEW

I'm Still Considering It A Blessing:
Stacy Skolnik with Courtney Bush

Almost everything about Robert Frost, a collection
of poems coming out with Book Works later this Spring,
coauthored by Robert Frost and Stacy Skolnik, is inter-

esting to me.

The poems themselves, of course, are interesting. All
of the language comes from Facebook posts written by
Frost as he documents his life as a homeless person in
America, and is rich with material detail, the kind of
hyper-specificity that only comes from real life. The
poems are about what and where he eats (“Subwz_ly
opens and I order / my coffee, 1.91. I hate how fast
food places charge different prices / based on loca-
tion”), where he charges his phone (“An outlet with a
lock on it outside a Publix”), the people and animals
he meets, where he sleeps, and how he spends his time
(‘justpla)ed a little impromptu concert / for the boyn-
ton beach police ”).

The poems also contain the full spectrum of human
emotion. Frost's language slips from joy to despair, from
generosity to anxiety, from anger to a Zen-like calm.
The poems are written with a completely unironic sin-
cerity one scarcely finds in contemporary poetry, devoid
of self-aggrandizement or self-consciousness.

Just as interesting is the way they’ve made their way
to us in poem form. Skolnik, co-director of Montez
Press Radio and writer often working with appropri-
ated texts, who was a friend of Frost’s in high school,
found herself drawn to these Facebook posts over the
_years. She began by archiving them, selecting a group of
them to edit, lineate, and shape into poems. Finally, she
arranged them into the full collection. And I'm so happy
she did. I love this book. I want everyone to read it.

-Courtney Bush

COURTNEY BUSH: I'm really excited to
talk about Robert Frost. I wanted to start
by asking you about Robert Frost as a per-

son and your relationship with him?

STACY SKOLNIK: I met Robert when 1
was around sixteen. He was a little older.
I knew him through some mutual friends.
He had this basement where people would
go and hang out and use, basically, and at
that point, he was very much, like, a fig-
ure. Eventually I lost touch with pretty
much everyone I went to high school with.
But as time went on, I would find myself,
when I still had Facebook, occasionally
stumbling upon Robert Frost’s page, well
after leaving Long Island, well after finish-
ing college. He had these posts that were
just documenting his life while homeless.
There was something so specific about
his perspective and the detail with which

he was cataloguing his experience that I
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thought was interesting on a material level,
but also had this precision of observation
that I thought was really beautiful. And at
some point [ started saving them. I would
copy and paste these posts into a document
over the course of years, not exactly know-
ing why I was doing that. I think I had a
sense that, you know, these platforms that
we live on are—as I experienced with mrs-
blueeyes123, a collection of poetry I wrote
publicly on social media, and turned into a
website after the account was banned from
Instagram—here one minute, gone the
next. So I didn’t know what might happen.
He could’ve deleted his profile. Facebook
could change its privacy policy. So I was
just saving these posts without it being a

conscious thought.

And then at some point, my friend, the
writer Hannah Regel, who’s also now my
editor at Book Works, was visiting New
York. We were riding the train and she
asked, “are you working on any poetry?”
And I told her about how I'd been saving
these posts by an itinerant musician I used

to know named Robert Frost. “Robert

Frost?” she asked.
“Robert Frost,” I said.

I rattled off a few lines that were ringing
in my head: “pictures of peacocks / pos-
ing prettily” and she asked me to send

her more.
CB: Did Robert know at this point?

SS: No. I hadn’t spoken to him. It was a
creepy thing that I was doing. So, yeah,
then I went back to his page and archived
a bunch more posts and had a pretty long
document of unlineated captions, essen-
tially. Then I started lineating some of
them and sent maybe ten poems to Han-
nah to share with her team at Book Works.
But the whole time, when it was still a
question of whether it was a project that
they would be into, I was sort of like, well,
if it is I'm gonna have to reach out to Rob-
ert, and that was something that I needed
to decide if I was comfortable with, in
terms of going back into my past in that
way. Because I hadn’t spoken to him in so
long and those teen years when I knew him
weren't exactly a good time in my life. But
after some consideration I sent him a mes-
sage via Facebook that received no answer
and I was like, fuck, maybe this project
isn’'t gonna happen. Though I noticed on

his About Page, it said, “Disclaimer: I ain’t

gonna sue.” I thought that was so funny.
CB: That is so funny.

SS: But it also had his phone number. So
I just sent him a text message. I was like,
“Hey, it’s Stacy, we used to hang out in your
basement in high school, I was friends with
Diana. Do you remember me?” And he
remembered me, he very much remem-

bered me. Because we were friends.
CB: Was he happy to hear from you?

SS: He was really happy to hear from me.
One thing I value a lot about this collabo-
ration with Robert is how much trust he’s
put in me despite the long gap in our cor-
respondence. Considering his experience
in the world, one might think he has no
reason to trust people. For instance, right
now, he’s locked up for loitering. We've
communicated a little bit about some book
stuff while he’s been in there, through the
prison’s messenger app. He deals with a lot
of bullshit from people. And, you know,
there’s a lot I don’t know about him. With
our relationship, I think it’s good for us to
keep it as a creative collaboration. We have
to have boundaries. It's a good, healthy
thing. I know he sees himself as an artist.
A lot of the money he makes to get by is
through busking. He’s a songwriter. And I
think that being treated as a practicing art-

ist has validated his sense of himself as one.

And it’s been reinvigorating for me. As
someone who is a culture industry worker,
it can be deflating when art becomes part
of a mill of content but Robert is someone
who, in my interpretation, makes work in
a way that is unfettered by an overwhelm-
ing sense of an audience or market. Even
though Facebook is public-facing and the
whole point is the audience of one’s social
circle, I don’t actually think it’s about the

audience for him. It feels diaristic.

CB: I want to talk about the actual poems.
So many of them include these moments
where, as you mentioned before, he has to
deal with bullshit from people, and that
his trusting you maybe felt like a surprise
because you've been reading these obser-
vations and experiences about his life
where people are not being good to him.
Because so much of the book is about his
experience with people who aren’t treating

him with dignity or respect.

SS: His trust in me has been validating.
Like, yeah you actually can trust me and
that makes me feel good about myself, you
know? That’s such a generous act on his
part, which is a beautiful gesture in a world
where people are incredibly skeptical of
each other all the time and understandably
so. But for someone to experience those
poles of kindness and violence constantly,

and choose to continue having faith...

The book, the way that the poems are orga-
nized, does have an arc. It goes up, and
then there’s this downward movement.
There’s an emotional decline. And then it
comes back up. That’s anyone’s life. You
have days when you're high and days when
you're low, but for someone to repeat-
edly choose to reemerge and keep going
after hard times, I think is a very inspiring

choice that one makes.

Sometimes I don’t remember the things he
remembers when he’s texting me. I don’t
know if it’s me or someone else that he’s
remembering, but whatever our friend-
ship was when we were younger, or however
he’s preserved it in his memory, I'm grate-
ful that it meant something to him and
that he could trust me enough now to give
me the freedom to work with his language
this way. I've sent him the digital ARC. I
don’t know if he’s read it in full, because
the ARC became available pretty close to
when he got locked up, so I don’t know if
he’s had a chance to see it in full. But I did
send him photos of the three poems that
were in the Poetry Project Newsletter that won
the Lisa Brannan Prize and he was like, “It
was so nice of you to help me with those,
wouldn’t even really have thought of those
entries as poems, justjournal entries. But
it feels really great to see that there’s more
poetry in what I write than what I tend to
think at the time.”

To me it felt so clear. There was this pre-
cision to his observations, the way he'd
document exact bike routes or describe
a mundane situation like dropping a
nickel or eating an Oreo through an
incredibly idiosyncratic lens that felt
inherently poetic.

But I don’t want to break it down into a sci-
ence. I'm sure you've had instances where
you're talking to a friend or you see some-
thing in an ad, on a sign, a piece of paper
on the ground, and you say, “Wow, that’s a
poem.” You know it when you see it. And



that’s what makes poetry magical—it’s so
malleable. It resists being easily commod-
ified or defined, which thematically aligns

with the concerns of Robert’s posts as well.

CB: I love that response of his, “I love
that you saw poetry in this,” because I do
remember at a certain point you telling
me that there were people in your writing
group who were made very uncomfortable
by the idea and who were sort of very ready
to jump to the judgment that it’s exploit-
ative. I want to hear your thoughts. It’s
interesting that it’s so easy to jump to that
conclusion without considering the feel-
ings of the artist they're insisting needs

“protection.”

SS: The concern in my writing group, 1
think, was more that it would have been
exploitative if I didn’t reach out to him.

And that would be true. And I was scared

to reach out to him.

CB: Did you consider not reaching out
to him?

SS: Yes, but that would mean not publish-
ing the poems. So I considered not doing
the project because, yeah, the past is a scary
place. Sometimes we leave the past in the
past for a reason. But I remember talking
to a friend of mine, I was telling him about
the possibility of turning these poems
into a collection, and should I reach out
to Robert, and should I go down this road
and revisit some of these characters from
my past, dig up some of these memories,
etc. And he reminded me, “no risk, no
reward,” which is how I feel in general

about artmaking.

CB: I find it really interesting that you talk
about the project as emotional and per-
sonal, because you're working with appro-
priated text. You're talking about this
project in terms of memory and personal
history and difficult emotion, which are
things more readily associated with a dif-
ferent kind of poetic composition. Lyric,
narrative. It’s easy to think of appropriated
texts or found texts or conceptual proj-
ects as cold and composed from a remove
but this is not that at all. Can you talk
about your relationship to working with

found language?

SS: I think with a lot of my work the sum
is greater than the parts. It’s kind of dif-
ficult to pull out one poem from Robert
Frost and have it make total sense without
the whole picture. If there are 80 poems
in this collection, probably 75 percent of
them really require the whole constella-
tion of what’s happening in the world of
Robert Frost to understand what’s being
articulated. I think of myself almost more
as a collage artist than I do a writer. An
editor-cum-collage-artist-cum-concep-
tual-writer. Something. I pull from the

world. I mean, all writers are doing that,

but I think I'm doing it in a very tactile
way. Material from the real world helps to
construct the universe of my work, much
of which deals with questions of who gets
to speak, whose words are valued, and how
the contexts in which language appears
shapes its meaning. I like taking language
from outside traditional literary spaces and
repositioning it to ask who has the right to

be heard and what determines value.

CB: Do you feel like it helps to get around
the self, too? I'm wondering, like, if
you're trying to write a world, and a sort
of capacious and full world, I think one
of the obstacles can be the I or the self. Is
that something you think about? Getting
yourself out of the way? I mean not totally
because obviously you're still there because
you're gathering and composing, but it’s
not like... me me me... I'm riding the D

train, I'm thinking about xyz.

SS: Yeah, I love that idea. Right now I'm
writing something in first person and it
upsets me to read because of how much the
word “I” appears. Even though it’s fiction,
the way it sounds is bothersome. It feels
repetitive. But on the other side of that
coin, these first-person captions of Rob-
ert’s resonated with me so deeply. His life
is not my life but there is this playfulness
there that I hope to embody in my other
projects as well, and in how I see the world,

at least on a good day.

CB: Well, something about them called
to you in this mysterious way. You felt
you had to preserve them. It reminds
me of this beautiful thing I heard. I was
at Kiki and Herb’s Christmas show, and
Justin Vivian Bond, as Kiki, was like, “I
love when someone says ‘I love this song!’
because what they're really saying is they
love themselves.” They sense a part of
themselves in the song that is easy, almost
automatic, to love. And maybe it’s just eas-
ier to love parts of ourselves when they're
externalized. Because then we can actually

see them.

SS: Totally. Of course the internet is often
a very disturbing place to be, but a lot of
the time—thinking of comments sections
and Reddit and Facebook captions like
Robert’s—I love the quality of the language
and the way different people’s perspec-
tives cohabitate. And through the inev-
itable discord that’s happening in those
spaces, when I'm reading, I'm like, I'm all
of these people. Which is maybe an egotis-
tical thing, or the opposite of what you're
saying. I can’t escape myself. In the impre-
cision between all of that language one can
find themselves—

CB: As part of it.

SS: Yes.

CB: I want to bring up the Transcenden-
talists. When I was reading Robert Frost, I
couldn’t help but think about, like, Emer-
son. Wait, which one is Walden?

SS: Is that Thoreau?
CB: It’s Thoreau.
SS: We can look it up.

CB: It doesn’t matter. On record it doesn’t
matter. But we know what Transcendental-

ism is.
SS: Vaguely.

CB: The reason I'm joking and don’t
remember is because I learned about them
as a child, in elementary or middle school,
but I remember they left society, they
questioned it, they protested what they
observed to be wrong, they documented
that protest, and believed that people had
a right to live and be as they chose. These
ideas are so strong in Robert’s writing, but
what I think changes with Robert Frost is that
he’s staying in society. The Transcenden-
talists seemed like hermits. That’s what
Walden is. I'm alone at this pond. I don't
need anybody else. Though I think I heard
somewhere recently that his mom was
bringing him groceries and, like, cookies

the whole time.

SS: Hell yeah, thanks, Mom. When I first
messaged Robert and we were first com-
municating about my turning some of
these posts into poems and publishing
them I asked him questions, like, “Why
this way of life? It seems really difficult.”
And he had said—here, let me find the text

exchange. He said:

Mostly it’s that I like to travel and can’t
afford any better living conditions,
not if I wanna have money to spend
on stuff I wanna do at least and still be
able to save up money If I was paying
rent I'd never be able to save up the

money for my bus 'm hoping to buy

And I’d always be stressed out worried

about coming up with rent

On top of that when I have a place to
stay it kinda sucks me in and I rarely
go out, maybe if I had a car so I can
get places but without one it’s just too
much effort getting anywhere, so with-
out some kind of Automobile I prefer

living on the streets

Having an apartment also makes travel
more difficult Now I can just go from
one place to the next place without
needing to return to the same place

each time

Also I was raised middle class and I still
like to enjoy a middle class lifestyle as

far as I can, I like going to movies or
going bowling, Hitting up the arcade
or playing some pool, I always enjoy an
amusement park or even just going out
for a nice meal and if it comes down to
having a roof over my head or getting
to do these fun things I'd rather give
up the comfort of a warm bed to be
able to partake in these kinds of expe-

riences, on top

of that I just can’t really work for some-
one else anymore, anything longer
than a few weeks and I wanna kill
myself answering to “the boss,” I spent
so many years dealing and working for
myself it’s hard to go back to slaving for
someone else, I need my freedom and

to make my own choices

Besides it’s hard to hold down a job
when you're always on the move so I
make what I can with my music until
either find the love of a good woman
or strike it rich so I can take care of the
heroin addict gold digging whore i fell
in love with back home, my Lying No
Good Dirty Rotten Scoundrel

CB: There’s also in this book, this idea
that his homelessness is something that he

doesn’t want to resolve. One poem reads:

They just think they can lie to me and
bully me

around and there’s nothing I can do
about it and I'm starting to think
they’re right cause I've contacted hun-
dreds of people about it and nobody
wants to help, at least not in any of the
ways I want or need it, they just wanna
house me

but I don’t want to be forced into
housing I want to be out in the world
where I can get all the help I need,
oftentimes more than i need, not
locked up in some box where im not
making any money living in squalor
cause its too much of a hassle to go
out, not relying on some “agency” with
their mountains of paperwork which
may one day decide I'm not worthy
anymore or is too overextended to give
me the attention I deserve but from
people who genuinely want to help and
don'’t ask for anything back but a smile
But I think the thing that bugs them
the most is that I can almost effortlessly
make a living just by being me, just
hanging out somewhere watching TV

and playing songs

SS: Part of the reason he doesn’t want
housing is probably because it’s not con-
ducive to the way his mind works. And
I've come to learn that Robert is defi-
nitely passionate about homeless rights.
When he was locked up this February, he
was trying to get in touch with the news,
he was trying to get his story out, perhaps

naively so. My cynical brain was saying, [
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don’t know how many people are really going to care
about this story, Robert. But he wants a revolu-
tion for homeless rights. In a way, what’s
so powerful about his lifestyle is, like, this
is inevitable. People don’t want to address
the problem because it’s hard to answer,
and makes us uncomfortable. What should
we do about people who can’t or don't fit

society’s mold?

CB: Or those who simply don’t want to and
don’t feel they should have to. I can only
speak to the book but it doesn’t seem like

he loses hope very often.

SS: I think, of course, sometimes a loss of
hope comes up. He has that one moment
about apologizing. “I'm deleting this app
off my phone / so if you wanna apologize /

my number is in my about section.”
CB: I love that one.

SS: It’s so good. But the problem that he
exposes or is talking about is real. I don’t
have the solution but I understand why it
troubles people to encounter someone like
Robert, because it so goes against every-
thing that our society suggests is humane
(and sane). He lives out of a large cart and
has sacrificed a lot of the creature comforts
most of us can’t imagine surviving with-
out in order to live his life as a traveling
musician. Having art and literature that
shares people like Robert’s firsthand expe-
rience helps, because it is very outside of
the norm. There’s no infrastructure really
to support someone who wants to live this
way. So it’s cool that the world of poetry
can do a little bit of that, ever so slightly.

CB: At least it can support the language,
the observation and experience in this
form, you know, decontextualized as it is.
I want to talk about sincerity in the book.
Often in contemporary writing, when I
encounter sincerity, it’s overblown and
self—aggrandizing and embarrassing or,
you know, totally ironic and self-con-
scious. That’s not happening here. And it’s

extremely sincere.

SS: The sincerity is interesting because
it'’s internet writing. And I think we've
come to associate internet writing with an
impersonal quality, because it’s detached,
mediated by the screen. I didn’t include
any of the comments from any of these
posts though, and that’s where a lot of
the person-to-person (as opposed to sys-
temic) coldness comes in. There are peo-
ple who comment on his posts that are

quite aggressive and cruel.

CB: What else happens for you in the pro-

cess of recontextualizing this text?

SS: In addition to challenging a hierarchy
of value by repositioning it as literature,
I'm also admittedly painting a picture that
I want, by selecting the captions I have, by
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putting them in the order that I have, or by

excluding cruel comments.

CB: Well the cruelty comes into the book,
but always through Robert’s voice, Rob-
ert’s perspective. Some people throw a
McGriddle sandwich at him and the poem

says:

I don’t know if it was thrown
maliciously

or with good intentions,
possibly a little bit of both,
but it hit me hard,

had a bite out of it already
and fell apart on the sidewalk
when it hit me.

I'm still considering it

a blessing.
SS: But I'm still considering it a blessing.

CB: Right. He gets the last word, he gets
to decide. The writing is so conversa-
tional but it’s also so engaged in all the
things poetry has always been engaged in.
It’s recording the world in detail, the way
people treat each other, what we see, ani-
mals, the mystery of being alive. Some of
my favorite poems are the ones that have to

do with his relationship to animals.

SS: Yeah, they're really beautiful. Anyone
who’s experienced a cross-species rela-
tionship understands the purity and depth
and how meaningful it can be to be seen
by and relate to other creatures who don’t

judge you.

CB: He’s burying dead birds that he finds.
He’s feeding bees.

SS: He has a pet lizard that runs away.
I find that to be a very heartbreaking
moment. His lizard kind of doesn’'t need

him anymore.

CB: Yeah! But he has so much grace for the
lizard. The poem ends, “I'll miss that little
jumping / all over my body and burrowing

/in my hair but yes, I hope he’s happy.”
SS: The lizard is his own man.

CB: Do you have a favorite poem?

SS: The mosquito poem.

CB: The mosquito poem is extremely spe-
cial. It’s a poem about feeling sympathy for
a mosquito with a broken nose that can’t
suck his blood and wanting to put out a
bowl of blood for it to drink. It gets at the
deep generosity, which I think is the great
theme of this book. Part of the poem reads:

I’'d watch her try to stick her nose in
and it just kept bending

on her as she tried to insert it, she’d
realize it wasn’t in

and pull it back up, then I'd see her try

to straighten it out

or possibly she was trying to sharpen
it, her little arms frantically pawing up
and down the length of her nose just
trying to set it right make it work

as she desperately searched for the spot
I tried to direct her to a place with
thinner skin but couldn’t figure out
how

to do that without

scaring her away as I tried tilting my
hand this way and that pointing and
praying she would break through but

sometimes nature can be cruel

SS: There’s something very Christ-like in

that moment.
CB: Totally.
SS: Literally, take my blood.

CB: He extends this generosity toward a

creature whose nature is to harm him.

SS: There’s such a generosity there, a one-
ness. Kathryn Scanlan, who I love and who
blurbed the book, said it’s a deeply paci-
fist book. And I think all of the animal
interactions do a lot of work to convey how
deeply pacifist Robert is and how that also
translates to his human interactions. It’s

that trust thing again. It’s miraculous.

Robert Frost can be pre-ordered from Book
Works at: bookworks.org.uk/publishing/
shop/robert-frost



POETRY

Marc Solomon

Antechamber

When will attending nurses call me, me
of all people? I wish I could do
without the attention. The staff

will take my bloods to let me know if
something new has thrown me off

my stride. At my age, a pinch

isnot what worries me most, fraught

moments, waiting ina waiting room.

Aren’t pauses rich?  Are

remedies final, or one-off recourses
thorough merely in their asperity?

MayI not complain so much,
as to kick buckets less droll than needles
into ascendent caretakers, shy to greet

non-ambulatory patients as little other

than vehicles of extremity, all but gone.

first winter
this first winter
snow off our urban river

running gray

tonight  finds brusque
tugboats  at sway-back hours

crossing glances

between dauntless
cliffs two tugs hang back  notched

to barges  awaiting

radioed calls to
lift anchor but for lights no

one near would

know whose vessels were
there anchored from drift awaiting

orders to get

under way which wind
tugs the Hudson  to wrestle

northward this

late hour turgid bold
unhesitatingly lighted  against dire

weather through crew-

quarter windows each severe
hand winters separate against anterior

weather below

deck inside welded
bulkheads who can decide which

voices hold

sway  without more
second thought among sailors

than set tides
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INTERVIEW

The Door Was Open, | Walked In:
Norma Cole with Alexis Almeida

“light which is not sum” - Norma Cole, Mars

I don’t remember exactly when, but at some point many years ago, someone
gifted me Norma Cole’s To Be At Music. I had never read her—what
is this amazing book ? Of talks and essays, with a Stanlgy Whitney painting
on the cover, and line fragments, notes, prose blocks, and quotes unfolding
into exacting, yet improvisatory forms. I remember loving the title of the
essay “Start Singing”—it refers to Chris Marker’s film about war in Yugo-
slavia—and opening to it now, I also remember the way the prose seems to
speak to itself like a series of asides, while at the same time accumulating,
moving into and against its own logics, finding ways to pose new questions
and begin again: “Would you be so kind as to look at my eyes, as to look at
the points of view behind false opposites. (At this point, I could have made
an other different shape, but did not realize it.)”

-Alexis Almeida

Norma’s work explores what she calls a poetics of vertigo
(via George Oppen, Nathaniel Mackey, Robert Mother-
well, from a talk she gave at the Unitarian Center in SF
in 1998), and translation (via Samuel Beckett, Emilio
Gomez Garcia), and languages like Latin, Hebrew, Bugi-
lai, and Zuni. It also remembers the The Poets’ Theater
Jubilee, a festival put on by Kevin Killian and Camille Roy
in the early 2000s, always contending with presence—how
can a work look both forward and back—with community
and the assembly of people in public, the assemblage of
text on paper, the mobilization of, the looking toward the
conditions in which to gather, and work, and “play...in a
territory of risk.” Her work also resists easy classification,
is seen and felt materially, as composition, it exists within
variable proportions, moves across languages, stretches
(and sometimes gives) across long and difficult textures
and surfaces. That Norma is also a visual artist was not at
all surprising to learn, given the space her work creates,
and the collaborations with other artists (Marina Adams,
Stanley Whitney, Jean Daive) that have sustained her prac-

tice for many years.

But I want to pause here, in the space between a talk and
an essay, where To Be At Music lives. Cedar Sigo writes, in a
piece about Norma: “I think of studies as forms that ask
to be re-entered so they never seem bound by a sense of
scale.” Because Norma’s works traverse so many modes—
poetry, translation, drawing, performance, it’s hard not
to think of modulation and change—that the work changes
us, changes when it looks back at us, that a talk is not just
“given” (in its final form) and an essay is not just read, but
that they both exist as studies, or imprints of the other,
apprehending and reanimating their forms. Like Dan-
te’s “In that part of the book of my memory” from La vita
nuova, which she refers to, they change each other in the
space of the book, are notes taken and to be arrived at by a
future reader, returning to notes. That language can know
and question simultaneously, that it constantly composes,
rather than closes to hold down meaning is something
I learn each time I encounter Norma's work, and I was

grateful to get to speak with her about it.
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Dear Norma,

I've spent the last few nights with your excellent film Scout,
which I think first existed as a CD-Rom. I love the voice-
over and the images flickering across the screen in twos—
mostly from Toronto and San Francisco—and portraits of
people holding what seem to be photographs or books,
folding into other worlds. Can you talk a bit about how
you came to make this film? There’s a distinct tension
between the idea of origins and the idea of gaps, detours,
and disavowals, especially with the formal structure of the
film—the two frames side by side, creating associative and
disruptive logics. And lines being read over them, like
“wanting becomes a memory of the father,” or “the alive
and the present can never measure up to the other story”

contain so much of your poetics. I really love the title Scout.

Hi dear Alexis,

I never thought of it as “a film” until you gave it back to
me as “your film.” Because it was made in so many stages
(multimedia stages; the constraints including the asso-
ciative and disruptive side-by-side photographic images;

i

the images of “people we know” or knew with or without
faces), “serial use of the several impulses. Working with
elements, letting them talk,” I was thinking of it as it is
now on Jerrold Shiroma’s website, durationpress.com, as
a document of these stages of emotion and media. Thank
you for handing it back to me as a fait accompli, a film, for

which I thank you.

Like your Caetano, SCOUT is an “experiment in autobiogra-

phy,” a sort of anti-autobiography.

Hi Norma,

Yes I definitely see the different media coming together to
make this film, essay, poem, document of a film. And that
makes sense, your voiceover, which gives the sense of one
long, continuous poem being read, can and sometimes
does create a dissonance with the images that appear on
the screen. It’s interesting, though, because it’s the tone of
the whole piece that holds it together for me—I can move
between associations and disruptions and feel like I'm still
within the (tonal) space of the work. I can also see, and
identify with, this serial use of several impulses. I wrote
Caetano as a kind of attempt to explore the multiple lives
I've lived and am living simultaneously, several origin sto-
ries, all which spill out beyond the logic of a (family) line,

a sentence, an archive.

But this leads me to think about translation, the space
between the original and its supposed reproduction.
Bianca Messinger and I are about to teach a class at the
Poetry Project that thinks a bit about translation as a
means, rather than its ends, its generative qualities. Can
you talk a bit about how you came to translate Jean Daive?

I see this strong affinity between your poems and his, and

I also can’t help but think of his book about his friendship
with Paul Celan, the importance of friendship in his work

and yours.

Dear A,

I think I did not send you this translation of White Decimal
yet (2017) published in France in 196% as Décimale blanche.
Translated by Cid Corman, published in Origin 1969, it
was very late but very decisive in Lorine Niedecker’s push
for new work (she died in 1970). Daive asked me to do
this new translation. This book, and A Woman With Several
Lives—so different from each other—I loved their freshness

and loved working on each.

I knew Daive by sight and by his poetry when I first got to
know Claude Royet-Journoud, in Paris, in 1986 (through
Michael Palmer, who I got to know at New College—more
of New College to come). When I read Daive’s Une femme de
quelque vies (2 009), a book of poems he wrote while think-
ing about Lorine Niedecker’s work, my first thought was, I
really get this work and I should translate it. Next thought,
someone must be translating it already. It was so great, so
special, the Niedecker connection. I had written an essay
about Neidecker and her poetry for Conjunctions, the
“Tributes” issue, Fall 1997 (again, this goes back to my
New College days, reading Niedecker, Zukofsky, Oppen,
etc.). The essay was republished in my To Be At Music: Essays
& Talks, Omnidawn 2010. Months later, I got a note thrust
into my mail slot, no stamp, no address, on the envelope
just my name. It was from Daive. What? He had been out-
side my house. In this note, he asked me if I would trans-
late Une femme de quelques vies. 1 was floored and of course
said I would. That began our work together. In 2017, Jean
Daive’s translation of my work appeared in Paris from
Editions Corti as Auvis de faits et de méfaits.

University of Buffalo, 2016

Hope you & Ash are warm & fine. More soon.

XXX

N

Dear Norma,

Sorry for my delay. Ash turned five. I am still emotion-
ally hungover from the holidays, and perma-aggrieved at
this world. I didn't buy anything today on strike, I didn't
work, but couldn't make it to the protest because Ash was
sick. I read the new S*an D. Henry-Smith book, out from
The Song Cave, and a Tom Raworth poem, “Beautiful
Habit.” I read many of your books, including Fate News,
where you write after Tom and for Stanley Whitney. I am
moved by the relationships built through your work (and
the story above!)—its relational quality. I'm wondering
about the idea of assemblage, assemblies (I also read an
interview you did with Sara Wintz many years ago, she’s
an old friend!), where you both discuss this a bit. Your



work not only gathers different influences, friendships,
modes of working, but is also concerned with the tactility
of language, its physicality. It makes me think about what
a poem does, what and who it assembles, and how it might
exist inside places like universities, which are becoming
more and more like profit machines, trying to monetize
every mode of education/creativity—it seems new models

for learning have never been more important.

Dear Alexis,

Reading your Caetano and thinking about Ash turning
five. You are a single parent, “single mom?” Your poem
(“Custody"). I too, although my baby is now 54... I also
didn’t buy anything today and didn’t go to a demonstra-
tion or protest—being 80, having had the stroke (23 years
ago now), can't (literally) walk around in the streets any-
more. But my son and my granddaughter Olivia were at

the student protest with her big and beautiful sign.

So, you and Sara W are old friends! I first heard of you,
your name, your work, translations, from Kit Schluter.
Before he went to Mexico City. Yes, the gathering. Gath-
ering up. “Relationships built through... work.” When you
are lucky enough to get this old, you've gathered, accumu-
lated so much. You look “out”—at your past. It’s spread
out before you. It’s only after you've done something that
you know what you’ve done, maybe sooner, maybe later,

but maybe not ever.

You've said that you love reading about New College—I
love reading about it too, and have been involved with
people who have tried to go on with that model, or similar

models, because each one will only work in its location.

Here’s a beginning about my involvement with it: 1977,
the drive cross-country from Toronto arriving in SF
with Jesse, my young son, getting him into school, get-
ting myself a job (same school), then looking around for
the poets, where were they? At a reading in Berkeley, I
chanced to hear two “famous poets” talking about a place
called New College, in the Mission in San Francisco. One
of them shrugged to the other, “I don’t know what Rob-
ert Duncan is doing over there at New College...Olson,

Pound...” etc. I went over to New College the next day.

I'had to “look it up in the phone book” to find the address:
777 Valencia St. It was summer. Pinned on a sheet of paper
on the outside of the door was a roster of Fall Courses.
One course was being taught by Robert Duncan, with
Michael Palmer filling in that year because Duncan would
be teaching somewhere else. I knew Duncan’s work a little,
had the City Lights Pocket Poets; had seen Michael Palmer
and heard him reading his poems at a Margaret Jenkins
dance performance in her Mission Street studio. The
door was open. I walked in, and sitting at a desk was Dun-
can McNaughton. I had no idea who he was, and asked if
there was a way I could sit in on the class. McNaughton
looked at me and said something like, well classes don’t

start until September... but (gesturing) there’s the library.

The door was open. Suddenly, I was at New College
(courses like Duncan’s “Basic Elements” and his and
Michael Palmer’s shared course, “Field Theory”); David
Levi Strauss’s journal, ACTS (“the first issue printed in
Robert Duncan’s basement on a near-virgin Gestetner
4667); Small Press Distribution (located in a bookstore
at 24th and Guerrero Streets, the many poetry readings;
Intersection for the Arts; Langton Street; many other arts

organizations, galleries, bookshops, performance spaces)

so it was normal to become involved with people old and
young who were making art, communicating with each
other, sharing their work, their meals, what they were
seeing and what they were reading. The charged, intense

reading. “There’s the library.”

“Simply to study and read,” David Meltzer writes. By the
way, have you seen this book: Roots and Routes: Poetics at the
New College of California, edited by Patrick James Dunagan,
Marina Lazzara, Nicholas James Whittington [Vernon
Press 2020]°? Essays, talks, interviews, notes etc. in three
chronological sections. My time period, the first, circa
1980-198%7 and there’s a piece of mine that the editors
found in my papers at UC San Diego, written longhand
for my slide presentation, in the “Field Theory” class:
“Boundary — Horizon — Landscape — Field (or The End
of the World).” At the end, I wrote:

Here is
the horizon as the infinite
everything seen in relation to it

(the biggest boundary)

Love,

Norma

PS — for you & Ash

Jan 30, 2026,
7:52 PM

Splendid eyes and shiny

to be able at the same time

To grow yourself into a large new shape
laughing gentle superb humble often
Show yourselves at once wave and foam
And out of fear spare me

And of too much sweetness. Bitterness. Pride
In burnt heart wave together

To each who wish it

Now then that you my life and death
Happy eyes blessed eyes and dear

Be always happy calm and clear

For Jesse

[Norma sent me a photograph of

this poem during our interview]

Dear Norma,

Another delay, but I'll try not to apologize! I am a single
mother, a single parent, and share custody of my child.
‘When you talk about coming to the bay and finding work,
the New College, and everything, it reminds me I did that
also when I moved to New York, almost ten years ago now!
But maybe I did this again when I had Ash... I found a city
within this one, where I could raise him in a way I had not
expected, I guess. Anyway, now my sense of freedom—my
days without him—are also filled with some grief, kind of
like, as my former student said recently, and brilliantly,
that joy is filled now with responsibility, though maybe
it always was? We also like to visit California, him and
I, to see the redwoods, and friends, and go to fairyland
in Oakland. Maybe we can see you this time? For some
reason right now I am thinking of a poem title of yours
that I love—"A Poet Enters the Body of Expectation.” It
makes me think of birth, emergence, and the inevitable
breaks between the imagined and real versions of life. Can
you talk a little about how motherhood, or how the space
between the before/after enters your poems? Relatedly,

what was it like to collect your poems into the “Where
Shadows Will” book, to create a book, a “selected,” around

which other versions of the same book exist?

Dear Alexis,

I think this phrase could mean something like “as before
as after,” or “be here now.” But also, on motherhood:
because Jesse and I were together except for a month in
summer and some holidays here and there, I didn't go to
readings much (at that time people didn’t bring children
to readings; people didn’t “see you” if you were a woman,
had a child etc.) and, more than that, ] understood that if
I'went to the internal place where poetry occurred, for me,
I could get lost in it and forget to look at the time (clock-
time) and that would not be okay. Thinking of the dyad
was simply more important, until my child got to an age
where we could be on our own time, some of the time. We
publish” until I was 40.

), &«

had to grow up more. So I didn’t

The selected poems: I was so surprised—and thrilled—by
the invitation from Garrett Caples at City Lights that I
just “went with it”—meaning Garrett and I worked out
all the separate poems we wanted to see in one book, and
then put them together. We both had chosen a lot of the
same poems. It was such an interesting process to see it
through. A little like seeing the “Stay Songs: for Stanley
Whitney” as a group in the small Bill Maynes catalog and
then separately in the recent How High the Moon catalog.

XOXO

Dear Norma,

Thank you for this, and for this poem for Ash and I,
what a dream to have been part of The New College at
that moment. I love the part of your story when Dun-
can McNaughton gestures toward the library—I work in
a library, at the BPL, for a tuition-free program run by
Bard College—and part of what I like about teaching there
is this (partial) disarming of the higher ed. institution, its
fusion with a public library, one of the things that gives
me hope these days, like a reading group, organizing with
friends, a small press I love. I haven’t read that book you
mention, but I feel like I've read those lines of yours, and I
love hearing about the compiling of the City Lights book.
I've been spending time with Fate News since we've been
writing. Your “Stay Songs for Stanley Whitney” are beau-
tiful, and feel like horizons into the visual realm—“Satu-
ration—the world is / its own music in awe and / space not
flat these / dynamics of rising / horizon ...” They make me
think of something Whitney said about Joan Mitchell—she
takes “what she wants” from the landscape, so inspiring,
this way of thinking about putting something into a new
form, representationally or not, or simply moving for-

ward through history with what you are able to carry.

I wanted to ask you about fragments. When I first
approached you about doing this interview I said that To
Be At Music is one of my favorite books, on my bedstand.
It really is! The way you approach the “essay” in this book
(with another Stanley Whitney painting on the cover) was
groundbreaking for me, essays that build through accre-
tion rather than linear progression. Some of them read
like collage. They evoke, for me, both language’s limita-
tions and its many possibilities. One thing that struck me,
for example, in your “Nines and Tens: A Talk on Transla-

tion” is the phrase “There is no original of the encounter,
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only the encounter representing itself,” which not only
speaks to translation, but the nature of publishing notes
for a talk, an essay that might be given as one. I was curi-
ous how this form came to you, and what fragments mean
to you—they seem so important to your poetics, including

your drawings.

Dear Alexis,

Sounds like a dream to work at the BPL for this Bard pro-
gram! I love what you say about “disarming” the institu-

tion. Tell me more about your work there.

You've mentioned Stanley Whitney a couple of times in
our conversation. I was wondering how you came upon his
work. The “Stay Songs for Stanley Whitney” that you've
seen in Fate News were first in a catalog commissioned for
his show at the Bill Maynes Gallery in 2001, but we met in
the mid-eighties, when I was involved with New College.
We were housemates while he (a New Yorker) taught for a
semester at UC Berkeley. We became fast friends, went to
many poetry readings in SF. The “Stay Songs” are also in
the beautiful (& huge) catalog Stanley Whitney: How High the
Moon, 2024, but scattered, petals.

You've noted that Stanley said Joan Mitchell “takes what
she wants” from the landscape, which brings me to your
question about fragments. Good question—how do they
get here? How do they come into play? By accretion, accu-
mulation, not linear progression. Collage—like, ﬁtting
things in. Constellation is a good word here. For instance,
take the essay about translation, “Nines and Tens.” The
heart of this essay spilled out, or spiraled out from my
thinking about Beckett’s translation of Rimbaud’s poem,
“Le bateau ivre.” As you know, Beckett translated “dix
nuits” into “nine nights.” This, to me, is one of the most
magical transformations that ever was. The rhythm works,
the music is perfect, nine nights “stand in” for dix nuits
(ten nights). It became the core of “Nines and Tens” and
everything else constellated around it. It could have just a
sentence or two, but it was a thinking in mind, in the back
of my mind until I was invited to give a talk on translation
at the Kootenay School of Writing in Vancouver in 199I.
So it came up at that time and in just that way, a by-the-
way in the middle of the “Nines and Tens.”

And the Beckett “fragment” now becomes the other ques-
tion you asked, “Do the forms and encounters you see
through/in/around translation inform your poetics, your
visual practice?” Because it’s not a separate issue. It can be
separated after the fact but comes up in constellation. It’s
happening in this conversation we’re having, the every-
thing that informs everything else. It would be “the same,
only different” if we talked about, say, “How It Became
It,” an essay about my translating Danielle Collobert’s II
donc into It Then. Location (the essay being written for an
event at the poetics program at the University of Buffalo),
time (chronology, linear progression) and timing (kairos,
quality of “a moment”). I'm thinking of these two essays

but it’s the same for poetry and visual art. Think of multi-

media SCOUT, for instance.
I just turned the page over (I had scribbled thoughts,
pencil on paper, last night to email to you today)—it says

“bring it on / all this.”

Love,

Norma
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REVIEWS

This Reasonable Habit by Rainer Diana Hamilton and
Violet Spurlock

Spunk Editions

Review by Elena Gomez

The structure of a literary summit lends itself to perfor-
mance and posturing. It can also highlight the thin film
that sits between the Poet-Thinker and being a person in
the world. Some stay locked into their self-determined
roles, but we all know the “real” conference occurs in the
late-night bars each night, where the “real” person gets to
shed their awkward costume and say what they really meant
to say. The summit, then, is posed for the Poet-Thinker,
the Poet-Fan, the Maverick of deep and studious reflec-
tions, the Beautiful Poet whose beauty either enables or
hinders their ability to be taken seriously. The summit that
takes place in Rainer Diana Hamilton’s and Violet Spur-
lock’s This Reasonable Habit turns into an “excessively scrupu-

lous analysis of interpersonal norms.”

In this universe, the ordinary ways a person moves through
the world is less attractive than their convincing erudition.
But what if the most interesting part of a gathering is the
collection of minor interactions that build a community?
What if, alongside fighting over a poetic history diagram or
smoothly inserting Freud references into an argument, we
also collectively discussed important social questions, such

as, “What constitutes a good reason to dislike someone?”

A successful literary summit might do away with the pre-
tenses of Poet-Thinking or lean into them so devotedly
that they invert into that form of sincerity that comes
with unbridled attention. This Reasonable Habit invokes such
an inversion. It presents a premise of conversation: the
tensions and fears of what is said publicly versus what is
said privately. The opening poem “Proposal,” a piece
that snakes out of late-night phone conversations from
the authors’ respective homes on the east and west coasts
of the United States, presents a dialogic framing that lays
bare the insecurity and curiosity which will come to ener-
gize the book’s subsequent sections. In this opening poem,
Rainer complains privately to Violet about “recent poems
and essays and, honestly, dinner conversations that put
beauty, as it is recognizable by the most boring possible set
of authoritative onlookers, above all else.” It is not so much
a case against beauty as a case against constrictive standards
of it. On my second read of this book, I wondered if its
style, the lines, the sentences, enact what Rainer goes on
to describe as preferable: Orson Welles’s gravity, Jessica
Fletcher’s (of Murder, She Wrote) irresistible independence.
At the very least, the lines in this book remain compelling
and demand all the reader’s attention—they are their own
kind of beauty, certainly not run past authoritative onlook-

ers for approval.

“Proposal” teases out these private vs public anxieties,
from state-surveillance-aware Signal chats to the saved DM
logs of a severed friendship and the potential for black-
mail. Rainer, in the poem, notes opinions kept private to
avoid “critical tweets from 24.-year-olds,” and there is also
the entire embarrassment that is heterosexual sex. Implicit
in both this interest in the public vs private conversation
and the book’s structure—the program and transcripts of a
summit in which each segment is driven by a specific ques-
tion—is a playful remaking of the intricate webs of poetry
and writing communities in the US. Which is to say, readers

familiar with some of these webs may recognize the named

poets and the suggestive personalities that appear as the 26
participants, anonymously initialled from A to Z. In fact,
the opening section, in which each participant speaks in a
roundtable discussion, is presented as an expanded take on
the Abecedarian poem. This Reasonable Habit floats a premise:
that there are fluid movements between poetry communi-
ties and their related aesthetic modes (See, for e.g., G's
secret draft diagram of the so-called “Bernadette Mayer
ring”) and the ordinary exchanges of everyday people who
might be moved by “leaving their soul in the Agnes Martin
room at SEFMOMA” as much as another might be by “danc-
ing with an ex at a Juliana Huxtable set.” One of this book’s
triumphs, then, is its ability to build on intimacies between
individuals while also capturing, at a broad scope, the tics
and performances of those who take poetry seriously. While
many participants might invite light—hearted teasing, a
knowing sort of ribbing that is afforded to those of us who
may have been just as implicated in such a scenario, there
are real and interesting ideas that come from the characters

at this summit, often out of digressive thoughts.

One such digression, rich and cascading and rewarding
a reader’s pause, occurs during a panel that asks, “What
is accidental writing?”, where participants argue over an
“imaginary diagram of poetic history.” At the suggestion
of the CIA-funded Iowa workshop as the diagram’s core,

one person is

mad they’d repeated this stupid shorthand for
state-sponsored apolitical poetry, since it functionally
implied that one workshop or another was special in
its shoring up of military interests, rather than this
being the baseline state of the art world’s funding,

the epiphanic meditation on marginalized identity
brought to you by Boeing, the paratactic erasure of the
writing subject brought to you by the university that
fires anyone with radical opinions like “I guess I'm

against apartheid?”

as the group tries to determine how to consider the politi-
cal in questions of style—a theme Hamilton has previously
explored in their collection God Was Right. I am struck here
by the reminder of the inescapable vested interests that
mar poetry’s history within its broader tendencies towards
radical thought. That one must know where they stand,
and how machinations of philanthropy and industry work
in the shadows. I'm reminded, as I write from the settler
colony of Australia, of the money pumped into the arts
from various mining corporations and (in recent years)

detention centre security companies.

To return to the book’s structure, the summit in This Reason-
able Habit takes place over three days, which are divided as:
ACCIDENTS, RELATIONS and PLEASURES. Segments
are broken up as a series of roundtables and discussion
panels, including a plenary on day two titled “Is Conver-
sation Art?”, as well as check-ins and a 5pm bar fight on
the third day, and appear as a transcript of sorts laid out as
verse. The book’s acknowledgements reveal its earlier iter-
ations, first as a series of epistolary sonnets between the
authors, and later as a remaking of Lyn Hejinian’s verse
novel Oxata. But in This Reasonable Habit, speech is staged as
the prevailing mode of address. Characters speak densely,
laying out a runner of intricate references and shorthand
for arguments that emerged in poetry circles over the past
few decades. But they are also direct, especially when sex
might be on the cards, as when M. tells K., “If you want
to make out, we should start soon. I want to make it to the
morning panel.” It’s almost as though poets know when to
put the words to rest, when a gossamer tank top or well-

timed eye contact gets the point across.

It’s important to list some of the summit’s questions, so
that the readers of this review might get a sense of what kind

of conversation Hamilton and Spurlock have dreamed up:

- A powerful question from a session on day one:
“Can we say what we mean?”

- “Is conversation art?” sets up the evening plenary on
day two.

- The final evening’s bar fight is driven by a desire to

know “What do we want to give to those we love?”

The summit’s questions range from philosophical to mate-
rial, and largely focus on social conventions and the pain-
fully obtuse ways we navigate them. It weaves together an
interrogation of artifice and genuine, un-self-conscious
wondering, even if the resulting conversation might tie us
into knots of pedantic argument. The artifice of conversa-
tion is possibly most audaciously revealed in the reproduc-
tion of “A more practical scholarship,” a script featuring a
cast that includes a libertine, a bartender, a nun, and a bad
poet. The libertine and the nun are reuniting after first
meeting at a theory camp in Ithaca, and are continuously
interrupted by these interlopers. The absurdity of confer-
ence discourse also appears in delightful ways, such as when
the icebreaker host at the beginning of the summit declares
herself to be “worried for” those who did not wish to par-
ticipate in an exercise of describing each other’s outfits but
who did so anyway. Later, during an animal-focused panel
that also delighted me, one man in the audience is inspired
to spontaneously form the Summit’s Harmful Animal
Representation Committee (a supremely vital committee, we
learn, when SHARC is called to action to stop a panelist at
a later session from playing out a thought experiment with

a dog from their dream).

While the questions and conversations are conjured from
Hamilton’s and Spurlock’s dialogue, the physical spaces of
the summit come from the authors’ actual poetic commu-
nities. Woolsey Heights in Berkeley hosts one panel, as well
as Montreal’s Loyala Jesuit Hall at Concord University.
The home of the Poetry Project, St Mark’s Church-in-
the-Bowery, hosts a panel on “How would human culture
change if we kept different animals as pets?” Through
the awkwardly institutional structures that govern a mod-
ern-day conference (icebreakers and other forced social
breaks between serious panel discussions), these remind-
ers of poetic spaces bring to the book echoes of past poetry
movements—Berkeley Renaissance, New York School (first
and second generation), Black Mountain, New Narrative.
Or, at least, they romantically echo through the book. In
these manifestations of poetry’s physical spaces as imagi-
nary conference rooms, the book deepens its playful com-
mitment to its poetry universe. Though “Accidents” is the
theme of the first day’s proceedings, nothing about This Rea-
sonable Habit feels accidental. There is careful thought among

the playfulness and the serious poetry discussions alike.

In fact, the book’s playfulness is no small feature. The only
thing that makes poetry’s seriousness bearable is its capac-
ity for the utterly, joyfully, silly configurations it can take.
The authors’ close attention to speech and social dynam-
ics bring this playfulness alive, right down to the excited
promise to meet up after the conference ends (“You're in
western Mass? I'm in DC, super close! Maybe I could visit
someday!"), to the wise social advice: “If you're going to be
shy, I mean, treat it like Americans treat cursing, or smok-
ing, or fucking: we don’t forbid it of consenting adults, but

no one should wither near children.”

Spurlock and Hamilton satirize the often cloistered, elit-

ist spaces that can characterize poetry scenes, and in doing
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so, they suggest a utopian vision of gathering together that
reminds us how interpersonal relationships and commu-
nities become a pulse of poetry. This Reasonable Habit’s play-
fulness, its commitment to representing social speech, and
its exacting, contextualising assertions for the rich history
of literary gatherings, announce that poetry is, as it ever

was, always of the people.

Caetano by Alexis Almeida
Ugly Duckling Presse
Review by Ayaz Muratoglu

Reading Alexis Almeida’s Caetano feels like finding a
dragonfly on a summer walk and bringing it home to place
on awindowsill. Rejecting the usual forms of record-keep-
ing—photographs, talking, storytelling, or little artifacts—
as unstable, as if the small object brought indoors could
properly account for the feeling one had upon finding
it, Almeida turns to the poem as a new method of pres-
ervation. The poem that addresses Caetano, the book’s
namesake and Almeida’s late grandfather whom she never
met, catalogs a room filled with unfamiliar objects, where
an exchange with a flower outside the window happens as
time dissolves around her, and the inherited memory of
her late grandfather is replaced with her newborn son:
“moving / towards it, / this long / lost memory, / this new
/ person.” Elsewhere, Almeida records phase changes as
fact rather than image, collectivizing memory: “and with-
out visually seeing / the blue turn to green, / the memory
of the blue / was sitting inside all / of them.”

Almeida’s poems are not exactly talky, but they are dialog-
ical. She often writes at the behest of others, and so Cae-
tano places her in conversation with contemporary poets
Roberta Jannamico, Ménica de la Torre, Renee Gladman,
Isaac Jarnot, Lewis Warsh, as well as with the reader, her
son, unnamed phantom interlocutors: “Here, said the
ghosts, steadying my shoulders in the hospital, and in
your scream I heard the rest of my life.” Almeida writes,
“I often close my eyes when I'm rushed.” Caetano reads like
an instruction manual for how to remember our commit-
ments to ourselves and to one another when confronted
with a destabilizing force, “what becomes locked when

you pull.”

Made up of six discrete sections that present different
recording frames, the book becomes its own account of
Almeida shaping waiting into idea. In “Photographs,”
Almeida keeps track of beginnings and departures that
revolve around a chorus of ever-present friends: some-
one passes away, the poet waits, a child is born, wedding
photos arrive from the future, dreams take place in fields,
we riot, again the poet waits. “I Have Never Been Able
to Sing” is made of sentences fixated on negation, many
of which start with the phrase “I have never,” and include
considerations like, “Do people walk to escape walking.”
In “Things I Have Made A Fiction,” each poem begins with
"I wrote a book": “I wrote a book where I wanted to make
certain things touch,” “I wrote where I imagined I could
talk to people I no longer talk to.” This way of record-
ing details, not in terms of images or conversations but as
an account of what could have happened, allows the poems to

“leave something opening in the sentence.”

Almeida’s work often reminds me of the writer Renee
Gladman, whose novels often include accounts of past
disappointments, and where failed attempts at projects,
not necessarily meaningful on their own, are often what
make the next one possible, like her 2008 novel To After
That (TOAF), where she describes the process of abandon-
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ing one book for another. Reflecting on a book, either

this one or another, imagined one, Almeida writes:

I wrote a book where I tried to make a list of the recent
photographs I had taken, but each time I wrote some-
thing—like “a wire sticking out of the wall socket”—it
became “a wire stuck out of the wall socket that looked
like a cattail” and started to form a narrative... So

it went on this way, where inside the lists were other
lists that started to leak and form paragraphs, and the
longer I wrote them, the more it felt like something
was happening (a wave), and what I had wanted, or
failed to want was taking on the particular shapes of

these sentences.

While a cliché understanding of the photograph—say, it
almost feels like my grandfather is alive! I can see how he
might have laughed!—might offer perfunctory comfort,
Almeida creates an alternative where the record’s inability
to hold what we might want or need it to makes writing
possible. Almeida cautions against embellishment, seek-
ing pure description instead of narrative. Here, we find a
formal spiraling, where she depicts the process that turns
a thought into a sentence, evoking Gladman’s project
“Plans for Sentences,” as Caetano's photographic descrip-
tions echo Gladman’s schematics. Elsewhere in the book,
photographs are wet and dynamic, records that cannot stay

in a single place.

In the section titled “To-Do List,” Almeida returns to a
pregnancy and early infancy journal told through a to-do
list that maintains a spectral presence over the poem,
delivered in the second person, where time takes on vari-
ous, almost delirious, formal qualities, mostly to do with
weight. Reading Almeida’s writing through early mother-
hood in Caetano sent me back to Bernadette Mayer’s “Eve of
Easter,” which I had remembered as a poem that was angry
about the fact that Mayer had to be completely responsible
for taking care of children as a result of men’s failure to
take on reproductive labor. I was looking to put the pres-
ence of the anger in Mayer’s poem in contrast with the cre-
ative act of mothering I found in Almeida’s. Mayer maps
Hawthorne, Melville, and Milton, “the great ones,” onto
three babies under her care, sleeping in the next room,
and she is at once reverential and disdainful of both these
writers and, transitively, these children and the work they
require. The poem ends, “I lost the prejudice of paradise
/ And wound up caring for the babies of these guys.”

Upon rereading, I remembered that the “babies of these
guys’ didn’t just refer to Lewis Warsh’s children, but that
the babies in the poem are inheritors, interlocutors, or
literally these male authors from the past, in whose lin-
eage Mayer stands. Where I expected anger and frustra-
tion, the poem emphasized the generative potential of
life with children: “I made the lucent dark / I stole images
from Milton to cure opacous gloom.” In Mayer’s work, the
obligation for reproductive labor is not in opposition to
the ability to write—taking care of children does not stop a
woman writer from creative freedom. Rather, finding new
forms of record-keeping aligns creatively with childrear-

ing and might be energized by it.

In a poem of Almeida’s that depicts the same time of day
across several days, it is a child asleep in the next room

that makes writing possible. She writes:

panicking about what I hadn’t written, putting Ash
to bed early and disappearing somewhere into the
unwritten book, how it might move in and out of it,

drape itself over a chair to write another body, reach

backward toward something it wanted, walk down into

the city with someone I love.

The book turns into a character, develops its own motion
and desires, and draws Almeida up into it. In the clause “it
might move in and out of it,” the object pronoun becomes
a site of transformation as “it” could refer to the unwritten
book, the act of writing, or the panic itself. The book, the
time, and Almeida each have a life of their own. Almeida,
like Mayer, emphasizes the presence of a child as generative
and describes the experience of parenthood as akin to or
supportive ofwriting, but she takes the question elsewhere,
describing how one can maintain continuity with their
life before and after having a child. Mayer, on the three
babies: “they all see the light by which I write,” suggesting
that the babies, though sleeping, share this hour with her,
witness her through it, and, it may follow, help her write.
Throughout Caetano, the appearance of Almeida’s son Ash
often causes a formal shift in the poem: where she can’t
figure out wwhere she can’t figure out which “line” to take,
as in “the line Ash kept drawing in shades of yellow that he

called a sunburn became my life.”

I finished writing this review at my friend Camilla’s kitchen
table, after spending the day with her and her six-month
old son, whom I took for a rainy walk through Kensing-
ton, past the cemetery, thinking about Almeida and her
son Ash. Though I am not a parent, as I read Caetano I
would find myself picturing a child sleeping in the next
room, integrating that imagined fact into my own life
such that I, too, might be able to turn away from myself
and “become everyone,” as Almeida does, with a wink at
herself and at the reader. Motherhood itself, in Almei-
da’s hands, becomes its own form of record-keeping. And
while the early days one spends with an infant reconfigure
one’s relationship to time and obligation, precluding any
form of proper record-keeping, as Almeida notes, “You
were saying things to be close to them, and saying made you
tired; you were trying to remember this feeling, or a cer-
tain sensation as it passed through your body, and it always
seemed like starting over, but this is not so different from

before you had a son.”

Troubled Lands by Langston Hughes
Edited by Ricardo Wilson II
Princeton University Press

Review by Kassy Lee

In the early 1930s, Langston Hughes lived and traveled
throughout Mexico and Cuba, collecting and translating
over thirty-three stories by eighteen Mexican and Cuban
writers, assembling a manuscript titled Troubled Lands. Nearly
a century after Hughes first sent the draft to his literary
agent, Maxim Lieber, who discouraged its publication for
fear it would land Hughes in a “padded cell,” the full col-
lection of stories has now reached print for the first time,
as Hughes envisioned it, in the United States. In Troubled
Lands: Stories of Mexico & Cuba, edited by Ricardo Wilson II,
Hughes serves as author, translator, and architect, plotting
the sequence of stories in a way that yields both an aesthetic
and political statement on the meanings and opportunities
of a “world” literature centered on the voices and experi-
ences of the Black, brown, and indigenous working class at
a time of turmoil and rapid change. These stories explore
themes of beauty, terror, solidarity, common history,
and willed political futures between Cuba, Mexico, and
the United States, particularly, the Black and indigenous
folks whose lives, land, and labor form the backbone and
lifeblood of the plantationocene’sl destructive impulses

during the beginning of the twentieth century.



Hughes enriches the inquiry of his most well-known
poems through a transnational and translational approach
to long-celebrated themes of his work in the United States:
racial uplift, Black aesthetics, and full social and political
emancipation and enfranchisement for people of color.
In his poem, “I, Too,” Langston Hughes expands the
notion of what it means to be American to include that
of the Black American. “I, too, sing America. / I am the
darker brother,” we recall from introductory poetry les-
sons. Troubled Lands adds complexity to this “America” of
which we sing. How does solidarity traverse the national
identities to which so many of our rights to land and lib-
erty are enthralled? The collection reveals the intercon-
nections between Black America as a continental and
diasporic identity, asking if there are possibilities for a
more expansive world revolution. As perhaps the living
embodiment of the Harlem Renaissance, this collection
posits the era in alignment with concomitant movements
of Afrocubanismo and Negritude (in the formerly French
colonies), suggesting an aesthetic alignment and boom of
Afro-descendant artists and intellectuals across the dias-
pora during the interwar period. In a letter to a friend,
Hughes notes that these stories delve into “the revolutions
and uprisings, sugar cane, Negroes, Indians, corrupt gen-
erals, [and] American imperialists.” The collection reflects
the porousness of national identity, as the independence
movements of Cuba and Mexico were complicated by
American imperialists and capital interests in production
of sugarcane and other products “Made in Mexico,” as the
title of one of the stories suggests. Yet, tensions arise as,
at this time in particular, the importance of developing
a national culture and self-determination seemed a key
task of the postcolonial nation-state. It would never be
enough to simply shake off an old identity, so Black peo-
ple across the diaspora fashioned new identities, a “New
Negro,” and new nations based on ideals of freedom and

self-determination.

Given this historical, economic, and political context, the
stories are relatively short by contemporary genre expec-
tations. Taken together, they present a panoramic view of
the life and times of factory and field workers, common
soldiers, and shopkeepers across Cuba and Mexico. Bru-
tality upon brutality befalls proletarian men and women
at the hands of the state and its machines: firing squads,
fatal factory accidents, assassinations. In Arturo Ramirez’s
“Hatred,” the third-person limited narrator laments the

seemingly purposeless nature of the protagonist’s life,

Work—that was all—nothing more, all the time. Work-
ing for someone else, always someone else... The earth
and the cane-fields drank his sweat and his blood.
That roaring and insatiable monster, the sugar mill,
ate up his life by the mouthful year after year. And for
this sacrifice of all his strength and youth, what had he
gained? Nothing!

The characters acutely feel the relative senselessness of
endless toil and inability for “revolutions” at the highest
level of governance to meaningfully impact their work-
ing conditions, lives, and souls. The material conditions
of the lives of the characters often takes precedence over
interpersonal conflicts, presenting the short stories as

almost a tidal mass of voices.

One might look to canonical psychoanalytic theorist Frantz
Fanon for instruction here on the violence of the colonial
mode of production; while de jure colonialism no lon-
ger exists, its de facto remnants color and constrain the

lives of the characters in Troubled Lands. In The Wretched of the

Earth, Fanon writes “for the war goes on; and the enemy

organizes, reinforces his positions, and comes to guess the
native’s strategy. The struggle for national liberation does
not consist in spanning the gap at one stride; the drama
has to be played out in all its difﬁculty every day, and the
sufferings engendered far outmeasure any endured during
the colonial period.” These everyday dramas form the loam
of this collection. As the reality of (post)colonial violence
becomes clear throughout the text, Hughes has organized
the collection in a way that points toward a theory of third
world solidarity, Black diaspora, and class consciousness
that is significant for the times we find ourselves in today:
how does this state of permanent war waged on us by cap-
italist overseers end? And what does that look like for
actual human lives? The linkages between rising fascism
in Europe and authoritarian generals in Latin America
make themselves known via corrupt military officers and
bureaucrats who run the modes of production. In these
stories, setting emerges as the dominant element, and the
lives of individual characters are enthralled to the bru-
talities of colonial conditions, extractive economics, and

wealth accumulation.

Case in point, the island of Cuba is described as “plow-
shaped” with “sugar mills, shaped like war-clubs.” Mexico
appears as a world where revolutionary violence mutates
into a power grab by military lieutenants disguised as a
paranoid search for moral purity. The stories demonstrate
the ways in which the ideal vision of revolutionary fervor
can encounter corruption, leading to abuses of power dis-
guised as overzealous allegiance to a just cause. In Ger-
man List Arzubide’s “The Prisoners,” soldiers bed down
for the night and notice a group of Indian men brought
in and executed. When the narrator questions the lieu-
tenant’s motives for killing the seemingly innocent men,
the lieutenant reasons that the men seemed suspicious for
standing by the side of the road, “and suspicious-looking
people, we shoot.” This line of questioning arouses the
lieutenant’s suspicion, implying that he himself might be
next on the lieutenant’s list. The narrator proclaims that
“the revolution makes you hard-hearted.” The initial revo-

lutionary spark gives way to a stark reality: who will govern?

Revolution is an ever-present theme, whether it’s a revolu-
tion for independence or a communist revolution. There’s
“The Communist,” Luis Felipe Rodriguez’s story of inter-
generational field laborers, the youngest of whom begins to
build his willed sense of affiliation with all workers, as his
grandfather protests, “after all our sweat and troubles and
hopes, the last of the Medels—who’ve always been peaceful
working peoples—should turn out to be a communist. God
help us! What things go on in this world!” In Juan de La
Cabada’s “Story, Bed, and Bedbugs,” a character declares
“I'm a worker, comrade, and I know the capitalist system
was to blame for it all.” A major reason this collection went
unpublished in the US for nearly a century was its clear
leftist, socialist stance. While Lieber placed several stories
from the collection in magazines like GQ, he feared the
collective weight of the stories might rankle the senses of
both bourgeois pleasure readers and anti-communist state
actors. History substantiated Lieber’s concerns, in a way, as
both he and Hughes would be called in front of the House
Un-American Activities Committee in the McCarthy era.
Released and redacted documents show that Hughes him-
self was under FBI surveillance from 1941-1953.

Clearly on the minds of Hughes and these authors, how-
ever, is the unification of the workers of the world. The
text displays a clear sense of globalization much earlier than
one may historicize this phrase. Throughout the texts, it
is evident that the fate of the worker on the cane field is

tied to the rum one drinks in a speakeasy in Harlem. The

collection resonates with Hughes’s translation of the cele-
brated Afro-Cuban poet Nicolas Guillén’s poem “Cafia,”
El negro junto al cafiaveral.

Elyanqui sobre el cafiaveral.

La tierra bajo el cafiaveral.

jSangre que se nos va!

Most stories orbit around these twin demigods of el cafiav-
eral (sugar plantation) and sangre (blood), again centering
the discussion on the material conditions of the planta-
tionocene and what it means for the dawning of indepen-
dence and emancipation of Black people. Widely known
for challenging racism in America, too little attention has
been given to Hughes’s work towards anti-imperialist and
anti-capitalist aesthetics and arguments. One scratches at
the seams of the atrocities, both large and small, that keep

the plantation economic engine in gear.

In addition to the political fervor of the stories, scenes and
characters will often pull on African, indigenous, and syn-
cretic rituals and spiritual practices as emancipatory con-

tainers. We rnight turn again to Fanon, who wrote,

on another level we see the native’s emotional sen-
sibility exhausting itself in dances which are more

or less ecstatic. This is why any study of the colonial
world should take into consideration the phenomena
of the dance and of possession. The native’s relaxation
takes precisely the form of a muscular orgy in which
the most acute aggressivity and the most impelling
violence are canalized, transformed, and conjured
away. The circle of the dance is a permissive circle: it

protects and permits .

We see this theory at play in Luis Felipe Rodriguez’s “Tin-
torera’s Last Dance.” Tintorera, a fieldhand, who dances
the Lucumi, “that dance which Africa gave to the earth,” in
town, after alife spent in the cane fields, begins to curse the
cane field and dance furiously until a great fire begins to
take over the land. “Before Tintorera’s eyes, as he danced,
there would come a vision of that emancipating revolu-
tion which had given him his freedom,” Felipe Rodriguez
writes, “the fire also danced a symbolic dance in the cane
fields, purifying and terrible, older than the sorrows of a
troubled people.” In Felipe Rodriguez’s other stories in
the collection, we see the author take direct aim at Catho-
lic missionaries as a tool of oppression. As with Hughes’s
iconic Weary Blues, we see African-descended modes of spir-
itual ecstatic artistry infuse figures and characters with the
hope of physical, social, and spiritual transcendence from
the bare life one experiences day-in and day-out on the

plantation and its attendant structures.

Hughes consulted many of the writers in the collection
while translating, and, in effect, the translation itself can be
seen as an act of solidarity with the writers of Latin America
and the places and people of which they write. While it is a
shame the collection didn’t make its way into the hands of
U.S. audiences until now, the provocations and celebra-
tions of these stories will resonate with writers and think-
ers of today. As long as the Earth and its “darker brothers”
have been exploited by the racial, imperial capitalism of the
plantationocene, there have been artists struggling against
the same forces, witnessing the bloodshed, and burning

the place down with a furious dance of freedom.
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Anthem of Evaporated Tears by

Xavier Valcarcel de Jesus

Translated by Roque Raquel Salas Rivera
Cardboard House Press

Review by Ariana K. Costales-Del Toro

El deber del pan by Xavier Valcarcel de Jesus is hitting the
presses again. Originally published twelve years ago under
the title Libro de pélvora, El deber del pan remains relevant
and continues to reach new readers. Anthem of Evaporated
Tears is the newly available bilingual edition of Varcarcel
de Jesus’s poems set ablaze through Roque Raquel Salas
Rivera’s translation. This work is only one of Varcarcel
de Jesus’s many poetry projects, which uncovers the ordi-
nariness of violence and austerity. As a Black Puerto Rican
writer living in Puerto Rico, Varcarcel de Jesus references
life in the archipelago in his works. He portrays his home-
land as a place where women, queer, Black, and poor peo-

ple live in a state of survival.

Through its use of free verse, Anthem of Evaporated Tears pro-
poses an exploration of sexuality, love, violence, family,
and gender roles. The poems navigate the entanglements
between love and patriarchy first through an extended
metaphor of making bread, as well as through the poetic
voice’s reflections, experiences, and imaginative scenar-
ios. The book reveals how misogyny and complicity infil-
trate the relationships we care about, often resulting in
unforgivable violence. Within the short poems of this col-
lection, a touching reflection on the relationship between
mother and child leads the poetic voice into an introspec-
tive exploration of silence and its ability to replicate vio-
lence: “I've abused / of my mother’s bread / overeaten. /
I've sat at the table like a man / waiting for her to serve
it.” The poetry collection uses the metaphor of making
bread to explore the gendered labor women are expected
to perform, particularly that of cooking and serving oth-
ers. Valcarcel de Jesus attempts to break the cycle by focus-
ing on women’s reality and, in doing so, he critiques the
systems that exploit them. Furthermore, by sharing his
experiences as a gay man living with the effects of sexism
and homophobia, Valcarcel de Jesus offers his solidarity.
“I have made the bread. I have eaten. / I've been the bread,
they have made me, and I've been eaten. / You have not
been the bread. / You, made by nothing.” After witnessing
his mother’s mistreatment, and understanding his role in
it, as well as recognizing the parallels with his own expe-

riences, the poetic voice joins his mother in resistance:

My mother and I will burn it all... Crowned
we’ll burn our men and their chairs

mugs stained by envious kisses

sheets for having covered so much

cords, fridge, oven, dolls;

we’ll burn the couch

all six TVs, and all the cars

even our clothes, already frayed by their beards.

The burning house and other household objects reflect
Varcarcel de Jesus's use of the elements in his work. In
this case, fire grounds his poetry and is used to cleanse the
author, the poetic voice, and the readers of the violence

depicted in the text.

The poems further explore the concept of familial sol-
idarity, particularly between women. This is evident
through the poetic voice’s mother, who seeks refuge at her
sister’s house despite her sister’s desire to escape as well.
Needing to find refuge elsewhere, the poetic voice consid-
ers escaping to Punta Cana in the Dominican Republic, a

sister island: “Which is why I think some day my mother /
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will burn it all to hell... and then flee, in a tinted taxi / to
sleep on cloud nine in a hotel in Punta Cana.” Valcarcel
de Jesus highlights how women survive gendered labor and
relationships with men in Puerto Rico, while also invit-
ing readers to apply the poems to their own contexts and
surroundings. In fact, his work argues for the presence of
patriarchal violence in other places by transporting read-
ers from Puerto Rico to Punta Cana in the Dominican
Republic, where the same violence persists. As a Carib-
bean writer, Valcircel de Jesus frequently references
Caribbean experiences and life in the region. By featuring
Punta Cana, the poetry collection draws attention to the
relationship between the Dominican Republic and Puerto
Rico—a contentious relationship marked by dangerous
maritime migration, racism, and xenophobia. Due to the
continued migratory flow between the islands and inter-
mingling cultures, the histories of Puerto Rico and the
Dominican Republic are irrefutably tied. By highlighting
the gendered violence experienced on both islands, the
poetry book emphasizes the two countries’ similarities,
mirroring the relationship between the speaker’s mother

and aunt and their need for escape.

The translation work in this piece is phenomenal. Not
only does it provide bilingual access to Valcarcel de Jesus'’s
book, but it also enhances the signiﬁcance of the origi-
nal version. Salas Rivera manipulates the verses, allowing
readers to gain a deeper and more complete understand-
ing of the poems and the project as a whole. For exam-
ple, he translates “quemara la casa / y luego huira, en
taxi ahumado” as “will burn the house / and then flee,
in a tinted taxi.” While the original verses could simply
refer to a taxi full of smoke from the burning house, Salas
Rivera’s translation encourages readers to consider a more
complex interpretation. The taxi could be tinted or have
smoked windows, not necessarily because of the fire, but
because tinted windows allow for a swift and anonymous
escape, free from the judgement of others. Consequently,
the new verses carry multiple messages that enhance, or
reveal the original ones. Another way Anthem of Evaporated
Tears adds to the Spanish version is through formatting.
Because the Spanish and English versions are placed side
by side, the movement of the eyes traveling back and forth
between them beautifully replicates the migration patterns
between Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic—a
constant to-and-fro that the poetic voice also experiences
as he ultimately escapes with his mother. In the end, Salas
Rivera portrays the multiplicity of language and meaning,
complementing the pieces he translates with evident care

and understanding.

Salas Rivera also engages in decolonial practices through
his work. He breaks away from traditional publishing by
including the original poems alongside his translations,
ensuring that the original material is not forgotten. This
choice also gives readers insight into Salas Rivera's trans-
lation process, which strikes a balance between “signifi-
cation and stylistic demands” without compromising the

author’s message.

Anthem of Evaporated Tears captures the contradictions inher-
ent in human relationships, including tenderness, anger,
love, reflection, stubbornness, violence, and care. The
work complicates these dichotomies by considering the
entanglements of love and violence within patriarchal sys-
tems. Even though twelve years have passed since the book’s
initial publication, its themes and problems remain rele-
vant in Puerto Rico and the United States today. In recent
years, femicides have risen at an alarming rate in Puerto
Rico, yet the government has taken little to no action

to address the issue, while legislative changes constantly

threaten the rights of women and queer people. Similarly,
in the United States, recent attacks on women’s and queer
people’s bodily autonomy have instilled fear in many.
Within these pages, Xavier Valcarcel de Jesus envisions the
futures that emerge when one courageously chooses one-
self over societal expectations. Doing so makes it possible
to push past the silences and suffering, and move forward,

even when the evaporated tears cling to the air.

Endless Garment by Shanzhai Lyric
Pioneer Works Press

Review by Drew Zeiba

Shanzhai means “counterfeit” or “copy” in Mandarin;
the term’s been applied to garments, bootleg iPhones,
sinified Harry Potter sequels, and even language itself.
The concept anchors the work of Shanzhai Lyric, the
New York-based artist duo Ming Lin and Alex Tatarsky,
who for eleven years have been collecting garments with
happy accidents and playful incidents of language, the
majority of them sourced from China. Examples include
t-shirts that read “DOLCE & BANANAS” or “It’s gonna
be a great day actually all the things now have.” Lin and
Tatarsky post their finds on Instagram, recombine them as

sculptures, and have now transmuted them into the book

ENDLESS GARMENT.

This book metabolizes and arranges phrases culled from
Shanzhai Lyric’s archive of linguistic readymades. ENDLESS
GARMENT is compact. A photo of a pile of twisted clothes
wraps its front and back covers and spine. Its foil-printed
title matches the one on the t-shirts the book’s publisher,
Pioneer Works, made as merch. Unlike the typographic
diversity of the world’s graphic tees, there’s one sans-serif
font on the book’s pages. The text never directly cites its
source materials, although deformed echoes occur (“THE
WORLD HAS BIGGER / PROBLEMS THAN BOYS /
WHO KISS BOYS AND GIRLS / WHO KISS GIRLS”;
“THE VORLB HAS BIGO / PROHLEMS THANBOL
/ WHONCSS BOYS ANDOLG / WHO KISS GIRLS”).
This patterning suggests Shanzhai Lyric’s collection might
have garments with different takes on similar themes.
Sequence and line-break similarly don’t index any “orig-
inal.” The reader experiences both artistic choice and

chance discovery; lexical meaning and mayhem accrue.

Sometimes the text is arranged something like a simple
poem in stanzas. Sometimes a couple words sit in a sin-
gle corner, or a few lines dead center. Sometimes several
dozen words sprawl cubistly. The pages are Bible-thin.
You can almost read the oncoming text, but only make out
the shape. Not unlike a logo or the iconicity of a graphic
tee, in these obscurant moments language becomes some-

thing more akin to image.

Whether to call these texts poems, or the whole book a
single poem, or something else altogether, I'm not sure.
The term “shanzhai” originally referred to strongholds
for Song Dynasty Robinhood-ish bandits in mountains
beyond imperial reach. While Lin and Tartarsky’s proj-
ect collects these forms, their approach is far from tax-
onomic. This book’s slippery and playful arrangement
foregrounds the shanzhai language’s beguiling, bewil-
dering nature. And, anyway, this book is hardly map-
ping or revealing some hidden hamlet on a map. These
contemporary shanzhai are anything but covert: they are
mass-produced, ubiquitous, signs and symbols of glo-
balization’s twisted genius. By taking an approach that is
by one measure hyperlegible (collating these into a single

volume) and obscure (divorcing them from their origi-



nal context and recombining them into poetic masses),
the artists intensify the spirit of the shanzhai as something

between original and copy, fugitive and flagrant.

A table of contents divides the book or poem or poems
into nine sections—“Fashion,” “Empire,” “Femalie” [sic],
etc.—although these headers don’t recur in the text. You
can read the book without noticing any radical shifts, but
if you flip back to the index you'll discover, for example,
that “empire” starts with “POST- / EUROPE”—an incit-

ing détournement for a motto sourced from a t-shirt.

Shanzhai Lyric approaches materials with both humor and
reverence. “A hoodie / hooded sweatshirt with a hood, /
often They ahood, / and (usually) usua ahood, / and front,
opening, and back,” the love section begins; I assume this
is a self-referential lorem ipsum glitch, a product descrip-
tion printed onto product like an infinity mirror. “The
BEAUTIFUL / Rose / has thorns / Being protean depend-
ing on / the mood of mind / Ive never experienced such a
feeling,” the next stanza goes. The definitional attitude of
the first stanza carries forth from the hoodie to the rose
whose thorns comprise its beauty. But! A subject emerges,
someone who has never succumbed to the prickly, protean

mood. Who knew a t-shirt professed such pathos?

The rose is overplayed—just ask “Gertrud stein” [sic]
who’s appropriated on the following page. (SMART AND
LOVELY SHAKESPEARE, for his part, appeared much
earlier.) But the rose as the lede for “love” feels neither
ironic nor overwrought. Creating a conceptual rhyme
between the “hoodie” and “rose” texts elevates the gar-
ment-speak to the level of amorous ode, while the rose
takes on the daily specialness of a favorite shirt or quo-
tidian deflation of a garment to be tossed away. This dia-
lectical tautness, this multipolar romance, defines the
experience of ENDLESS GARMENT and the careful
ridiculousness and dead-serious inauthenticity of Shan-

zhai Lyric’s project.

A lyric prototypically expresses a poet’s emotions or expe-
riences; ENDLESS GARMENT might then be alyric composed
by a commercial hyperbeing, and only later arranged by
Lin and Tatarsky. But to call this text a lyric, or series of
lyrics, would also be to miss an important mixup. The
book is titled after a garment, and the artist duo itself,
adding yric to shanzhai, is titled as if they were a poem. The
authors are manifold, many, without distinct beginning
or end, any of us as we get dressed and take a photo of our-
selves or take to the street. Shanzhai Lyric channels this
dispersed yet collective creative energy, challenging who

we take to be an author and what we take to be a poem.

Flow, transition, accumulation, surprise, and space shape
this book. The philosopher Byung-Chul Han writes that
the shanzhai goods’ “creativity is based on active transfor-
mation and variation.” The sheer preponderance of these
commodities is part of their energy, as too are the ways
they—sometimes self-consciously—introduce idiosyncra-
sies and mutations into commercial standards. The trans-
lation to “counterfeit” is somewhat misleading. Shanzhai
objects don’t necessarily purport to be the real deal; an
“iPncne” device features an intentionally worn-down
logo, for example. So the shanzhai engages in a “truly
Dadaist game...that not only initiates creativity but also
parodically or subversively affects positions of economic
power and monopolies,” Han claims. It’s “subversion and

. »”
creation at once.

Shanzhai garment texts display a destabilizing relation-

ship to homogenization and Westernization. As Euro-

pean brands and the English language traverse the globe,
they get unduly vaunted, but they also get mixed, altered,
constituted and reconstituted by interacting systems of
circulation and valorization. As much as these garments
evidence English as a lingua franca, they supplant the
already spurious notion of a “proper” English, doing what
language users always do: wresting control from would-be
monoliths to make words, in their inherent alienation

and alienating force, their own.

You could say shanzhai goods are just more stuff, and
you'd be right. Nothing is without end: the fantasy of
signs forever stitched into an endless garment is belied by
the reality of finitude, the very finitude that the propa-
gandistic, performative endlessness of consumer produc-
tion promotes much to the threat to end many species’,

including our own.

ENDLESS GARMENT lays bare the incongruity of its terms;
it’s an oxymoron with a utopian shimmer. It holds the
tension, or, paradoxically, suspends it—in both senses of
that contranym—between the shifting, unfixed movement
of language and the solidity of the objects and bodies they
transit upon. By removing these t-shirts and their words
from their typical realm of exchange value and reconsti-
tuting them through various artistic means of authorship
and non-authorship, the junk-mattering of our commer-
cial world becomes less mystified through its anointment

as art.

ENDLESS GARMENT launched with a “fashion show” at Pio-
neer Works in Red Hook on Saturday, March 8 of this
year. Folding chairs lined a runway in the open volume
of the former iron works building. At a mic stand in the
center, a person read from the book. Models traversed

wearing shirts with her words, wearing the sources.

These shirts were not how I'd imagined them when I read
ENDLESS GARMENT. In fact, had I imagined them? No, I
hadn’t conjured in my mind a garment which corre-
sponded to these texts—I'd taken them as freefloating, the
language readymades remade, an infinite chain I breezed
through slantly misrecognizing, pulling meaning from

the chaos as suited me, or not.

How should I know that “Life is a Struggle of” would arc
over a chihuahua poking its paws from a turquoise Bir-
kin? Or that the violet-striped shirt reading “WE SHOUL
ALLB FEMINIS” would be so unflattering on any body?
Or that “Crash!” “Bust!” “Disaster looming,” “Profits

down” would be so fun, or indeed, so longsleeved?

As the fashion-performance continued, other perform-
ers approached the microphone, exchanged a t-shirt, and
then continued the reading as the previous speaker joined

the runway show. An unbroken cycle, a fluid exchange.

Walk, turn, repeat; speak, pass the book, another speaker;
pass the shirt; the chain continues, the voices differ, the
bodies flow; contact is the context, the body is the vehi-
cle for language, for voice, for ideas not one’s own, that
strictest personalization. “Do you think these shirts are
for sale?” someone asks beside me. They once were, that’s
how they got here, but no longer. With each shirt as a dis-
tinct, beloved archived item, taken away from their undif-
ferentiated mass of clones, I understand Shanzhai Lyric’s
idea of these garments as a collective, ongoing poem hap-
pening in streets and photographs and e-comm scrolls—
an idea of an perpetual togetherness, the lyric that belongs
to everyone and no one, a poem as a collaboration end-

lessly happening.

Anatomy of a Refusal by Sahar Khraibani
1080PRESS

Review by Maura Modeya

What is the psyche of a drone? What does it do to the poet
who must consider this question? Sahar Khraibani’s new
collection of poetry, ANATOMY OF A REFUSAL, opens with
a section titled “MUTUALLY ASSURED DESTRUC-
TION,” where the poet begins with the story of a drone. It
reads as a story about sight, drone vision. We gain altitude
line by line, to see from above downward, the way “drone”
does. Human sight is looking up, towards something we
cannot see unless there is a screen. The poems make me
compare versions of the sky—upwards as a place of hope in
stories of the universe, then to drones and missiles, shift-
ing the sky to a place of fear. “fear is orientated upwards,”

writes Khraibani.

The screen becomes a message from the surveillant. It
represents detachment, the politics of optimization, or
quite literally, destruction. I sense what is unspeakable
around the words that are written, it echoes in the num-
berless pages and in the looping voice. This violence is all
too recognizable; has the poet been here before? In this
hybrid terrain of footnotes and assembled fragments of
language, there are no page numbers, no titles for each
page, only coordinates of grief. Space on the page creates
a sensation of dropping from one foothold to the next
on the side of a ruin, stepping on fragments of a story of
inquiry, feeling the ruination of what is left over from the
research and of lived-in destruction. The disintegration

is mirrored on the page.

Have you considered drone ? What is your relationship to drone? Ques-
tions that arise within. The reader becomes emotionally
implicated in the text, the poet’s voice weaves into an inti-
mate space and then pairs it with academic citations, lay-
ering the feeling of “drone,”the feeling of surveillance and
being targeted. Drone becomes both ghost and witness,
holding both the powers of aid or violence. Its size var-
ies, it could fit in the palm of your hand or be as large as
an aircraft. It could be used to aid in natural disasters, to
deliver packages, or in targeted violent attacks. The poet
is left assessing, left with the data that drones are more
harrowingly used for acts of war and terror instead. Khra-
ibani writes, “drone will happily deliver your groceries.”
Drone in the poetics of ANATOMY OF A REFUSAL is alive,
sentient, and personified. It pulls the reader into an
uneasy dialogue, becoming complicit in the act of look-
ing, of seeking meaning through the very apparatus that
dehumanizes. The poet makes drone personal, and isn’t
it? Our own unpiloted selves, disintegrating, surveilled,
seeking form, are reflected in the unpiloted aircraft

of drone.

drone was treated like the loneliest
of things.

burned, tossed, and beheaded.
spat on. tossed into

streets, toilets, fountains, canals,

garbage bins.

Isn’t violence from a distance the loneliest thing? The
separation between what a drone does, and what a human
does, rubs together in the text, and the friction from
that rubbing reflects haunting recordings of destruction.
Not only material destruction, but the layers and rip-
ples beyond, landing in the psyche. The poet’s language
is the reimagined image in the drone’s conscious targets
and data: bodies interpreted through image, tracking

and reimaging back onto a screen instantaneously. What
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would otherwise be unknowable with other technologies,
drone has provided in-depth information / configuration
/ reconfiguration / perhaps even a sort of teleportation.

Death transmitted and re-coded.

It is a remarkable move of the poet to turn the drone, in
its loneliness, into an object of sympathy. It’s flipping
the logic of the war machine, showing how the drone is
a modality of thought. The work of the poem is layered,
it shows how empathy can be molded and redirected; as
readers, we might feel for drone, the thing that must carry
out these lonely acts of one-sided terror. The discomfort
in feeling for drone creates moral disorientation: “Why
do I have sympathy for the machine?” Profound discom-
fort and tension builds. In personifying the drone, the
witness in the book has multiple ways of seeing the inhu-
mane structures and systems they operate in. This move
also illuminates the asymmetry of power that Nathan K.
Hensley describes in Drone Form: Word and Image at the End of
Empire, which Khraibani cites in a footnote, where, draw-
ing on Grégoire Chamayou, he notes that drone warfare
“eliminates reciprocity from the scene of killing and turns
seeing, and with it the risk of death, into a one-sided

. ”
operatlon. .

This book sparks awe in me for how it exposes logic. In
depicting the drone with a capacity to feel or to even won-
der about how drone feels, it shows how empathy can be
designed, and depending on where attention is funneled,
empathy can be a trick. Empathy can be its own tool in the
media, and the poetic depiction channels human emo-
tion in multiple directions. Khraibani: “can this pain be
transferred.” Drone acts as a vessel, it holds represen-
tations of the poet’s reflections, like the drone receives
representations of targets, images, the state’s desires.
Boundaries dissolve. Like the images teleported through
drone. Throughout the collection, there are offerings of
OTHER WAYS OF SEEING. Vision can be fractured from dif-
ferent apparatuses, and in each perception, the poet dis-
plays connections of perception to forms of power. They
link fugitivity, as Fred Moten describes it, to perception.
Ways of seeing are political acts. One way of seeing, in the
motion of fugitivity, Khraibani writes another line amidst
a myriad of gut-stirring lines, “wanting not for the end of
colonialism, but the inevitable end of the standpoint from

which colonialism makes sense.”
“i want to know if drone ever thinks about desire”

Desire in this work appears in pockets. It appears in lines,
alongside research and technology. It appears as wants.
Amid the loss of people, land, animals, city, and envi-
ronment, the poet stages an intimacy with violence itself,
with the machines that mandate it: the drone, the cargo
ship of ammonium nitrate, explosions. “i want to not
know what losing land feels like,” Khraibani writes, then
later, “i don’t want a job where i say ‘deliverables’ or ‘strat-
egy.” friendship as a method of encryption. don't talk to
me about desire. please. i am so bored. i want a poetics of
refusal. i want the undomestication of desire. i want the
lack of narrative to be the kink. i want to be sexy, regard-
less.” Desire becomes a constant grappling, an interloc-
utor that holds humanity and fugitivity in tension amid
repeated injury. As I read, I connect the statements of
want as forms of refusal. Wanting amidst injury, destruc-
tion, violence is precarious terrain, and each time a line
about wanting or desiring appears in the book, it marks
decisions toward aliveness. Khraibani demonstrates pro-
found skill in shifting scale, moving between distance and
intimacy, at one moment gaining altitude to reveal the

systems of destruction shaping daily life, and in the next
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focusing closely on something as human and ordinary as
a drain tangled with hair. These movements between the
macro and micro build a layered understanding of how
the macro view, the systems, are impossible to completely
separate from the moments, for example, of laying on top

of one another to feel real.

i choke when i imagine my throat,
the knot in there fueled by subjugated
desire, disgust at this desire, this want—a want for

language that decimates, instead of pleases.

In the section called “BLAST,” the reader enters an explo-
sion of fragments. Reports scattered across the page. The
poem accumulates fragments of language, shrapnel-like
debris, to follow where the poet writes about the explosion
that occurred in Beirut on August 4th, 2020, when a ship
with 2,750 tonnes of high-density ammonium nitrate
exploded and was deemed one of the largest non-nuclear
explosions in history. It pulverized the port and damaged
half the city of Beirut. By scattering the data, mirror-
ing the effects of a blast, the poem does not try to stabi-
lize the event into narrative, but instead reproduces the
disorientation of catastrophe itself. The poet allows the
archive to remain fractured. “I would have liked not to
have to write this text,” Khraibani later writes in the sec-
tion called “DETERRENCE.” In ANATOMY OF A REFUSAL,
documentary poetics becomes less a method of explana-
tion than an acknowledgment of rupture by assembling
reports, ﬁ‘agments, echoes, drawings. The poems refuse
the comfort of a steady account, instead asking the reader
to move through the wreckage of language, much as cities,
countries, entire peoples might move through the wreck-
age of drones, explosions, loss of land, or of their own

memories.

Our Hands Hold Violence
by Kieron Walquist
Beacon Press

Review by Erick Verran

Atypical in the most literal sense, Our Hands Hold Violence,
Kieron Walquist's National Poetry Series-winning debut,
is full of nonce forms, single-use as a condom. Several are
neatly tabular, while others remind you of etched metal
or a tall stalk of hogweed along the roadside. Abecedari-
ans, too, on everything from an attic of “Bats caught down
eavel, . . .] gone hush in June’s kniﬁng light,” to “Roller-
Coaster Tycoon,” where a virtual tyrant might work the park’s
“janitors to death / Emptying trash + erasing the pixelated
vomit” or leave its nauseated “patrons lost on the / Very
corners of the virtual landscape.” It doesn’t take a doctor-
ate in psychology to understand why a child, playing god in
some disconnected patch of rural Missouri, would choose
to reproduce the material conditions of their own life. In
the special hindsight of nostalgia and artistry, industrial
ugliness has much beauty—though anyone who has driven
through the Bible belt could tell you so. Here, even the

depressing is at least memorably said.

Take the the

poem—“Hometown,” apt for a beginning—with its effort-

plainspoken  sonics  of opening

lessly rounded vowels:

A coyote cry that tears through sleep
in the country-dark. The bleats

+ bells from goats heavy with milk,
the creek that overflows + leaves
crawdads + catfish breathless

in backyards. The ditch

where folks toss their trash:

tires, television sets, a Maytag
washer. A boy abusing

Sudafed. A three-legged bluetick
never let off its chain. The rumor
of a cougar deep in the hills,

a caved-in septic tank that can drop
you, drown you. A cathedral of cedars,
the tumble-down barn with warped
wood, the abandoned car rusted

+ broken into by musk thistle.

The dynamite blast from the quarry
that rattles windows, the fog flung

over the valley like a mortuary sheet.

The collection’s most visually conspicuous poem, about
hunting deer as a teenager, consists of spiral lines that
start with a bite from a recoiling rifle (“Which is to say:
you shot yourself and lived”) and in the end recall a

bloodied kaleidoscope. Or, what is a firearm if not hand-
held violence?

Though Walquist’s title certainly risks what Ezra Pound
called mixing an abstraction with the concrete—Pound’s
example, in “A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste,” was “dim lands
of peace”’—a glance at publishers’ catalogs would suggest
it’s in good company. Notwithstanding some boxy col-
lages, including a reference to Three Billboards Outside Ebbing,
Missouri, sticker pieces from the McDonald’s Monopoly game,
and black clip art that could be out of Man and His Symbols,
one of the more interesting quirks in Our Hands Hold Vio-
lence is Walquist’s substitution of the plus sign (“+”) for the
conjunctive “and,” interesting to the extent that it brings
to mind class difference (“Booze-wah you'd laugh”). Com-
pared with the fancy ampersand, resembling a cutting of
ribbon somebody dropped or the filigree on an antebel-
lum courthouse, the plus sign is decidedly blue-collar,
like a cross of welded aluminum left in a cemetery; ditto
Walquist’s use of angular brackets over the gentler, hug-
ging curves of parentheses. It’s hard not to think that what
these stylistic tics spell out is the author’s distrust of con-
nection, bled into his semantics. Yet equally telling, or

nearly, is the book’s abundance of hyphens.

As with dissolving medical sutures, orthographically a
hyphen associates words long enough that they eventu-
ally fuse. This makes sense, given the diverse injuries and
slow-to-heal wounds in Our Hands Hold Violence. But pain has
its pleasures, as when in the bed of a pickup truck filled
with water—that is, a hillbilly swimming pool—Walquist,
sitting “crisscross-applesauce, [...] screamed + shivered,
/ sliced open / with such incredible joy.” In between hints
of what once was (“arrowheads glint—intense as an ice
rink”), there is also the violence concomitant with sin-
gle-family farming: the wood chipper that “will confetti
cedar” and occasionally backfire as it “hack[s] smoke from
sap,” the rotary mower that once decapitated a rabbit. In
youth, every accident is a tragedy and thus more sharply
felt. A boy takes a bottle rocket to the face; a fox is gutted
on a stone altar. (As the older Pip explains in Great Expec-
tations, “It may be only small injustice that the child can be
exposed to; but the child is small, and its world is small.”)
After nearly drowning, Walquist describes being pulled
out of the water “like a bicycle.” It’s a terrific simile that
captures both the human body's weight and awkward slack,
whereas the question as to what one is supposed to be—
first asked by a crack addict on Halloween, then the wider

universe of family and friends—remains in suspension.

Since Reconstruction and late into the twentieth century,

the socioeconomic well-being of the South has trended



downward, like industrial sludge meeting a freshwater
lake. In contrast to Kai and Anders Carlson-Wee, whose
impoverishment and accounts of scrounging for food
constitute a lifestyle—one undertaken, it must be said,
on a privileged, vagabondish whim (the third brother,
Olaf, is a cryptocurrency billionaire)—Walquist’s recollec-
tion of climbing into dumpsters alongside his kid sisters,
who themselves color with embarrassment, has the stamp
of desperation, spying an opened cantaloupe or a moldy
loaf of rye bread. The comment, movingly subtle, is that
children ought to be playing with actual crayons, not dig-
ging through food every shade of the rainbow. (Inciden-
tally, Our Hands Hold Violence has the generous dimensions of
an activity book, which may have kept the page count to
respectable sub-100 territory.) Further on, we learn that
a smoldering house is an opportunity to salvage “useable
pots / + pans, copper wire, / anything worthwhile,” with
the arsonist's motive said to be either drug-related or that

a spouse found her husband in bed with a male lover.

Throughout the book, the prompting of queer desire
is constant, whether by “men // in baseball caps + cut-
off tees / who javelin branches,” shuffling through a not-
quite-haunted farmhouse and corn maze, hands on one
another’s hips, or underwear models in K-mart with their
anonymous sun-kissed torsos. (You'd almost think you
were reading Rilke: Dumufit. . . dir etwas kaufen.) Exercising
in the basement alongside another shirtless teenager, of
course transformation is inherently erotic. Heartache,
like “a hundred mirrors broken,” or a mirror broken
into a hundred pieces, expresses itself haltingly with verti-
cal bars, the effect such that Walquist’s poetry manages to

enjamb and run on at the same time:

a faun | dancing with a Walkman | I remember you |
on my chest | as T gave you head | that you called us |
faggots | affectionately | time to time | + laughed | your
devilish laugh | the time you asked | if I'd walk | your
beloved beast | a basset hound | only for the dumb dog
| to eat dogshit | off the sidewalk | + I | reached in its
mouth | struggled to | about pulled off | the dog’s head
| before it could swallow | was bitten | in the process |
thought | this | is love | a handful | of shit + blood | out
of a dog’s mouth | only for a text | in the end | you said

it | was just casual |

Like Humpty Dumpty, who, “taken down[, must be] put
back together,” or a giant robot possessing a “dented head

/ with autistic software,” few of us are of our own making.

Amusing oneself however one can, the spectrum of enter-
tainment would seem to run from urban exploration, vis-
iting a dilapidated prison covered in edgy graffiti and a
snowdrift of what is guessed to be asbestos, to the question

of sex, when life for a would-be poet was still more Van

Halen than Helen Vendler:

The buck is puffy,
glammed by greenbottle
flies, + behind us, slaughter-
red streak-dry

across the asphalt

like ketchup down a t-shirt.
The smell of it churns.

My brother cuts bone

from skull. I try

to hold the body

steady by its front hooves—
two black hearts. I tell
myself to Get through.

I look away when I see—

in the copper-cool

of its eye—me.

Despite Walquist’s traumatized admission that he “will
always be / ten years old, wet + wounded,” at last OQur Hands
Hold Violence places its faith in change, the kind that would
allow one to be talked down from a bridge high above the
Missouri River, then add a lover’s padlock to that bridge
without also tossing in the key, soaked to the bone and

hanging on “until love / isn’t a chore.”

Intifadas by Edward Salem
Sarabande Books
Review by Elena Comay del Junco

In his author biography, Edward Salem identifies himself
as a former performance artist. It’s all too easy to read that
description not just as a disclaimer, but a joke. “Perfor-
mance art,” after all, is not so infrequently a punchline.
But Salem hasn’t given up on it and it’s the structuring
matrix of his book Intifadas, a series of imagined, docu-
mented, planned, fantasized performances, now trans-
posed into short poems, now into extended prose, and
finally into a series of detailed instructions for readers to

perform themselves. A non-exhaustive selection include:

— Cutting down an olive tree on his family land, chop-
ping it up, and mailing the dismembered pieces back
to his home in Detroit, where they’ll be reassembled

into a “Frankensteinian tree.”

— Outfitting local youth with “red ball gags” and
t-shirts emblazoned with “Submissive” to wear to weekly

protests in the West Bank village of Bil‘in.

— Dropping leaflets calling for a Third Intifada from

the roof of “an old limestone building”

— Having his cousin film him submerging his head in
the burningly salty water of the Dead Sea and “forcing

my burning eyes open / as much as I could.”

— Having his cousin film him lying prostrate on the

threshold of Jerusalem’s Great Synagogue.

— Bringing “three packets of mayonnaise / to smear on
the stone coffin” (Jesus’s?) in the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre.

— Spending several days smashing a boulder with a
sledgehammer outside Ramallah, then writing “Why
isn’t there a Third Intifada?” on

the fragments.

There’s no denying that described performances are often
funny. And, in some cases at least, that they’d make some-
thing like “good art.” But they also tend to fail before they

start, which is what makes the book work so well. Hence,

— Cutting down an olive tree and removing it from the

land seems “downright colonial.”

— It turns out the activists in Bil‘in had already out-
done him when, in 2009, they “painted their bodies
cornflower blue” and dressed up as the Na'vi from

Avatar. (Google the images)

— Instead of dispersing in the wind, the stack of
leaflets drops like a brick and breaks the camera-

man’s hand.

—The cousin he’s roped into filming is amused, but
also “didn’t understand why I'd torture myself / to

make joke art no one wanted to see.”

— Someone, a “you” who looks like his mother, con-

vinces him not to smear the mayo on Christ’s tomb.

— While writing on the stone fragments, “my hand got
tired of the tedious task.”

Is the point, then, that the would-be artist is, at base, a
privileged American making self-absorbed art that runs
roughshod over his ancestral land? ('l call him Eddie,
which is how he’s identified in the book.) If so, it might
be an antidote to a sentimentalized strain of “diaspora
poetry,” but only at the cost of being both trite and reac-
tionary. But if it’s more than that, and it is more than that,
these never-performed performances—the fact they're
never performed—take on something else entirely. What
may seem, at times to be a portrait of the ex-performance
artist as affable edgelord (in Paris, Eddie propositions a
trans sex worker before chickening out; in West Jerusa-
lem, he pushes his Jewish wife over as she squats to piss
in the street) turns out to be a way of capturing the tenu-
ous place of a Palestinian American back in his homeland
without obscuring the way that his Americanness, chosen
or not, sets him apart. (Recalling an earlier, perhaps more

hopeful exploration in Annemarie Jacir’s 2007 film Salt of
this Sea.)

Visiting Gaza on a solidarity delegation, “it hurt to imag-
ine” leaving the besieged territory. The young men he
meets also want him to return, write messages to him ask-
ing when he’s coming back—and also for help with spon-
soring their visas. In a nightmare, he dreams of “the dead
Palestinian brother.” No mention of the cause of death,
but for anyone who knows about the history and pres-
ent of Zionism, does there need to be? And then, more
nightmarish still, “I slap your dead foreheads / with my
blue and gold passport.” Suddenly, the “dumb fun” Eddie
had been having, and in which the book itself revels, turns
into something haunting, brutal. Underneath it all is a
reckoning with the meaning of the longed for Third Inti-
fada, the stakes and imperative of a transformative upris-
ing even knowing the reprisals that will follow. It’s not a
question unique to someone in Eddie’s position. He reads
a news article “teasing the possibility / of the Third Inti-
fada.” It’s the event he’s far from alone in longing for.
Then, “All I could think was the scores of men my age and
younger who would be slaughtered, / and how I wanted it
anyway, / the uprising.”
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