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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

The Contemporary Literature Collection at Simon Fraser University
recently acquired the archive of Vancouver poet Gerry Gilbert, and
Line is pleased to offer a sampling from this rich collection of
materials. The Gerry Gilbert Section found its final shape quite
unexpectedly. The essay by Charles Tutlis arrived uncalled for, yet
seemed made-to-order as a critical commentary to accompany
Gilbert's statement on writing and his selections from the archive.
The reflective Notes by Gilbert were requested as an afterthought,
as gifts to the reader from a writer whose texts ride the waves of
the lived history delimiting the personal in contemporary writing.
Gerry Gilbert has currently completed manuscripts for three
books which gather together accumulated writing since From Next
Spting (1977). Forthcoming are Moby Jane (1977-81), Sex and the
Single Mushroom (1982-85), and So Long Song (Spring 1985).
Charles Tutlis, who lived in Vancouver in the 70's, has published in
BC Monthly, and now lives in Brooklyn. George Bowering's critical
essays are available in two publications, A Way with Words from
Oberon Press and The Mask in Place from Turnstone Press. Readers
interested in the poetics explored through the letters by Steve
McCatfery, Ron Silliman, and Charles Bernstein can get The
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book, edited by Bruce Andrews and Charles
Bernstein, from Southern Illinois Press; the publication contains a
selection from the first three volumes of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E
magazine. A collection of essays by Bernstein, Content's D1eam:
Essays 1975-1984, is available from Sun & Moon Press. The
magazine The Difficulties (edited by Tom Beckett) has a special
issue on Silliman, and Roof Books will be publishing his collection of
essays, The New Sentence. An interview with McCaffery by
Andrew Payne on the writers publishing in L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E
from 1978 to 1982 appeared in the last issue of Line. Alan R.
Knight, a Ph.D. student at the University of Alberta, is working on a
study of Gertrude Stein. Miriam Nichols, a Ph.D. student at York
University, is working on a study of Jack Spicer, Robert Duncan
and Robin Blaser.

RM
June 10, 1985
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JOHN TUTLIS

THE MAN FROM NEXT SPRING:
NOTES ON THE POETRY OF SOME GERRY GILBERT

"l moved away to another language where
I can want what I say." (Gerry Gilbert)

Home through the collapsing, isoscelesan sleet; splasht by cars and
my own boots cutting through puddles; damp cords in breezy subway
tunnels; a conductor partial to open windows deep into Brooklyn on
the D line; sniffling. The promise of a warm drink at the end. The
fact of Robert Creeley's popular reference to G.G.'s production as
"the greatest show on earth," i.e. "the distractions, human, and
right here and now." No matter, then, that I got the book (Class o
Fifty Fout) six months late. It kept me warm and awake on a
midnight train--a bargain at twice the price, and without visiting a
newsstand.

Gilbert's poetry is real news, of course. More, it occupies a
high ground whose shared sloping sides are dotted by the younger
"language" poets and other investigators. I take Gilbert to be an
exemplary direct-transfer poet, capturing the "thingness" of the
affair before/within/around him (we are not post-Williamsian as
regards the heart) and discovering thereby a new
representation--not just voice or form but both together, an
architecture coming up from a bedrock domesticity to a structure
at once lean and vast.

The source of this poetry, that domesticity, is marked by a
self-referentiality and place-referentiality which begin as
"defaults" of content, in the sense of not referring to any officially
"higher" or "greater" or "purer" subject matter. To speak of this
source defines a type of quote-Modernism that becomes both
advocacy and art, much the way "appropriate technology" welded
the sensibilities in the 70'. In 1985, though, both AT and Gilbert's
poetry have fallen out of fashion or otherwise pose a difficulty
citizens are not encouraged to get hip to and to demand of their
professionals. Gilbert wants to bring poets back into mainstream
culture, as Dr. Williams so wanted before him; and their inability to
do so (quite natural, because one, two, three or four, here



and there in the creases of a centralising culture, cannot a

revolution make), goddammit, becomes all the more instructive to
us who believe in the enterprise, in living during "life":

» « « life is absolutely delightful, a crushing interruption
I've learned to count on. Most writers progressively
make more sense as they work life and the result is life
looks like an openstrip mine, all mine--my progression is
no less work than theirs (& we're all doing
magnificently, as we'll see next spring) getting better &
better the more we bet--but the sense of my writing is
incidental, it is the incident itself, the tooth, the
worm's way from the inside of life to the surface. A
path which opens at the heart of the house, where we're
wearing the sky and having a cup of tea. You look down
at us and the first thing we do with your surprise at the
end of another perfect day is put on the kettle against
the hot belief we have that anything we'd write or say is
itself the sense that life makes. We have to look after
the soil or we won't grow.

The "heart of the house" pushes up against the boundaries of the
pcg:try of our or any century, invoking a fresh context, a remodelled
place.

Like certain imperfect parents with a difficult child, we
members of the poetry audience--teachers, students, producers and
ordinary consumers--as often as not expect abiding perfection from
the producers in the "openstrip mine." Every little piece must be in
its well-made place; or, failing that, the whole work must have an
irresistibly fashionable hook, such glamour as poetry is capable of.
When the work meets neither of these "criteria," not only does it
receive no patronage (or so little as to be neglible), it also gets
little read, to say nothing of incidental green, Christmas on earth,
etc. Of course, patronage for poetry in our time is neglible to
begin with, but official approval and support can still carry enough
weight, when accumulated, to lead to a middle-income-generating
livelihood in the shrinking academy. Only perfect, antiseptically
drawn, safely disturbing poetry can pass through such a system.

Unlike the parents with the difficult child, we can long and
maybe forever ignore the work of artists out of alleged synch or
actual fashion. And we can wake up one day in our sixth or seventh
decade, rookie cynics, never before having sensed a real-goods
voice/language/image to put that alarmingly true, startling cynicism
in its place, and moments later, hours (if we're lucky and still
certifiably sane)



. « « you'll say something

so clear you'll vanish ...

listening to the news

without the music ...

prison is continued for those watching on TV
. « « playing for time

Ergo, the peril of dismissing a poetry like Gilbert's, which by sheer
weight and duration sets up the host's mind's ear to receive a
late-night score from the Coast, the promise of softball next
Sunday afternoon at the park ringed by dogwoods unpredictably
blown and maybe overcast. No guarantee but we'll meet there.
Which is as close to "place" as any poet can move his readers, the
old quote-Modernist impulse to let the listener "complete" the work
after the producer has "finished" it:

« « «» | don't mind being stuck in history. It's the
marvelous shape of our attention is the work, the
object, the cup. I'm just the handle, on occasion,

and

. « « You've got to set it up so the poem is written after
everyone has heard it. Well, not everyone.

and

it seems to be me writin
actually it's you reading

But this is a Modernism here with a vengeance and there with
a gentle simplicity fit for the whole family (sans doute a
q'-Postmodernism, gathering the energies of q'-Conceptualism and
-Minimalism, our truck with these appellations being in aid of a
labelling fix, which happily we can now despatch):

momma cat & me
walk to each other like grownups

she takes care of truth
I look after beauty

daily strain the solids from the kitty litter
the raisins from the flypaper
the bombs from the skies




and

on a scale of l. I'm .45 today

family I'm at your beck & (but) call (1st)

heroically it took 45 kisses to wake Sleeping Handsome up this
morning

I vacuumed the place yesterday & swept it today
fixed the light in the toilet & polished my boots
installed a new pair of laces & gave my teeth a trip to the dentist

these crumbs on the page
dots of yin in all this yang
bits of the gods for food

the Ist birthday after the end of my lst marriage I cried & cried
this is the lst poem I've written with this typewriter
it's the last typewriter you'll ever need the salesman assured me

a poem begins like the lst & ends like the last
one ever written

and

how long have you had your beard?

five inches

I grow it with a little quiet yes

it slips through my apple skin like a finger
six inches

then it goes offd

and

.+« in grade 10 they taught me to type

in grade 11 they asked me to write

in grade 12 they told me to forget it

in university i didn't give a shit

but at least i got laid

10 years later i saw what { fove you meant
now i know what it's saying

i was going to take 30 years to compose this poem



but it's been raining cats & doggerel
& the gravy train washed out
so i left it to this morning

and

« « + it's the people who own the media who are scared
of free speech, and they think that writing it down
will make it safe, like them. As a poet, I can write it
down without killing it; but it's hard work, because
they're hard people. I don't want to be hard, I want to
be anyone. Anyone can be called on to say grace.

Gilbert allows children and salesmen their say, stumblebum
downtown drunks at least his supportive arm home, and creatures
great and small their rights-of-way (viz. the cats and
every-recurring slugs)—in short, expects citizens to use their piece
of the action--which does not lend his work to isolated consumption
and appropriation (the fate of most art in our time). Such a
sensibility demands a cultural and political restructuring which the
North American poet nowadays can hold out only as a desirable
objective: "Anyone can ... say grace." The difference between
Gilbert and many of his contemporaries and their offspring is that
he stands by his word, and that when his word is filler, padding, the
reader knows it. I can spot the filler a mile away, though it may
not be yours all of the time, and you can yours but not mine. But
all of the time the flesh and blood and bone is just that, and it
would not be so healthy (at this latitude) if it were not properly
clothed:

You can think of this writing as notes toward a news
vaccine. You'll take it aurally for protection against
the radiating communications media. The disease is

paralysis of the planet. This may be the last thﬁg
you'll have to read. It'll be like firing the boss.

The poet, for Gilbert, generates "crumbs on the page /[ dots of
yin in all the yang"--an investment in the day when the Great
Duality becomes widely active and pulls us up, a notion in large part
shared by contemporary poets. But what sets him apart here is his
untiring socialist take on public (personal writ large) affairs.
Hyperconscious of the construction of ordinary syntax and the words
themselves, he arrives at a dissembling and reconstruction of them,
which leads to a substantive critique of the culture itself. To
remind us that this is the case, that poetry does have crucial
civilian purpose, he from time to time disparages local, federal and




continental governments, multinational business fiefdoms and
imported commercial literary campaigns. And the best part is that
he's not dogmatic about it--usually. Rather, he's Tricksterish,
characteristically working from the inside, and like any Trickster
worth the name is also Transformer.

Yet Gilbert, a step ahead of his reader, is practical and honest
above all. Stretching his practice to such boundaries and patiently
referencing it to "place," his civilian and professional
neighbourhood, he tells us in perfect irony:

- + « | believe a language is more than how much you
say you have. I'm r%ot very Canadian that way. Look
where it gets me. !

It does not, in spite of his commercial and non-commercial
television and radio work (principally as producer and supplier of
poetry and art and literary criticism) in '70s and '80s Vancouver,
make him a household name (how many poets are, anyway--and who
wants to be one in the first place, given the reputation of household
names?). It does not bring awards down upon him (he does not go
annually on bent knee before the Canada Council for subsidy for his
magazine, BC Monthly, a plucky irregular begun in the early '70s
and to this day unequalled in range by any other West Coast
journal). It does not generate poet-in-residence offers from the
universities even (which those schools will forever, sometime, have
to live down, though Simon Fraser University last year did purchase
his papers and archives and Carr College of Art, since the '70s, has
supplemented its faculty with his faculties on ad hoc bases).

Compare his success with that of his nearest in-law in the
visual arts, Jon3athan Borofsky. Gilbert's work in video and
[::ericar:'1'|.Eu'1c<=.-,1 together with the writings, have not inspired a
single retrospective known to me in all of Canada, though the
institutional resources which can and frequently do broadcast the
work of interdisciplinary ﬂtlsts are several in number. Borofsky's
mid-career retrospective’ * has charmed and waylaid paleface
Philadelphia and New York this '84-'85 season with a staggeringly
off-the-wall intelligence going some way towards breaking down the
bars to a community that can envisage, at last, a language more
nearly shared, art museum bus-stop billboards facing the commuter
week after allomorphic week. (Did a speaker out there, away from
a microphone, say something about Gue1nica--oh, about a Sandinista
poster designer? Ah, yes, well....)

So right now the poet is not yet Transformer except among
the audiences he keeps in his mailing list/rented auditorium/given
gallery. And why was Ferlinghetti moved to his Nicaraguan travels
and made wiser by them? A transformation starts someplace.



British Columbia-on-the-Pacific Northwest is just as specific as the
seat you have. The now-old-timey Populism of the westernmost and
prairie reaches of the Dominion allows the poet the attention of a
gathering of 50,000 at a Solidarity-support rally in Vancouver and
considerably fewer at a summer's-end festival in a Yukon mining
camp. The student-teacher ratio is just lower; it's hard to get a
handle on it at first, but it becomes palpable after a spell. Other
reaches of the Dominion just have a thousandfold more chairs.
Gilbert's attention to the passage of space and time--the fact
of movement first, progression later--accounts for no small amount
of the poetry, indeed is the crux of his poetics: the sound the
alphabet makes in briefest unions, the confederation of unions, the
behaviour of a confederation under an organizing syntax. Take the
"frog plop pond" routine near the close of the patchwork novel
From Next Spting, and see the organizational push in "having':

photography is wrong there

things don't have their different colours
things have their different speeds
things have their different mice

things have their different words

things have their different fingers
things have their different prices
things have their different thoughts
things have their different looks

things have their different sounds
things have their different people
people don't have their different colours
people have their different things
people have their things c[iffa-rently1 ¥

From smallest functional units to interactive repetition, the poet
articulates a human imperative. The record of curiosity (space) on
one hand and conclusion (time) on the other refers to the processes
of both under guise (duress) of language:

. . . some people go around fucking up themselves to
match the world / some people go around fucking up
the world to match themselves + worlds go around /
people come around + let's go to bed an hour earlier
each week & maybe we'll become kids again + +
takeafreshpieceofpaper + +

Movement first, progression later: a fix on time that honours space,

ours and our descendants', which is any space, the air they breathe
inasmuch as it's breaths they take:

10



I'm gonna have to do this every day if I'm gonna get
anything back from it. Every day I get closer to it.
The end of winter. The death of fiction. I sit here
with one hand on the hot air register and the other on
the icy page. Our own mass is in the way. Spring is
racing the future here . .. The character called You
(as in, "You know?") is springing to life, and that
person is going to see everything we've been and gone
and done, in the whole new light. It sounds like the
Apocalypso, but that's just us listening--the sound is
actually less than we can hear without the aid of
prophesy. This is the way the future stalks us. Is it a
breaking sound? I can't tell. I'm a recording. Slow
me down and turn me up. Hear it? It's there, like a
draught in your ear. It breaks me up every time. A
wave breaking. A greeting.

It's really no concern of ours, it's never been our
story. Our story was never literature. It wasn't
written down, it's the story the language is told in, in
a whisper. The poet whispers in the ears of the most
powerful. The most powerful are those who will

hear. The poet has no power, he can only say it, he
can only see it, seer, visionary of space, he sees the
world. The languages blur but the people don't. They
are all whispering to each other, catching each other's
eye, rubbing and hugging and carving and filling and
emptying each other into the forms we all are. We
are all recognizable, in space, in the vision, in fact.
That knowledge survives. Youknows. We make
something visible, present, it's always there, it doesn't
need framing. Keep it a whisper, a song, a stutter

+ « « The future is the same place, it happens here,
every time. Every time is a place, is in place. The
future is over here. Prophesy is the legend of
symbols & distances down in the corner of the map.
An act is always going somewhere. You follows it
everywhere. You is dangerous. You is hellbent on the
biggest power/horror/death trip of all. That's You
too. You has to be ambushed. The situation has never
tried to control itself until this voice, that voice,
anything we eat together, anyone, You, the poet in
you, the language in you. You was here a moment
ago. Here was a moment ago. Time is muscular,
places pushing against each other, lining up. You is
out there first. You is going to cut the lines, the

1)



serpents, cutting the way through to the great extent,
the space. Or is You another primego out there

making history?
and

. « « It's their sense of time & power equals speed that
I'm trying to derail . . . and that's not some crazy
weird stoned reflex of mine, it's my view of myself in
the situation, I keep looking so I wont vanish into the
tube. They are scared to look, which is scary, that
the people who claim to own the world are running on
fear. Be brave me hearties! Let me show you what
fear is! Watch me dance! Muscles are springs--1 gotta
spring in my step! I get to know what I watch: the
best! I've got a sense of history—-and here's some good
advice: the only material you can make history out of
is honesty. Honesty is judging time in terms of space,
and not the other way around. The other way around,
time (the money, the lie, the makeup) is the death of
space. What I get from next spring is the distance.

I'l go the distance. Because, like a slug, I'm always
right there. In the way. On the way. Speed for me is
how far I can see. Frl'gm here. You should see me
really go. Honestly.

All the world, then, is not rated either R or PG happily. (Not
every Trickster lesson was revealed to the uninitiated--some were
kept for later, for "professional development.") For if it were rated
one way or the other, where would that put us who are imperfect?
We would be perfect aliens. Yet we're not. After a fashion we do
something well enough; we move through the crucible of paying
dues--the ganged-up breaths of our breakthroughs constitute our
salvations. Gilbert treats the breaths in a detail owed them,
acknowledging a "next spring," a place dependent on being
"ambushed," a movement of surprises.

At the beginning of F1om Next Spting is a Kupferbergian
drawing by the author of a man wearing a sandwich board that
proclaims "The beginning is a foot," and at the end of the book the
board on the same figure proclaims "The end is a hand." As though
the composer, who doubles as maestro, should take another bow.
It's another joke in the crucial procedure the poet employs:
accident, mistake, is structurally welcomed in the genesis of the
work. Is it a typo (taking it as printed) or a bad cold (hearing it
from the horse's mouth)? It is neither, of course; actually could be
either or both, and more. To be sure, we are not in an either/or

12



situation.

The novelist Fielding Dawson has of late been much fetched
by the event of accident in writing--the "typo" during creation (this
applies to typist-writers mainly). He thinks of the accumulation of
mistakes as possibly being the stuff of a, let's say, extraconscious
narrative; natural surrealism, you could say. Like Dawson, Gilbert
lets the miscues stand or otherwise point the way to a fresh take
when he's not, unlike Dawson, thinking them up in the first place
(the Steve Martin side of him). Which figures, given G.G.'s love of
pun--"cf. chum, mob" (so alludeth my dictionary)--the masses,
intimate--cf. it. The body realpolitik, the fe/male union, Great
Duality, a coming together. The pun, accident, or curiosity
guarantees the product, bears witness to possibility. Ginsberg vs.
Podheretz old hat, eh? Not at all in this scheme of things, Gilbert
advocating, by example, a further loosening up-~-

When you asked me to write a novel, I didn't know
what to say. Buy 200 books and take the next page
from each? 1 did that last week. Spin out a punch
line and hang up my hangups to dry under your gaze?
That's an old story, it's already happened. I'd rather
start with punch lines and let the rest spin after its
taill. After all, a good story depends on how you hear
i1t.

--and you-know-who skeptical re: (because threatened by) the
whole affair. The work challenges, makes circular connections in
the seats both of life and of language, doesn't lose sight of political,
economic, cultural applicability. Here it is widely disarming; there
it assumes both local recognition and political agreement of a
revolutionary sort.

This work ultimately comes on as product of the-best-of-
our-received-what?-existentialism-cum-lower-case-anomie--a
species of didacticism most favourable. If we miss it, we miss our
own possibility, for in dislocation rest the seeds of another swipe at
wholeness. We still need to learn it, god knows, and Gilbert's
revisionings of that fact, that possibility, give the word an
uncommonly dignified life. For now, that's a start.

NOTES

l. "Downtown East Side" in Fzom Next Spting (Toronto: The
Coach House Press, 1977), p. 27.



2. "Instant Loss," Canadas National Magazine broadside
(Vancouver, [December 1980] ).

3. "Granville Street" in F1om Next Spting, p. 66.
4. "Granville Street" in From Next Spting, p. 66.

5. "Spit Tax" in Class of Fifty Four, BC Monthly, No. 35,
(June 1984)n.p.

6. "40¢" in Class of Fifty Four.

7. "tues" in eh, BC Monthly, No. 27 (May 1981):n.p.

8. "Onesown" in Grounds (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1976), n.p.
9. "Spit Tax" in Class of Fifty Foux.

10. "Granville Street" in From Next Spting, p. 67.

1 1. Untitled ("Broadway") in From Next Spting, p. 32.

12. "Owikeno Lake" in F1om Next Spting, p. 41.

13. Performance and multimedia works: collaborations with
choreographers Jennifer Mascall, Lori Farr and Kathryn Ricketts
(Vancouver, 1983-85), one-man works at Living Art Performance
Festival (Vancouver, 1979) and McGill University Poetry and Film
Conference (Montreal, 1979); sculpture, graphics and video works:
one-man show at Eye Level Gallery (Toronto, 1983) and many group
shows (Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal and Halifax, 1970s-80s
participation in Carole Itler's The Log's Log (Vancouver-Halifax,
1972), from which spun off his The Due West Postcards (Burnaby
Art Gallery) ; DOINGNG, a book of photographs (National Film
Board, Ottawa, 1970); and from its inception in 1967 through its
passing in 1970, membership in Intermedia, an
artists-poets-musicians-consumers collective, in Vancouver.

14. Wherein is What 15 D1agging Me? at 2,022,173: "l am
unhappy because I am not perfect. I want to be better than
everyone else. 1 want to be unique and I do not know that [ am
unique! I want to be unique by being 'better'-this is a false
premise. This feeling keeps me in a state of tension which I seem
to enjoy. As long as I enjoy tension I cannot be creative. Use the
tension instead of enjoying it. Go through the pain instead of
sitting on it for truly productive creativity.
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"I have to make a greater effort to take better care of myself
beginning with my body and my eatin% habits.

"# ] don't like where I'm at now (that I'm not perfect) and
instead I want to be there (God state) now. I don't want to work for
this because I know deep down [ifsifi¢ that I never can be God--like,
so, though I don't El\fe up, I never work really for what I can
do--namely MY BEST. And this way I get into the comparing state
which is Death because as soon as I start to compare myself I loose
my uniqueness. I can only do mine and what is in me and the more I
know myself, this self will then come out in my work."

15. "having" in eh,

16. "Filler" in BC Monthly, No. 26 ([April 1981]), p. 28.
17. "Hastings Street" in F1om Next Spting, pp. 173-74.
18. "The Slug" in From Next Spting, pp. 187-88.

19. Untitled ("July 1976") in From Next Spting, p. 11.
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GERRY GILBERT

MAKING CANADIAN

The coffee comes from Colombia, the sugar in it from Australia, but
it's Vancouver water. I'm not talking politics, I'm talking language.
Society may be the house we live in, but culture is the world such
houses are built on. Language grows outdoors in us--it moves like
trees or birds or continents or weather or evolution or thought.
Poetry is the process of language. A poem is a miracle, dissolving
the walls of what might be being said, to reveal what is being
hidden by such "meaning." Any received literature, philosophy,
science, religion, craft, art: is just a money-making temporary
structure (illusion, habit, entertainment) hiding ourselves from
ourselves--a fake memory attempting to fix poetry ("fix" in the
sense of "to correct" and in the sense of "to remove from time,"
etc.). The premise of my work as poet has been that the source of
poetry is the innate, genetically encoded language in me, as old in
its evolving as the species--perhaps as old as the universe, which
looks young today actually, to me, as I get older. This language
speaks through all walls between people, even if those walls are
what is being said by the poem (which is not paradoxical, if you let
the poem be live). This language is our only access to the
intelligence we have, commensurate with our renowned organic
complexity. Unfortunately (which always goes along with
fortunately) we have a stupidity commensurate with that
complexity, that "critical mass"—we think we can separate space
from time; of such is thought; such foolishness, stuck between
silence and sound (the universe is most displeased, but maybe the
anti-universe is pleased . . .?). What to do with the schoolyard
bully? Vote her out (him, I mean)? Sure, but love the beginning and
then do what's next--the bully is just afraid of the end & doesn't
know how to find it, except to make it constantly happen--the poem
is the leaving of it alone, so we can find our way home, dragging our
tales behind us. (Jesus!) We can create any universe we are.
Poetry is the flux, the act of language, that created this one, they
say. The order of language which I'm using in this little leap into
today may or may not be poetry--1 suspect myself of caving in to
pompousness, after all these years of being light-headed, if not
-hearted; like, being poor so you're always spending all you've got,
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then getting rich and discovering thrift, ha ha. It's not "verse" on
the page here, not that that matters, the generator of verse is in the

living person. If creatures couldn't figure out what to eat all this
time, we wouldn't be here. If it isn't poetry, you'll be the first to

hear. Let me know. Me? I'm just a writer trying to guard poetry
from the poets.
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NOTES TO "IMAGINARY SPACE:
SELECTIONS FROM THE ARCHIVE"

1. "Imaginary Space" (1967). This collage headlined the
column I wrote for the Geozgéa Sttaight in its first season. 1 am
often called on at the beginning. "Those are breakfast poems,"
someone with exactly the same voice flow as Roy Kiyooka &
Kenneth Rexroth said, in Detroit, upon hearing Phone Book read as
I was writing it, Spring '66. I quit the Straight when Dan McLeod
wanted to shorten a column. Every meal is breakfast, if you wait
until you're hungry, to eat, & if you don't wait you shorten your life.
I'd just survived my 20s so | was surprised to be alive. "Poems
begin, stories end," Don Fraser & I agreed one evening last winter
over beer in the In Transit Club—although he commented that the
story he was writing for BC Monthly had begun with the beginning &
for once he didn't yet know the ending.

2. "Skin Man" (1968). A bunch of us, including Peter
Hlookoff, climbed up to & including the Lions, slept on the alpine
meadow there, as if it was either that or jump off Burrard Bridge.
Michael Coutts' sister, Lenore, reminds me that my poetry owes
something to his. Neri Gadd's sister, Maxine, the anchor of her will
to poetry, holds my lines so tightly that one look at them & our
time becomes the time a memory takes to decay. Walking Basil
Bunting across the bridge, I spoke of the half lives this city takes
from & gives to its poets. Peter is forever losing his notebooks. I'm
not very good at that, but I'm good with leftovers.

3. "Minimedia" (1967). Elizabeth Coleman & I decided to be
our own media moguls. We projected our home-made movies on a
sheet on the window for passersby down Robson Street; we printed
t-shirts to sell instead of money; we recorded our own music instead
of radio; at poetry readings we read our letters to each other; we
produced a book of unbounded texts & graphics, The Milk, with
what was at hand & heart; we called it all Minimedia. We didn't
save the world, we didn't even save ourselves, but what we rubbed
still shines. It was a gingerbread house, sun all day, spirit all night,
Michael Morris & Gary Lee Nova art on the shapely walls, echoes
of Martin Barlett's music & parties for artists like Merce
Cunningham & his dancers in rooms built at the turn of the century
for people who stood up straight. The last time I looked it was all
an orange brick pizza parlour. Our associations eventually led to
artists' collectives like Intermedia, The New Era Social Club, Video
Inn & The Western Front. For my part, all on the same typewriter
this page from The Milk zoomed through, one afternoon before
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heading to Stanley Park where the grass was stashed, maybe that
evening in the front room telling Victor Coleman that I'd decided
against publishing Phone Book, which was ready to roll at Coach
House Press, my typical career swerve to avoid any success not

faster than me. My mother gave me the typewriter as long as 1
didn't sell it.

4. "See Loud" (1969). I don't have any more time this week to
be writing what I already know, save it for the radio
(freerainforest, CFRO, 102.7 FM, Sundays at 9 p.m. Partner Billy
Little & I were just talking about adding a gossip column to the
show.) "See Loud," that is, turn your pen into a brush.

5. "The Chronicle-Herald" (1972). Something to do with
Halifax. "Prondl" is that move you make between neutral &
reverse, neural & verse; as in, "He prondlt through the book reviews
in the Globe in 2 centuries flat."

6. "Due West Postcard #11" (1972). A message from the train
on one of the 160 postcards I sent to the Burnaby Art Gallery show,
"Due West," Carole Itter & I on our way (with her 27 ft. yellow
cedar log as "Personal Baggage") to a festival of actual Vancouver
artists at the conceptualists' Nova Scotia College of Art & Design.
Some of the cards & texts are in F1om Next Spting. The words on
this one are for Louis Hanssen, Vancouver artist, intellectual, seer.
His writing, art, pottery & film work remain uncollected. The
memory of, the ghost of, his person in the 50's & 60's, here & in
Britain, still inhabits & astonishes me. His flame burned on the
other side of the fire from mine, but it is his light that revealed the
ecstatic/demonic spirit within Europe to me.

7. "Due West Things" (1972). On each postcard was the
drawing of an object, listed here, all the objects packed this tightly
into a cam; each object/drawing titled & photographed together--the
photos sent back to "Due West," too. This typescape is as realistic a
look as, say, Jackson Pollock's paintings of car crashes.

8. "Metaforest" (1974). A still from the videotape of the
same name. Canadas National Magazine (there are many Canadas;
when we were greatly impressed by a poem of Olson's, we'd say,

"It's very Canadian!") is a rubber stamp graffiti Michael de Courcy &
I freed from slavery at Maclean's, the time Macfean's wouldn't let
Intermedia tell its own story. Enquiries about the videotape are
welcome. The collage appeared in Grounds, minus the slug.

9. & 10. "Habitat Forum, June 8 & 9" (1976). When I did make
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it to Habitat Forum at Jericho Beach, the counter-conference to
the U.N.'s downtown Habitat do, it was like a free trip to the world
all the way from Vancouver. I wasn't asked, poets aren't, but I
perched myself here & there writing sketches like these on a set of
fields of paper. Typeset versions appear in Ftom Next Spting.
"Title," the poem I wrote during the first half of Habitat, when I was
ignoring the whole thing, is in Gtounds. The 70 cent royalty cheque
from Talonbooks for last year sure came in handy.

11."The End is a Hand" (1977). The squashed slug underfoot
was deleted by a conscientious objector at Coach House Press from
From Next Spuing. There's a love of the theatre of cartooning in
the pasts of many artists-—-Robin Page, Fred Douglas, Roy Kiyooka,
bpNichol. It's an exacting art form; would that more verse writers
had such a pointed standard of expression.

12. "Canada is an Aries" (1981). "...between what you'll
never know & what i can see through your hairdo / between being
crammed into the phonebooth with everything except a quarter &
only having a nickel's worth of anything to say to outer canada
today / between the train of thought & the unwitting station /
between wrestling terror & wrist wrestling / between where you am
& where i are / between we're all well past here now wearing our
highschool perfect winning smiles & biting at the tears in ontario /
between the way canadians hate spring & love fall / between
walking along whistling anthropology & sitting alone in your
walkman / between prose as sustained saying what you're thinking &
verse as sustained thinking what you're saying." From pen to type,
"a page from Moby Jane, this poem written in Toronto. Looking at
the ms today, I see it in its form--the words surprise me with their
speed. I am more into the syllables this summer, moving into light,
from time. Victor Coleman is editing Moby Jane, setting the text
into motion so it looks small enough to fit in CanLit. When it's out,
it's out forever. I just write the stuff.

13. BC Monthly (1984). The next issue should be in the mail
by now. This is a lucky off-print of the cover of the last issue.

14-17. "Presents." The first, "Pre Sent," 1968, the rest,
"Living in the Present," "Random Present" & "Present Random,"
last month. "distant pasture / recent future / ever pressure" I wrote
last night. It's a full life, Charlie.

Gerry Gilbert
7 June 1985
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GEORGE BOWERING

A GREAT NORTHWARD DARKNESS:
THE ATTACK ON HISTORY IN RECENT CANADIAN FICTION

History is a world supported by
the word "history," and not by an
existence which is history ., . .
The conditions for observing
history are the conditions for
creating history, and it is on this
unstable ground that we invent
the word 'history'. (Hideo
Kobayashi, Introduction to The
Life of Dostoyevsky )

A little while ago I saw a photograph in a magazine called Science,
and it made me think about Canadian history and Canadian fiction.
It was a composite photograph taken from space and showed the
faces of the earth at night. It showed lights--no coast lines, no
international boundaries, just artificial light. Still, one could see
the familiar contours of Europe, for one instance, and the United
States for another. But where was Canada? After another look I
could see a slight extension of the lights of the United States, up
from the Great Lakes, along the St. Lawrence River, presumably,
and a millimetre up the West Coast. Otherwise all there was was a
great northward darkness. That made me think about the necessity
for Canadian history and Canadian fiction.

Canadians do worry about being invisible. Americans dont
seem to know that we are here, and Europeans think that we are
just some more Americans. Aware of the great darkness, and not
having the resources to put lights everywhere, we write books
against the obscurity. We write books in two languages brought
here from Europe, and wish they would be read or turned into
movies in the United States.

But mainly we write books for other Canadians across the
domestic darkness. We know how critical it is to make us visible to
each other, to ourselves, In the nineteenth century we built the
railroad across (or we hired American engineers and
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extra-continental labourers to do it); that was the invention of
Canada. Really, there wasnt any Canada before the nineteenth
century, and considering our affection for historical literature, it is
a charming irony that the country was tinkered together out of
spare parts, that it was made by a group of inventors.

So we have been all this time a profoundly nineteenth century
country at heart, that is at the heart of our writing. The nineteenth
century is our golden age and our epic. Older nations of writers can
look back on fables and sagas peculiar to their living space. But
literary realism was developed in the nineteenth century, and so for
our fiction writers the realist text is the fount or the bedrock of the
fictive deed.

In Canada our most popular prose writers write popular
history. Our readers prefer it to fiction. When they read fiction
they like to read fiction that obeys the rules of historical narrative,
the sense that character and setting and event combine to lead to a
conclusion, that there is a force something like necessity, that
language is the normal link between pre-linguistic history and
drama. They have been encouraged to like anecdote in their history
and realism in their fiction. Thus, while pre-realist fable, fantasy,
myth, and the unnatural narrator have re-emerged in the literatures
of the older world, Canadians intent on discovering themselves and
exploring their time have been slow to welcome the unreliable and
the capricious in their writing and to respect the author who invents
rather than obeys.

It may be that Canadian immigrants, retreating from various
losing causes elsewhere, are convinced victims of forces in history.
It may be that they are expecting history to look kindly on them in
some future; so it would be rash to scoff at the destiny that may
decide to feed one.

One hundred years before this essay was begun, and one year
before the last spike was hammered into the trans-Canadian
railroad, Henry James made an argument for a positivist fiction:

. . « the analogy between the art of the painter and
the art of the novelist is, so far as I am able to see,
complete . . . as the picture is reality, so the novel is
history. That is the only general description (which
does it justice) that we may give to the novel. But
history also is allowed to represent life; it is not, any
more than painting, expected to apologize. The
subject-matter of fiction is stored up likewise in
documents and records, and if it will not give itself
away, as they say in California, it must speak with
assurance, with the tone of the historian. Certain
accomplished novelists have a habit of giving
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themselves away which must often bring tears to the

eyes of people who take their fiction seriously. ("The
Art of Fiction")

Henry James sounds so Canadian to me. Twenty years later
his former countryman, Henry Adams, took an even more
deterministic view of the relationship between history and science.
In "A Dynamic Theory of History" he saw man as a creation of
outside forces, a creature who "can know nothing but the motions
which impinge on his senses, whose sum makes education." Think of
the fiction based on historical principles, and history resembling
science, in a world in which "science always meant self-restraint,
obedience, sensitiveness to impulse from without." Truth persuades
through consistent facts.

But Clio was the muse of history, and she was not nature.
There were historians who were not happy to see their occupation
pass from literature into science. One year before Adams's essay
the young George Macaulay Trevelyan wrote:

The past fifty years have witnessed great changes in
the management of Clio's temple. Her inspired
prophets and bards have passed away and been

succeeded by the priests of an established church.
(Clio, a Muse )

Trevelyan's complaint could be leveled today at French-influenced
literary criticism. History, he went on, "is proclaimed a 'science’
for specialists, not 'literature' for the common reader of books."

Perhaps the argument can be traced to the common confusion
regarding just what history is: is it what happened, or is it what the
historians have written? Determinists, among them "progressives,"
tend to think that history is an inevitable force in which human
groups are caught up. Ironically, Soviet historians are always
making drastic revisions to their national encyclopaedia. On the
other hand, people on the fringes of history tend to believe (to
reverse Henry James) that history is a kind of fictional narrative
composed in the centres of power.

Novelists who belive that history is a force or a law tend
toward realism and naturalism--Zola, Dreiser, Hugh MacLennan.
They believe that history speaks and teaches. Fiction writers who
believe that history is someone's act of narrative tend toward myth
and invention--Conrad, Borges, Robert Kroetsch. History comes
from an old European word meaning possession of knowledge.
Fiction comes from an old European word meaning the act of

shaping. Our artists and critics are engaged in a dispute regarding
which comes first.
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* * %

Once there were two kinds of imaginative narrative, both making
literature. They were history and fiction (including verse), and
they were siblings. In the nineteenth century history went to live
with science, and fiction, trying to stay with its sister, adopted the
ideals of continuity, unity, and expectability. Now characters
populated novels where figures used to walk. Now one could study
character and setting and confidently predict event. Now the idea
of conflict became the constant of serious prose. Now the author
was advised not to give himself away, to keep, in fact, himself to
himself, like an objective scientist.

In the twentieth century Stephen Dedalus found history a
nightmare from which he tried to wake. The modernist movement
said to science that history could be shared but that literature
belonged chiefly to art, to myth, that it was more like a religion
than a science; that it was not the daughter of time. The only way
we can really make contact with things and events, said the
modernists, is to imagine them. Not obedience but dream.

In Canada we were too young, too new for international
modernism. Nature was right outside the window. History had just
recently put us here. Instead of the Imagists our poets copied the
Georgians until the middle of the twentieth century. Our novelists
were not interested in the modernist game of stray fragments
falling into patterns in the imagination. We had a land to people
and a half-continent to name. We wrote well-constructed novels
and moved in.

Thus when a writer energized by modernism submitted an
ahistorical and anti-realist text to the publishing centre just after
the middle of the century, it took several years for those 125 pages
to get through the house and into print; and when it did it was
greeted as a delightful oddity, not a sign of things to come. The
writer was Sheila Watson, the book The Double Hook. Watson had
done what the modernists but not the Canadians did--chosen a
tradition rather than obeying her destiny. Speaking of it years
later, she said that she wanted to prove that you could write a text
that was not regional. In other words, history is not a fate that
writes through the novelist. The Double Hook became the first and
last modernist novel in English-speaking Canada, and the text that
would be honoured as a holy book by the few post-modernists of the
following period.

* * *

At the moment in Canada we are observing, with appreciation of the
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irony entailed, the formation of a kind of canon of post-modern
fiction. This is happening because in the 1980s we are at last
hearing from critics who have little regard for the sociological
concerns of the thematic critics. Thematic criticism was a
discipline that worked best with realism because finally it was more
interested in the society referred to in books than in the books
themselves. The contemporary critics--Stephen Scobie, Shirley
Neuman, Eva-Marie Kroeller, Linda Hutcheon, etc.—are interested
in writing as linguistic invention. They direct our attention to the
fictions of Michael Ondaatje, Timothy Findley, Robert Kroetsch
and Nicole Brossard. They almost always make reference to a 1966
novel that scandalized nineteenth century Canada, Leonard Cohen's
Beautiful Losexs.

The story takes place in the nexus of Canadian history (where
lights shine bright in that photograph from space), in Montreal and
Ottawa. Its two main male figures are a historian and a
history-making member of parliament; its two main female figures
are a historical saint and the historian's mythicized wife.

In the first and longest part of the novel, entitled "The
History of Them All," the historian writes in the first person, his
title suggesting the old literary use of the word "history" to mean
story. The narrative is accumulated in short numbered passages,
suggesting that the narrator is recording daily entries in a kind of
confessional journal, very subjective. This is the only kind of
writing he is capable of. He cannot write his history of a gone
Indian tribe called the A__s, and he cannot void his bowels. He is
the hater of history crouched over the immaculate bowl" (New
Canadian Library edition, McClelland & Stewart, p. 40).

The word "constipation" means crowded, narrowly enclosed.
Cohen suggests that the historian's ideals and methodology are the
reasons for his painful problem in health, both physical and
psychological. The historian means to bring order to chaos, 10
ascertain facts and to arrange them into an incontrovertible theory,
to change story into system. Thomas Babington Macaulay said in
the nineteenth century that "history begins in novel and ends in
essay" (The Romance of History ).

The writer of a realist fiction emulates the objective attempt
at order prized by the historian. He is devoted to understanding of
cause and effect in time. He tries to remove, of to seem to
remove, the opinions and feelings of the author (so that he will not,
in Henry James's California term, "give himself away"). He makes
clear the relative positions assumed by text, author, narrator,
character, and reader. And he seeks unity of presentation, a
plainness of style, a persuasive comprehensibility.

But history, as we have often been told, is written by winners,
often ugly ones. Cohen's narrator at one point gives himself away

42



to address the reader directly: "O Reader, do you know that a man
is writing this? . . . a man who hates his memory and remembers
everything" (p. 108). Reader cant help noting that he is being
spoken to by author as well as narrator. Anti-realist Cohen
intrudes, as they say, into the reading of the book, his personality
and his poetry not so much woven as stirred into the text. He fuses
and confuses characters, makes his character inconsistent and
suspect, and even pushes the reader around. He employs severe
disjunctions of style, so that it resembles fireworks in a night sky
more than a highway of meaning alongside the St. Lawrence River.
He punches holes in time. In other words, he does not seek Reader's
belief, does not try to persuade one of his knowledge, histotria. If he
has any consideration for the nineteenth century it is for Chapter
14 of Melville's The Confidence-Man.

Cohen's historian has a childhood friend, F., who in adulthood
had turned into his guru, a parliamentarian whose task it is to save
his companion from his constipated historicity. He tells him not to
organize the past and its people, but to "fuck a saint." The saint,
as Gertude Stein said in her discussion of her opera, does not live in
time, but has been lifted out of history into legend, into
immortality, in the sight of mere people, a reminder to them that,
as F, says so often, "magic is afoot." Not a head, but afoot.

So, says F.:

a saint does not dissolve the chaos; if he did the world
would have changed long ago. I do not think that a
saint dissolves the chaos even for himself, for there is
something arrogant and warlike in the notion of a man
setting the universe in order. It is a kind of balance
that is his glory. He rides the drifts like an escaped
ski. (p. 101)

So does Cohen's novel. Beautiful losers do not write history;
they are humble and peaceable, and would never think of setting the
universe or a novel in order. Presumably their bowels move. When
the narrator feels a moment of resentment toward his mentor, he
asks: "Who was he after all but a madman who lost control of his
bowels?" (p. 36) Yet when he comes to prayer rather than
arrogance he implores: "Saints and friends, help me out of History
and Constipation" (p. 118).

Despite the argument by naturalist writers that non-realists
preach individualist escapism, it is easy to see that Cohen's concern
is for a revolution of health in terms literary, physical, moral and
political. Unlike the social realists, he knows that it is at best
hypocritical to espouse social revolution through conventional and
authoritarian aesthetic means. Hence Beautifud Losers is
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everywhere self-referential, and ironically it is one of the most
decisive novels in our history. Itis with relief that at this moment,
while writing about it, I feel that 1 must go to the bathroom before I
begin the next paragraph.

Cohen's narrator reports that F. often speaks in what critics
have called Cohen's koans, mesmeric phrases of truth with no
history of argumentation. The most provocative one for the
historian (or writer, or critic) is "connect nothing,” It is a usefully
ambiguous command, one that challenges the historian; because
though the historian seems only to be documenting the past for
present consideration, we all know that he is intent on answering a
question that starts with the word "why." History, as Macaulay
said, was often called "philosophy teaching by examples." F. said:
"We are part of a necklace of incomparable beauty and unmeaning.
Connect nothing . . . . Place things side by side on your arborite
table, if you must, but connect nothing!" {(p. 18) Leonard Cohen, or
his F. anyway, prepares the way for Robert Kroetsch, who would
complain of the "tyranny of meaning." The trouble with historical
writing as a model for fiction is just that rush toward meaning. On
the way the historian did not study what people are, but what they
did; he privileged time over space and even place, and perhaps
content over form. I think that Paul Ricouer goes far enough from
nature toward meaning when he says that narration requires that
nwe are able to extract a configuration from a succession" ("The
Narrative Function," in Hermeneutics & the Human Sciences,
Cambridge University Press, 1981).

Cohen demonstrates that that configuration need not rely on a
succession involving dramatic suspense. He favours, in his
1960s-bliss, eternity over time, immortality over work, miracles
over facts, and magic over history. So all the major plot elements
are announced at the beginning of Beautiful Losets: the suicide of
the historian's wife Edith, the fate of F., the sexual relationship of
E. and Edith, etc. There is no need for beginning, middle and end.
The plot elements are returned to and expanded rather than
extended. They open and spread, like saint Katherine Tekakwitha's
spilled wine at the Christian feast. Characters, or rather figures,
do not have to be restricted conventionally to what they know. Any
going back and forth is done in the text, not in referential time,
and Reader is made to be constantly present. Only when we try
ourselves to be historians of the text are we thwarted, as when we
try to get the chronology straight. Reality, we should be persuaded,
does not lie in the connecting of facts but in the imagination's
pouring itself into the world, there to surround facts.

The second section of the novel is called "A Long Letter from
E." In it F. relieves the narrator's constipation with an alarmingly
detailed and personal history of Katherine Tekakwitha's last four
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years, invoking history (p. 201) while admitting fiction (p. 208) and
advising forgetfulness (p. 225). Most important is F.'s koan: "Watch
the words, watch how it happens' (p. 198). That means stay at the
text, stay in the present, and remain part of the fictive action.

The last section of the novel is called "Beautiful Losers, an
Epilogue in the Third Person." I have always wondered whether the
Third Person is the Holy Ghost; certainly that person is omniscient,
an odd point of view after the highly idiosyncratic voices of the
first two persons. Here now Isis appears, her name a repetition of
the ontological present, appears in our lowest dreams. Her
appearance is a sanctified burlesque of the Jesuits' internal dispute
"about to which they had the deepest obligation, History or Miracle,
or to put it more heroically, History or Possible Miracle" (p. 220).
Cohen favours the last, and says that "the end of this book has been
rented to the Jesuits" (p. 259). Finally, he speaks as an
apothegmatic Learned Cohen in the last paragraph of the book, not
in 1966, but on whatever day that Reader reaches the place:
"Welcome to you who read me today." Then he ends in a couplet,
making the words not an earned meaning but an invitation to the
last: "Welcome to you, darling and friend, who miss me forever in
your trip to the end" (p. 260). It is also a sneaky way of using the
last two words that children like to finish their stories with.

+* * *

Herodotus, Charles Olson said, used history as a verb, to find for
oneself. Olson himself went further, saying that history is what a
person does, not what he has done (in The Special View of History,
QOyez, 1970). To me that resembles a distinction between European
classical music and Afro-American music, jazz for instance. The
document of Josef Haydn is the score of his symphony. The
document of Charlie Parker is the tape of a Los Angeles club
performance in February, 1951.

Now how do you write the story of Storyville? How do you
tell about jazz in the first place, and how do you tell about a
legendary jazz trumpeter who could not write notes and who never
went on record or made one? That is a very appealing problem for
a post-modernist writer. How can you write a historical novel with
no historical documents? Having produced a book about Billy the
Kid out of sources that were mainly frontier lies, Michael Ondaatje
essayed Coming Through Slaughter(1976), about Buddy Bolden,
"born" at the dawn of the twentieth century, nothing saved from
the multiplicity of chaos except one group photograph in which
Bolden is holding a cornet in his left hand, as lots of people wish
Billy had held his six-gun.

Ondaatje loves photographs, especially when they disrupt one's
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settled notions of composition. In an important poem addressed to
Victor Coleman, he ended:

My mind is pouring chaos

in nets onto the page.

A blind lover, don't know

what I love till I write it out.

And then from Gibson's your letter
with a blurred photograph of a gull.
Caught vision. The stunning white bird
an unclear stir.

And that is all this writing should be then.

The beautiful formed things caught at the wrong moment
so they are shapeless, awkward

moving to the clear.

So the picture for Ondaatje is not the deadly clear
representation in a bird portrait by Audubon, It is rather something
like clear sailing, to be free of time as a ship may be free from
limiting land mass. The jazz soloist is not kept by time, nor does he
forever keep ity when he is free of his dutiful ensemble work, he is
on top of time. He is improvising for a breath muse, and history,
including his own, is behind him, invisible below the horizon.

As Cohen's book often mentions the word "history," so does
Ondaatje's. In the first few pages, introducing Storyville, the crib
of the music, it tells us that "here there is little recorded history,"
and that "history was slow here," that Bolden's homes remain, "away
from recorded history" (Coming Th1ough Slaughtet, Anansi, 1976).

But the first two words of the text (not counting the italicized
notes to the preface's three sonographs of dolphin messages) mark a
pointed refusal of a favourite pun among young writers. Instead of
the usual "his-story" (or the common successor, "her-story") we are
offered "His geography." It is a signal that narrative will try to
cover the ground rather than configure the time. The phrase is also
an alternative to "his biography." It lets us know that we are to
begin, in the present, in Storyville, fiction town.

So the text begins, then, as a magazine travelogue might, and
in the imperative, perhaps: "Float by in a car today and see the
corner shops.” It is clear that we are gettinga glimpse of the
author's research (and hence the author), a research represented in
terms of place, as if the story of the present is of first importance,
as if it is a story about, say, a Canadian poet-novelist rather than a
dead American musician. But 1 am getting ahead of myseli, arent
I? Let us, he and 1, simply say that here in the first pages
Ondaatje's method of narration is presaged by a reported method of
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research, or first search: "circle and wind back and forth in your
car" (p. 10).

Ondaatje's use of the second person pronoun here is unsettling
for the reader who wants to be an anonymous consumer of a
well-make book. It begins to confuse the conventional positioning
of author, protagonist and reader. The reader accustomed to the
realist mode wants to remain invisible, and he does not want to see
much of the author; he wants a good look at the central character of
the story in question. But if there is one thing we can readily
discern from the plot of this short novel, it is that Buddy Bolden
was always disappearing, running away, going out windows, escaping
through holes in the fabric of the real world's text. And every time
Buddy Bolden vanishes, there is Michael Ondaatje making an
appearance. One is reminded of Clark Kent--every time Superman
showed up, the reader knew that Clark Kent was not around to
observe the action, even though Lois Lane never quite saw the
connection.

1f you were a bookstore browser rather than a reader, you
would see, riffling the pages of Coming Through Slaughter, that it is
the text that is always disappearing, as white spaces appear here
and there. On reading you become aware of the continual
beginning-to-make by the writer, as he puts together pieces, riffs,
perhaps, as he tries occasion by occasion to assemble a thing made
of words and getting a couple of centimetres thick. It is unlikely
that the pieces were written in the order that they appear in the
book. You become delighted, if you are not fully addicted to
escapism, with what Robert Kroetsch called in regard to it, "the
bookness of book." You do not regret the "consolation of
narrative.” You see a writer on the edge of the multiplicity of
chaos, laying side by side on his table some interviews, first-person
Bolden narrative, lists, lunatic asylum chronicles, and so on. You
see a travesty of documentation as the sole hope of truth. If it does
not work for you, at least you are aware of the strange: if you dont
know what jazz is, he cannot explain it to you.

If Ondaatje the poet finds himself becoming Bolden the
trumpeter, he also finds Bolden putting together a publication much
like his. The barber/jazzman was also the editor of a periodical
called The Cricket, which for six years "took in and published all the
information Bolden could find. It respected stray facts, manic
theories, and well-told lies . . . Bolden took all the thick facts and
dropped them into his pail of sub-history" (p. 24). In other words, no
authoritarian structure, which F. called "arrogant and warlike."

Bolden rejects the authority of description as well. Called on
to describe the famous hunchback photographer Bellocq to the
conventional detective Webb (another aspect of the author
Ondaatje), Bolden says, "I can't summarize him for you" (p. 91).
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Instead he says, "I want to show you something. You come too. Put
your hand through this window." 1 have to suppose that the second
"you" is the one implied at the beginning of the book, the reader,
the only other one there. The novel works by recurrence rather
than progression: earlier we had read of Bolden's enjoining a
conventional instrumentalist in his band: "Cornish, come on, put
your hands through the window" (p. 14).

Windows, and other kinds of glass, such as mirrors and camera
lenses, are always useful for writers. For realists they make it
possible for their characters to look out through transparency at the
real world, into a mirror when they have to reflect on themselves,
or through a lens when they want to focus a problem. People who
espouse the usefulness of history rather than its artistic delight
often call it a window onto the past or a mirror of our times. In
Coming Through Slaughter glass is usually something to be broken,
generally by Buddy Bolden. He jumps through windows, or breaks
them with his hands. He says that photographs are like windows,
and he wont hold still for them. At one point he describes
referential narrative as a forbidding window: "When Webb was here
with all his stories about me and Nora, about Gravier and Phillip
Street, the wall of wire barrier glass went up between me and
Robin" (p. 86). A trumpet note, blown hard enough and high, will
shatter glass. But when Buddy's horn is gone, and he is on the prison
train to the State Hospital the other side of Slaughter, he can only
hold his head leaning against the inside of the closed window, riding
away from music into history. He becomes a random entry
interpolated by Ondaatje into nSelections from A Brief History of
East Lowisiand State Hospital by Lionel Gremillion" (p. 143).

1f fiction or history is a window through which a reader may
get a clear view of a world during some time, and yet remain in his
own, that reader must be unsettled a little by a figure who
threatens to come crashing through that window (or the author he
glimpses climbing through in the other direction). Hands off, we
usually say to the author, hands off; hands off those characters and
hands off me! Another aspect of Ondaatje is the photograper
Bellocq, who is generally thought of as a historical figure whose
passion was to make a pictorial history of Storyville. He is reported
here to have made knife cuts in some of the pictures: "you think of
Bellocq wanting to enter the photographs, to leave his trace on the
bodies" (p. 55). To deconstruct, some people would say, history.

Inside the window of the barber shop Bolden's boss liked to
keep ice, which made a mist on that glass in the hot southern sun.
When the window gets smashed the ice melts on the street. Ice is
disappearing glass, and Buddy Bolden knows in his love and music
that he lives a melting life, "as if everything in the world is the
history of ice" (p. 87).
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But Buddy Bolden is a jazz artist, his work disappearing into
the air, and he has to make his art in that condition. He speaks of
searching for it when things get too regular, of wanting "to find that
fear of certainties I had when I first began to play" (p. 86). The
detective Webb acts as a kind of reverse F. Whereas F. had told his
friend to put things side by side on his arborite table, but to
""connect nothing," Webb "came here and placed my past and future
on this table like a road" (p. 86).

But when Buddy was blowing, he "tore apart the plot" (p. 37),
according to one of his interviewed listeners. In "The Narrative
Function," Paul Ricouer makes the simple point that plot is the link
between the work of the historian and the work of the fiction
writer, Furthermore, says Ondaatje's interviewed Lewis, Bolden
was "born at the age of twenty-two" and "never spoke of the past."
He was "obsessed with the magic of air" (p. 14) and knew, however
hard time might be to him, that living in the absolute present would
be to disappear from history, like the negatives Bellocq bleaches
out when he drops them into his alchemist's acid tray. We have a
new angle on the white spaces spreading through Ondaatje's text.

That is to say that Ondaatje did not come to the novel to
"bring his characters to life" or to tell the story of a representative
black horn player because he loves jazz. Ondaatje is trying to save
his soul as a writer, and he knows that he has to rip up his book the
way Bolden could rip it up blowing his brains out through bent brass
in a parade through New Orleans. To do that he has to blow faster
than time, higher than history. It helps to blow notes of
anachronism around the story, to sound in the secret names of
figures from his other books and of literary critics of them too, and
of his life. It means "the beautiful formed things caught at the
wrong moment."

It means attacking fictional-historical narrative where the
latter had thought itself strongest--at the climax of the story. The
climax of Ondaatje's book comes on pages 133-134, shortly after
the magnificent scene of the parade during which Bolden blows
himself blind on the street. For a realist the climax is the logical
consequence of conflicting characters and events. It is the
apotheosis of the plot. In Coming Through Slaughter it is the
author's direct address to his "protagonist," and his declaration of a
desire to become his creation's soul. "Did not want to pose in your
accent but think in your brain and body," he confesses; the writer
desirous of utterly closing the rational polite "distance" required of
a responsible scientist. After Bolden's last fantastic parade, he
never plays again, is shipped to the hospital for what Ondaatje calls
"the rest of your life a desert of facts. Cut them open and spread
them out like garbage." In another word: analysis. Without the
horn player his geography becomes a scene of static chronicle: "The
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sun has swallowed the colours of the street. It is a black and white
photograph, part of a history book."

* * *

In one of the best essays yet published on the work of Robert
Kroetsch ("Uninventing Structures: Cultural Criticism and the
Novels of Robert Kroetsch," Open Letter, 3rd series, No. 8 [Spring
1978} 52-71) Ann Mandel constructed the news item:

Moose Jaw, Sask.--At a recent meeting here of the
Saskatchewan Writers' Union, Robert Kroetsch,
discussing Canadian writers' obsessive investigation of
history, offered this comment: "Fuck the past." Some
participants at the conference objected to his language.

What a nice ambiguity we are handed; and what a good marker of
Kroetsch's ambivalence regarding the temptations of meaning. His
phrase signals defiance at the same time that it suggests fertility,
and it is formed in the imperative, like F.'s "fuck a saint."

Remember that Kroetsch was responding, with that ambiguity,
to a post-1967 centenary fashion in Canadian writing, the trainloads
of poems, plays, essays and novels that delved into our documents
and past lives, as if bringing Louis Riel onto the stage again would
tell us how we are living today while assuring us that the newly seen
density of our history, if we just spread it out like a grid, or
entrails, will guarantee our national substantiality. Itisa
pre-modernist idea. One thing the modernists discovered was that
in the global community the artist has to choose his tradition. One
is not any more automatically a product of cultural history. Sexual
congress with history is not incest.

Y ou cannot get history in your book. You can get only the
child of history and yourself. If you could get the world of space
and time right in your story, you cannot do it any more because the
world now contains that story. History is impossible. Fuck it.
Pardon my language.

Of all our fiction writers Robert Koretsch is the one who has
had most to say about literary theory, and the one who has most
thoroughly discussed the conundrum of historical thought. While
overly generous to all sorts of writers, he has nevertheless become
the hero of the contemporary formal critics who are ridding our
country of the thematic obsession that came along on the
social-scientist ride of post-centenary nationalism. He is seen to
stand against that determinism as André Malraux stood against the
Stalinist realists: "And then comes the hoax of historical
perspective," said Malraux in 1948. "I repeat: it's time to substitute
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archaeology, an account made by the seeker who has found the story
in place, and in fragments that encourage the seeker to dig and see
the pieces and the gaps between the pieces together. In this model
no reader need expect to be treated as victim or passive recipient
of history.

Determinists who think of history as something that happens
before the writing of it see us governed by unfolding events.
Westerners, perhaps, see eastern written history as an attempt to
manipulate them, who do not think in that language:

No, the West doesn't think historically. If the West
accepted history, then its whole relationship to the
country would have to change radically. I don't think
that the West wants to move into a historical role, or
to accept history. Myth is more exciting. (Labytinths
o4 Voice, p. 135)

(Croce of the east v, Kroetsch of the west?) The rejection of
history could be considered a post-modernist tactic, or habit.
The modernists, whether they liked it or hated it, felt that they
were involved in the very centre of history, that they were a
theophany of it. They worked to locate myth inside and th1iough
history.

The enormous tragedy of the dream in the peasant's

bent shoulders

Manes! Manes was tanned and stuffed,

Thus Ben and la Clara a Miano

by the heels at Milano
That maggots shd/ eat the dead bullock
DIGENES, , but the twice crucified
where in history will you find it?
yet say this to the Possum: a bang, not a whimper,
with a bang not with a whimper,
To build the city of Dioce whose terraces are the colour of
stars.

(Canto LXXIV, 1-11)

Robert Kroetsch's lifelong poem is not called Cantos, or
Annals, or Chronicles; it is a comedy but far from divine. It is called
Field Notes, the writer having in mind the unobtrusive little note
book the archaeologist can keep in the back pocket of his dusty
work-trousers. In his fiction, Kroetsch's most obvious archaeologist
is William Dawe in Badlands, whose expedition went west looking
for dinosaur bones in Alberta's badlands in 1916, a year in which
history was being written with a vengeance to the east. For a
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would-be historian we have Anna Dawe, his daughter. She comes
west and enters the badlands in 1972, aged forty-five, with a
cardboard box of her late father's field notes, trying to "set straight
the record," knowing though that "there are no truths, only
correspondences" (Badlands, New Press, 1975, p. 45).

The notebooks, like all written or printed artifacts mentioned
in Kroetsch's fiction, are symbols; they point, though, not at
character or eternal verity, but back at the text one is reading. 1
am reminded of the painting in Heatt of Datkness by Joseph
Conrad, a writer Kroetsch loves. It is a sketch in oils, "representing
a woman, draped and blindfolded, carrying a lighted torch. The
background was sombre--almost black. The movement of the
woman was stately, and the effect of the torchlight on the face was
sinister." Aware of the way paintings and dreams work in Romantic
literature, we are alert to the picture's representation of the
conscious and subconscious mind of Kurtz, its painter. But we also
notice that it somehow resembles our voyage as readers into a very
dark world of writing, where we cannot quite see the environment.
Heatt of Datkness is finally a story inside a story inside a book, and
so is Badlands.

So we have to tread blind and careful. Anna Dawe sees the
field notes of her father (who was nearly always away from his
Ontario home) as his way of "communicating with his unborn
descendants." Yet his day's entry is likely to be "I detest words"
(p. 34). We should read Kroetsch as curiously as Anna has to read
Dawe, a man with a name that means crow.

Kroetsch has a chronology (time order) at the front of his
book, as Ondaatje has one at the back of his, but this one is
preceded by a retold coyote story, of the trickster fooled by
illusion. The chronology is a guileful bit of irony, an aid to the
historically mindful, but as an ordering principle only a system the
writer can hate. It is complete and skeletal, dead as a dinosaur.
Remember what Anna says about the field notes she will eventually
throw into the water at the source of the river: ". .. he was busy
putting down each day's tedium and trivia. Shutting out instead of
letting in" (p. 269).

In Kroetsch's novels the men are impulsive fools, and the
women suffer the responsibility of keeping the world together. The
men fall off horses and cliffs, while the women get the crops in
before the first frost. As Anna Dawe sees it, women are fated to
be hosts of time while men go looking for some magical place.

(The men see women's time as a trap. See "World's End,"
earthwoman Bea's house full of clocks in Gone Indian.) As a host of
time, Anna can look at Dawe as if she were an indulgent or rueful
mother:
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Total and absurd male that he was, he assumed, like a
male author, an omniscience that was not ever his, a
scheme that was not there. Holding the past in
contempt, he dared foretell for himself not so much a
future as an orgasm.

But we women take our time. (p. 76)

Dawe was after immortality: he wanted to unearth an ancient
animal and show it to the present; and he wanted fame that would
last as long as calcium. Digging for bones while Europe was burying
its young, "he removed himself from time," says his daughter

(p. 139). And his success made him what he wanted to be, a
phenomenon like those he located, "a man without a history . . ..
Failure might have ruined him back into history."

In some usages history is a way of remembering things; in
others it is a way of consigning them forever to a completed
system, to a well-made story. Of the dinosaurs Dawe says to
Sinnott the photographer who loves disappearances: "Nol... Not
vanished. Here. Now" (p.245). Sinnott sees all his pictures as
"Future Memory" (p. 125). He is one of the legion of photographers
in Canadian fiction, of course, but for Kroetsch he is the forerunner
of Karen Strike the photographer in Alibi(1983), called by the
narrator "a lunatic on the subject of history." It is pretty clear that
Sinnott represents the documentarist aspect of the Canadian mania
for history. Dawe might be having a literary dispute with him when
he says, "I recover the past . . . you reduce it ... you make the
world stand still . . . I try to make it live again" (p. 128).

Kroetsch ccmmonly casts one finger in each novel as a kind of
chronicler, a historian or biographer who tires to enclose the
irrational behaviour of the central figure inside a conventional
discourse, usually emerging with a Melvillean compromise we might
call legend. That result could be said to bespeak the dilemma of
Robert Kroetsch, who has admitted in various ways that he is drawn
to both wild loops and familiar story telling. Most talltale aces and
rural bullshitters, after all, depend on shared familiarity of their
audiences with the details of common life.

But the chronicler is always suspect: he is a madman or a
liar, maybe just a crank. When he is the narrator he is what
academic critics call an "unreliable narrator." One is persuaded
that Kroetsch takes that phrase to describe the historian. He never
forgets that the characterization must redound on his own tale. As
long as one is writing English sentences one is promoting historical
order. As any reader will know, Kroetsch does not always rely on
conventional sentences, for just that reason. "I think there's a
danger in not learning new models for sentences," he has said
plainly, in a discussion of our redemption from history (Alan Twigg,
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Fot Openers: Conversations with 24 Canadian Writers, Harbour
Publishing, 1981, p. 116).

In The Studhotse Man (1969) the historian/biographer is
writing his narrative while reclined in a bathtub in a mental
hospital. Hazard LePage, his subject, is interested in history as
located in The Genetal Stud Book, wherein he depends on the
two-hundred-year-old genealogy of his proud stallion Poseiden. His
own last name should have told him where that might end. But the
final insult to his sense of priapic continuity comes when old
Poseidon's semen is used to make mares pregnant so that chemists
can use their urine in the manufacture of birth-control pills.

In making a travesty of history one might be said, in Canada,
to be mocking tragedy, making light of the seriousness of losers. In
The Woxrds of My Roaring (1966), Johnnie Backstrom rejects
historical necessity and makes himself into a legend. During the
1930s Drought and Depression in an Alberta populated by folks who
are convinced that they are history's losers, he fakes an apocalypse
and invents himself. If people believe that he has made it rain they
might learn to prefer invention to cause and effect.

Tragedy is usually presented in solemn language, as if
inevitable loss must sound more important than momentary
survival. The comic inventor, free from the simple machinery of
loss, must steer clear of the tragedian's special pleading. Kroetsch
chose a third person narration for his most spectacular departure
from realism, What the C1row Said (1979). It begins with a woman's
ravishment by a swarm of bees, and her orgasmic cry that sounds
over the prairie like a coming steam locomotive. Peter Thomas
suggests that "the logic of what follows depends upon accepting its
absolute ficticity, while simultaneously recognizing the
matter-of-fact manner of the telling" (Robert K1oetsch, Douglas &
Mclntyre, 1980). We do or did like to relate myth to the ancient,
pre-historical world. Kroetsch sees it as continuous creation by
card-players, horse-dealers, rodeo clowns, and novelists.

In What the Ctow Said the chronicler is the small-town
newspaper typesetter Liebhaber. He is a drinker and a lovelorn
suitor. He uses a "twenty-six" of rye whiskey to fight the tryranny
of the twenty-six guards of the alphabet. As a compositor he has
always had to read type backward, thus having a special, sceptical
view of the logic in history's weekly sentences. Then, according to
his story, after the night that he got frozen and the salubrious
Tiddy Lang thawed him out, he began to lose all memory of the

past. Thereafter he can remember only the future. But Gutenberg,
he also says, made all memory of the past irrelevant; print made the

creative mind of the human storyteller redundant, as the past with
it could be framed and preserved from the multiplicity of chaos.
Only the future was free of Gutenberg's design, so Liebhaber
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remembers the future. Jacques Derrida would see what is happening
in Liebhaber's conversion through love:

It is because writing is inaugutal, in the fresh sense of
the word, that it is dangerous and anguishing. It does
not know where it is going, no knowledge can keep it
from the essential precipitation toward the meaning
that it constitutes and that is, primarily, its future.
(LU{itiEng and Difference, cited in Labytinths of Voice,
p. 44

The tyranny of meaning looms, but the writer does not begin as
tyrant or satrap. Even the historian, when he is writing beautifully,
does not know what his next sentence about the past will say.

In Gone Indian (1973) the chronicler is probably a conscious
liar. Professor Madham writes a long letter to Jill Sunderman, with
a transcription (and comments) of Jeremey Sadness's audiotapes
sent back to the university at Binghamton from their miraculous
survival in Alberta, where Jeremey faked a new life and maybe a
death. Envious of his student, concerned about his own reputation,
and finally considering the possibility of seducing Miss Sunderman,
Madham has probably edited the tapes drastically, and also provided
some original fiction of his own. The text is a lie within a lie--in
other words the stuff of history, as a cynic would say. And the
author, Robert Kroetsch? If he seduces the reader, it is not only
the past he is fucking.

Jeremey Sadness is the most obvious among Kroetsch's
figures who have trouble with the printed word. His namesake,
Jeremy Bentham, may have challenged completion by having his
body preserved for his successors to view. But Sadness's problem
occurs far before the "Terrors of Completion." He is supposed to
be writing a Ph.D. dissertation, but he never gets beyond a title,
many of which he suggests in a comic fashion in his messages to
Madham. Madham, who had left the west for a bookish life in the
east, contrasts Jeremey's "perverse dreaming" with what he calls
"my careful accounting for his end" (p. 101), that is his craft of
continuity and completion.

So that though the reader, along with Jeremy's wife Carol,
looks on the spectacular disappearance of Jeremy and Bea from the
high level bridge (and especially the survival of the tape recorder)
with a jaundiced eye, Madham, whatever his reasons, looks for a
traditional and realist denouement. He scoffs at Miss Sunderman's
term, "the mystery." "I am certain," he writes, "that Jeremy and
Bea were killed" (p. 150). Then in a travesty of documentationism,
he recites a list of facts and figures, having gone to "the original
records of the now defunct Grand Trunk Pacific to get the exact
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details" (p. 151). For several pages he marshals logic and fact
against Carol's "imagination," finally using the techniques of fiction
(as F. did regarding the end of Katherine Tekakwitha) to "re"create
the dramatic final scene of the runaways' story. It is told in the
terms of approved Canadian naturalism: "The water below is
indifferent; through a labyrinth of rivers and lakes, it falls off and
Eiowlnj, t)o Hudson Bay, to Baffin Island, to the drifting Arctic wastes"
p. 157).

Yet it is totally unlike a scholar, a historian, a custodian of
the past and the recorded word, that Professor Madham disposes of
the documents. Note this portion of a sentence: ". .. in ordering
his fragments of tape (and I had to destroy them, finally; they were
cluttering up my office) . . ." (p. 154). Ordering of fragments is the
job of a modernist and/or a historian. Destroying them is the
rejection of evidence. The cluttering up of his office is an unlikely
story.

Jeremy's story, on the other hand, whether seen by Madham or
not, is the story of the present myth-loving west, the
deconstructing of a life and making of a legend, the opting for
space over time, the choice of silence over the continuous talk of
history. Making his epic lonely trek across the snow, Jeremy
identifies with Scott of the Antarctic, surrendering language: "You
are right to make the last entry and close the notebook, let the
pencil slip from your hand. You have only to listen now. Say no
more, Listen to the fall of silence..." (p. 40). When Jeremy was
the child of a disappearing father, the little tailor across the hall
would lend him the books of Grey Owl, hoping that the child would
grow up to be a professor. Instead, Jeremy, whose name means
uplifted by God, took Grey Owl as a model of the man vanished
from his historical imperative into an invented life. Stepping from
the United States with its Jeffersonian illusion that it had been
selected as the stage of history, into the snow carnival of western
Canada, Jeremy says: "This whole damn country, I thought to
myself, they're all trying to vanish into the air" (p. 9). As Michael
Ondaatje told us regarding the testimony of the trumpeter, it is no
easy task writing "the history of air."

* * *

Life in the west, where the layers are layers of earth rather than
tiers of written records, is lived in metonymy rather than
metaphor. Here is what Kroetsch said in conversation with a
younger western writer involved with place:

The notion of trans-
ference that's involved in metaphor  moving from
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one place to another  AndI think it's that moving
that we distrust That's why we aren't historians
we're archaeologists  We want to see the thing
in its place  what we want to do is record exactly
where it's sitting  where it's found and not make
any assumptions not disrupt the ground and then
read from there  And that's why it becomes one hell
of a task in reading because you have to read so
bloody hard because the text hasn't been manipulated . . .
We leave things where they're found (from "The
Remembrance Day Tapes," Island 7 [1980) 46-47)

Connect nothing, said F., to his unhappy historian.

If, as the dramatic necessitarians say, history is a ship we are
all sailing on, then literature might be a stowaway on history. If it
succeeds it owes nothing to history. If it fails, if it is found out, it
is the prisoner of history. Some of our novelists, at last, are finding
out that they are not necessarily wanted on the voyage.

They might tell the rest, including the readers of the rest,
what Alibds narrator Dorf tells Karen, who is loaded down with her
cameras, notebooks, and watches: "Get with it . . . . Speak our
language. Forget about history. Make do."
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STEVE McCAFFERY, RON SILLIMAN, CHARLES BERNSTEIN

CORRESPONDENCE: MAY 1976 - DECEMBER 1977

Selected and Edited
by Steve McCaffery

The cottespondence that gollows és an edited selection written
between thiee writers of sympathetic yet divergent interests.
Chazrles Bernstein is a New-Y otk based wiiter and founder (with
Bruce Andtews) of the highly acclaimed and catalytic magazine
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E (1ecently 1eprinted as The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E
Book by Southern Winois University Press). Ron Silliman s a San
Francisco writer and editor of the magazine Tottel's. Steve
MeCagfery (s a Toronto-based write1, a contributing editor of Open
Letter, co-founder with bpN ichol 0§ T.R.G. (Toronfo Research
Group) and a member of the sound performance ensemble The Four
Hotsemen,

The letters cover a petiod of concentiated cortespondence
§rom May 1976 to December 1977. The ideas contained were highly
provisional, eatly attempts to conceptualize a process that had, in
both Canada and the U.S., become stultified in an academic context
and fo1 the most part 1efected o1 ignoted by those previously in
opposition to the academics.

The numerous contributors to L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E have been
frequently lumped together as proponents of a de-1eferentialist
"school" of witing. This is not the case. Though m
contributors conceived the practice of wiiting to be puimarily a
social fact and saw the production of meaning as occupying, with a
certain inevitability, a socio-political position within the politics of
representation, there was never a suggestion of a unitary group ot
movement. The letters reveal many of the differences felt in the
early stwggles of post-referential conceptualization outside of
academic discourse and show the lively spirit of agreement and
disagreement in areas as diverse as ciphericity, witnessing,
matuices, floating signifiers, film, a lanquage of the group, apotetic
ontology, Lukacs and Anthony Braxton.

Steve McCagfery
Totonto Nov. 1984
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* * *

RON SILLIMAN - STEVE McCAFFERY
MAY 1976 - NOVEMBER 1976

#* ¥* *

3028 California, San Francisco, CA 94115
10 May 76

Dear Steve McC.,

. ... I've got a prosepoem called "Language Games" wch offers not
very humbly a provisional definition of the poem. While my own
thot on this subject has been moving rapidly forward in the months
since it was written, I'd like to hit you w/ about 1/15th of it, just to
see what response that might trigger:

. . . a rough, preliminary definition of the poem. Stated
schematically, it is:

a poem, p, is a vocabulary, v, with a set of rules, 1, by
which to process it, limited or extended variously by
intention(s), {3 this is not, however, a
pseudomathematical proposition, subject to such
variations.

W ithout having been proposed in so many terms, it is
nevertheless this articulation which is the social
implication in their (i.e., Coolidge's and Grenier's)

work. Each term in the equation of course is subject to
a number of clarifications. A vocabulary, for example,
need not be in words nor in words only (thus DeJasu).
Conversely, the equation makes possible the inclusion of
such work as Antin's talking pieces or the journals of
Hannah Weiner in the same universe of the poem as
Creeley or Turner Cassity even while separating out
work which, while it may possess many of the surface
features of a poem, lacks some essential, such as the
songs of Bob Dylan or certain magazine advertisements,
which lack intention. It is, insofar as is possible in the
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rough and social domain of language, a pure state.
Nothing on the right hand side of the equation is
gratuitous (as syntax is, since it is not the only set of
rules available), capable of removal . ..

I'd be interested in hearing what you've got to say.

Best, Ron Silliman.

52 Claxton Blvd.
Toronto, Ont., M6C 1L8
5 July 1976

dear ron:

p:

i
i would say that the equation covers many areas but wd hardly
account for, say, the aleatoric work of Dick Higgins, Mac Low and

myself, In that there seems to be an ambiguity begging in the
schema as you present it:

a) a set of rules (r) by which to process a vocabulary suggests
to me a description of the pre-poetic area of composition itself
which may in itself arrive at an object that bears little or no
relevance to intention. Mac Low seems to be deliberatly involved
in non-intentionality and though you might argue that such
involvement "is" intention it wd still lie outside your schema.
procedural and processual seem useful, indeed, critical distinctions
here.

b) another response: your equation describes the poem from a
single viewpoint only: that of authorship. if we try to forget about
author for a second and think of the two terms of a text and a
reader, then i can't see how the definition can opérate. i may be
missing something here but it seems that, at base, a vocabulary (v)
is the only thing a reader has. the most exciting aspect of
non-referential writing for me is precisely the subjectlessness of
the whole, the confrontation of a reader with a linguistic opacity
that forces him out of consumption into production. so that the
social implication of readership becomes an implication of labour,
of who actually produces a text, or in this case, who co-produces.
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the decisive advantage is surely that the reader becomes
producer and shares in that energy of production that the writer has
gone through: i.e. the reader's reading becomes a writing.

regards,
steve mcc.

Wednesday, July 21 1976
Steve,

yr objection of p (the equation) not covering aleatoric works, wch
wld be, as you see it, w/o intention. even randomness is a set of
specific mathematic possibilities, so while word placements may
not be made w/ decisions as such to them, there is an intention to
arrive at such a type of text & that is one level of what (intention)
is, and for me a key one, the whole view a writer has of what
poetry, for him or her, is, each poem p fitting into a dialectic, the
poem which seems to be needed at that point. (I view poets in their
social behavior as akin to molecules of gas in a space, with each
molecule or point being a poet, none able to see the whole field,
only those points nearer to them, schools representing denser areas,
etc, & each poem is conceptualized, however vaguely, as somehow
fitting into a 2nd, but simultaneous field of poems, where the point
stands & where the poem stands & where the poem fits are also
conditions of { (intention) and yr work, higgins, Mac Low, my own
aleatoric works all have such levels.) the very presence of the text
or performance indicates, to me, an intention that there be a
poem. both procedure & process, as i understand them, are
conditions of 4 it is not, as i see it, outside the schema.

second problem you had: that p described the poem only from the
author's view (here is the area where yr objection most brought my
own thinking forward, danke). p describes the structure of the
poem, which is always transformed by whichever state it occurs in
& as i see it there are roughly five such states (as concept, as the
act of writing [proiective]g, as text, as act of reading [affective], as
memory or recall). we only see pin its transformations, much like
Chomsky's Universal Grammar is only present in its particularities.
we need a much better understanding of those transformations, tho
that may be a strictly critical need (whereas I see theory as directly
contributing to practice or of no use at all, distinct from theory as
explanation%. different schools of poets & critics tend to focus on
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the p on a different state & argue that such is the true condition of
poetry (for example, Carle Andre, Y oko Ono etc wld be examples of
p as concept reality, Olson as Projective, New Critics as Text,
Stanley Fish (Surprised by Sin etc) as Affective, and a few workers
(especially Bill Berkson) as memory state. in the affective I think
the reader gets more than just a vocabulary (v ) but a combination
of vocabulary and rules together (v & 1) wch may or may not reveal
intention (in fact, for several years ... stated that poetry was a
language & a set of rules, that is I used that affective definition
sans recognition of such.

let me know what you think,

Ron.

52 Claxton Blvd. Toronto, Canada M6C L8
26 Oct, 1976

dear ron:

felt your replies to my questions in the p equation pretty substantial
and found little i disagreed with, although at some point you
mention an unclarity on my use of procedure/process. well, it's
more or less in agreement with the way you phrase it in the
following (the less being that i dont entirely see Procedure as "a set
of rules which determines (in advance often, as in Mac Low's work
much of the time, such as the acrostic systems in Stanzas fo1 1148
Lezak ) the text from a specific vocabulary."

i dont see how it would follow necessarily that a text wd be
determined from a specific vocabulary, the whole point in much
procedural work being the location of &activity (intentionality)
within the generation and initial implementation of a movement
(procedure) in the course of which movement a text generates
itself. {~activity centres upon establishing the conditions for
text-generation and might be likened to a second level vocabulary,
itself involved in a meta-textuality. procedure i see then, as a set
of rules designed to mobilize a language act whose end product is
indeterminate. the vocabulary need not be specific, nor the text
determined by the procedure. procedure, i say, (4 vocabulary, just
as much as it is verb operative on a three dimensional, contextual
level.
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your description of ptocess is accurate, though my own personal
handling of the term emphasizes a more or less metalinguistic
activity, or rather a doubling reflex by which the writer writes
about his process. as such, the term serves more as content than as

formal strategy.

regarding procedure: your definition is fine and certainly applies to
the Mac Low example of the extended acrostic . . . but what i'm
trying to insist is that this definition is not totally embracing. also
the point about an éactivity displacement from "text" (as both zone
and structure-emergent) to "project" (i.e. all the necessary
pre-textual activities that set a text off into self-generation. it's an
{~function as condition-mongering rather than text-creator.

Steve.

3028 California SF 94115
11.8.76

dear steve --

busy around here: going to be giving a symposium w/ an orthodox
marxist (walter benjaminist) & a castroite on Poetry & Politics for
the SF Art Workers Coalition: going to go into the social origins of
referentiality (wch are, of course, in the labor process of capitalism
itself: referentiality is language serialized, its dual projection as
product & commodity resolved by the repression of its product
nature (wch in precapitalist groups of the third world often shows in
"nonsense" syllables, in western groups shows in the ordering of
ancient closed poems by physical systems [rime}; serialized,
language takes on the optical illusion of a great new descriptive
capacity; precapital people could discuss the world but not describe
it; thus we get Wittgenstein's central complaint, that we were held
captive by a picture & cld not get outside it because it lay in our
language & language repeated it to us inexorably. social being
creates consciousness (in this sense, every point in the matrix needs
to be seen as a determinate coordinate of language & history). the
linguistic parallel of the commodity fetish is a narrative fetish (this
shows both the correctness of dialectical procedure & the historical
error of orthodox marxian views of literature, especially Plekhanov
& Lukacs). the question is: since all art aims at perception of
dialectical consciousness (the energy one feels in any art wch
works), the question is: does one seek "whole" language in that
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language of the past, that preserialized vocabulary/syntax, or in the
future. i think the latter, because the pre-capital dual projection
was equal to a contradiction in the social fact, product versus
commodity. the unserialized language of product nature is
something wch can only be invented or can only arise w/ a changed
social fact in the future, to wit revolution.

responding to the particulars of yr letter: yes a text is determined
by a specific vocabulary, tho it can be as generally stated (in most

cases) as "ordinary speech" (wch is a concept not a social fact, a

reality of the personal matrix [distinct from the social matrix, the
objective matrix or the "official" matrix].

aRb, in fact, is the terminology i use to discuss a specific poem |
from my book NOX, "tuna flesh," in which i identify the vocabulary |
as being (a ) tuna & (b) fish, w/ (R) the rule, creating the 3rd term |
"flesh." thus nearly every vocabulary can be said to include terms |
wch never appear in the transformational state wch is the text. ‘

yr right: procedure is vocabulary as much as rule, the point is well
taken. my personal take on the procedure/process relationship wld
be to identify the former w/ say Steve Reich, the latter w/ Anthony
Braxton (in fact, instead of a jazz/serious music binary system, i
think what's developed is a process/procedure one).
non-referentiality: this is simply the attempt to void commodity
language by specific context, a negation: thesis-antithesis. what is
needed is the next step: a future synthesis to a post-serial
collective language, a language of the group not the series. i'm for
post-referentiality, even tho i don't today really have a full grasp as
yet as to what that wld be.

i think that one can see the history of modernism as a series of
attempts to reunify serialized language & think i can point to the
specific deforming process wch eventually destroys each attempt.
there are two specific types, however, wch are less deformed by
their social fact than the others: russian futurism &
language-centred writing. because both aimed consciously at the
language & because significant forces w/in both groups (tho not in
all their members in either case) saw the necessity of joining it w/
revolutionary thot & action.

visual poetry is a more recent manifestation of precisely the same

projection wch gave rise to the novel. a failing to recognize the
absolute grounding of the matrix of the poem in language as such.
in the serialized poem, language receded and writers began to work
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on a matrix wch they saw as narrative freely evolving (but nothing
ever FREELY evolves, for that wld be to separate from its
historical base): thus we got the novel, wch began to flounder when
it got too far away from its source & wch took the typical capitalist
defence mechanism of displacing its contradiction thru
technological development, leaping, literally, into film, imposing
itself on the then-totally latent matrix of cinema. the history of
avant garde or personal cinema is in fact a recognition that the
matrix of historical film did not inherently require the axis of
narrative. however, i think it fails to recognize that once
established, a matrix cannot erase its planes, poetry cannot erase
language or history. hence the "failure" of personal film to establish
itself as anything other than a minor tendency w/in the total social
fact. To see the possibility of what film cld have been, see the
russian silent film Man With A Movie Camera by Vertov, (a total
parallel to russian futurism, save that he was working in a field wch
at the time had virtually no matrix at all), 1929. needless to say,
he was crushed by stalinism (state capital: the narrative
[commodity] fetish of socialist realism). i think visual poetry
represents an historically later projection of the same inner
mechanics (ditto the inverse reality: art language, The Fox, Kosuth
& Ramsden). i'm not sure what its future history will be, but i think
it will involve the same historical leap at some point.

let me go back a step here. when capitalism serialized
consciousness in general, it clearly deformed language. it also
partially serialized all the senses. imagine, as an analogy, the whole
society losing its ability to perceive color. it wld be exactly like
that. &, i think our historical ability to see color has been muted
and that this is what explains the "enhanced" color schemes of LSD,
wch breaks down that repression. in such a world, the visual arts
wld alter their matrix, giving greater stress to the dimensions of
line, shape, texture (wch in fact has occurred). the most interesting
thing to me about visual poetry is that, w/ a few exceptions, it is an
art wholly of line, shape, texture, wholly serialized.

i dont mean that as an attack as such on it (having used some of its
technological developments in my own work), for it can be used to
explore just such social facts, but i think its total historical
possibility is one of doom, that for it to be revolutionary wld require
it to re-group w/ the Poem (its matrix), much as i expect the
historical re-grouping of both the novel and literary criticism (wch
is self-consciousness of an object now separated from the serialized
object of the poem) to the Poem. in short, i see an end to these
"genres" in a revolutionary period, their positive aspects to be a
part of poetry as such.
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i think that the visual aspect of the sign (wch occurs w/ the
invention of writing) reveals that w/ writing the very first type of
serializing the language occurs. historically, writing is a necessary
development, but in a sense it was a terrible psychic disaster for us
all. it moved part of the language outside of ourselves for the first
time.

Ron.
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* * *
STEVE McCAFFERY - CHARLES BERNSTEIN

SEPTEMBER 1976 - DECEMBER 1977

* * *

52 Claxton Blvd., Toronto, Ont. M6C 1L8
14 September 1976

Dear charles:

. « . in levi-strauss' use of the term, your argument wd take on an
interesting departure. Silliman's work, for instance, wd appear to
be "a naturalization of the cultural" understanding that the word (as
a pure graphic event or as close to that as possible, i.e. the word as
a self-sustaining signifier with no external reference) is a
self-demonstrating unit of the "natural" which becomes cwltutalized
by way of connotation and reference. to take your argument and
apply it to the linguistic plane wd show Silliman to be one of the
most NATCHURAL of writers around today.

Silliman's work has always impressed me by its ontological
self-sufficiency: a self-sufficiency inherent in the shaping and
duration of his pieces. the other important thing with this type of
work is to approach it from the readerly rather than writerly
standpoint. i think it's easy as writer writing about writer to slip
into a subconscious zone of sympathetic attraction that has
basically nothing to do with that task at hand which is a productive
engagement with text. when it all boils down to the nitty, isn't
author nothing more nor less than a semiotic unit itself? simply a
signature that signifies "responsibility"?

"Syntax" tends to be an umbrella term. stein somewhere talks about
the distinction between syntax and distribution: that there can be
an act of scattering which is necessarily retrieved by the reader as
a sense of order simply because of the enforced consecutiveness of
any sequential sign system.

do you know the work of Jacques Derrida? especially his concept of
linguistic deferral ("différance") and his notion of the linguistic
trace? you might pick up on him if you haven't done so already. he
gives a very heavy defence of what you're doing asethetically here.

steve.
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464 Amsterdam Ave., New York, N.Y. 10024
23 September 1976

Steve,

the structuralist approach. well, look at Palukaville & see what you
think of my questioning of the implication that poetry (artworks,
language) are only possible systems not intrinsic to
"reality"/"nature"/non-relativistic truth/the "thing" itself, i.e., that
there's something "deeper" than the specific elements & syntax of
language wch somehow the language refers to. a sort of quinean
ontological relativity in wch language is culture/mythology . . . one
of a number of possible structures . .. as distinct from "nature,"
"objects" or whatever you call it. (levi-strauss presumably believes,
as does chomsky, in depth structures; Quine wld stay
empirical/behaviorist but insist that in radical translation from one
language to another nothing of significance ["the null case"] is
lost.) my own inclination -~ & i think this is the pt of effacing
reference ("emptying language of its signifiers") that directs away
from the words themselves -- is to see significance precisely in
that wch is particular of our language, its body, & if making a
distinction between language (in the sense of culture, agreement in
judgement, etc) & truth (nature, objective reality, etc) then only to
allow that these are not two & still to put off simple monism.
aspects of the one thing -- co-extensive, interpenetrating: one the
"best picture" of the other. language is human because it is all that
is apprehendible. there is a kind of structuralist sensibility that
devalues the language (the event, the artwork, . . .) by regarding it
as a semiotic code . . & goes on to talk of irony, etc, a dandyism
that to me is an avoidance of the love of the thing itself . . the
recognition that the thing is before us. (rehearsing this critique in
my mind while visiting my brother, i was struck by how much he has
the sensibility i'm talking abt, with no great moral loss, &
wondering abt this straw man i'm projecting from my fears. not
that i don't think i'm right . . my brother wasn't maintaining these
ideas intellectually, as an argument, but it was just his way of
fronting that primal lack, absence of experiencing one's own
experience, disconnection, etc, : "sadness.") . . . So, yes, i'd agree to
that twist you speak of: Silliman's work is the most natural, i.e.,
getting at the re-naturalization of the cultural, presenting the
non-relative ground "ontological self-sufficiency" of nature. A
piece of nature.
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"syntax" is overused. yr (stein's) distinction between the order put
on "distributed" words by a reader wld certainly be a key one to,
say, Mac Low's work -- but i think with Stein & Silliman & Mayer
etc, the "responsibility" of the "semiotic unit" of authorship is the
assumption that since these distributed words are poems then they
are meant, i.e., syntax (even if derived by random distribution) is
asserted. obviously, Mac Low's work argues against this assumption
(tho Mac Low himself has backtracked on this). as far as i can see,
this is a/the key area for theoretical discussion.

i'm glad you like Signs of the Particularities. yr description of it
was amazingly accurate to my own perceptions & the clearest i've
heard. don't know derrida but will try to get a hold of his books.

Charles.

464 Amsterdam Ave., New York, N.Y. 10024
[n.d. but prior to June 29 1977]

Steve,

had a longish phone call with Jackson Mac Low last night -- he's a
mighty fine person to chat with. i let slip something abt
"progressive" writing or else & he pointed out he didnt believe in
progress, didnt like the term avant garde, what impressed him abt
poetry was never that it dealt with certain formal "cutting edge"
concerns, but with the inner integrity of the wrk regardless of the
mode -- that he thought what characterized "our" wrk (say wrk that
owes something to Mac Low or that has concerns of Coolidge &
looks back to Schwitters and is involved specifically with using
collage as a basic compositional technique) was not that it was
more advanced but that it was located on a topographic schema
closer to the visual arts. wch has been of some concern to me --
i.e. how to deal with elitism & the avoidance of para-military
self-conception often involved in avant gardism (as if poetry was
working twrd some "advance" outside of faithfulness to itself,
outside of the necessity of language having the most meaning any of
us can give to it. yet, must be sd, i dont find "straight" poetry very
interesting to read & basically have not read whole realms of wrk &
do experience a sense that in some kinds, some modes, right now
there is something happening that doesnt seem like just another
mode but the most - - - (what to call it?) anyway, what i like abt yr
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article on Mac Low was that it brought out the architectural
considerations now active in writing poetry -- so that rather than
dwell on the implications of random process & formula derived
works you focussed in on how various ways of organizing language
can give an extra charge of meaning creating strong poems. at the
beginning of our correspondence we were getting a little bit into
what might be a philosophical difference between us -- in respect
to my critique of structuralism, conceptual art, deduced process
art, etc - - - but the more i see of yr wrk & thought the less i see
this difference making that much of a difference. because it's
obviously true that, as elements in the composition, any method
goes -- as long as you mean it -- that it's a work that makes sense --
all the way through. . .. i'm in a somewhat skeptical mood today i
guess on a couple of things -- another being what the relation
between theoretical positions abt wrtng & the praxis is -- i mean
you cld have the correct line, so to say, & be a pretty crummy
writer, &, what's really multievident, have some "mistaken"
theoretical notions & be great. maybe the criteria of quality is
ultimately more along the "make it new" line -- with my own twist
that i like to give to that perception (essentially i take it the
insistence that everything in the work has to be necessary. no
dross, no pro forma unthought rhetoric) that if you push anything
far enough, get imbedded enuf in the vocabulary & syntax operation
etc, it's bound to be a strong work, wch can reduce to the old
visionary argument i Suppose . . . .

one thing that D1, Sadhu's and Ow's Waif made me rethink was my
use of prior texts (vocabs) in my own wrk -- wch has been pretty
extensive. When you say Mac Low's "writing becomes a written
record of observation" it seems to me that this descriptive tact was
really the right way to talk abt what's going on -~ really it explains
a certain kind of 1egatd to wrtng that both you & i have in common
& is far more crucial a way of talking than talking abt "randomness"
or "image" &c.

A friend recently sd that one of the strongest characteristics of my
wrtng was a sense of witness, by wch he meant specifically the
distancing form experience that runs thru Pazsing -- looking at yr
life go by while at the same time being in it is the way i've
expressed it at times -- wch actually is the attitude twrd language
itself, the thing thru wch we experience, see things as one thing or
another, as meanings -- wch, in wrtng, we want to look at, regard,
ie making poetry that kind of wrtng wch is involved with witnessing
language, so therefore a language reflexive process. Take a step
back, Spicer says, & look at the sentence. Exdctly. vou o« "The
record of observation" is not of the "world" at least in the sense of
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the naive concept of the physical world, tho maybe the world in the
Tractatus sense ("the world is everything that is the case") but an
observing, a looking out onto, language. I remember in writing
"Asylum" & the first section of Patsing being very aware of the
sense that what i was doing was almost a sociology/anthropology,
mapping out realms of language (wch in Signs 0§ the Particularities
became a kind of collecting function) wch s similar to remarks you
make in yr afterword to Ow's Waif. Though recently i've become
more interested in making the vocabulary my own letters & ntbks &
for a combination of reasons but mostly because it's the material
right now i find most compelling to work with. The issue, as it is
alive with me, is very much whether yr gonna see wrtng as a subject
or an object -- when Mayer (Bernadette) wld say, & her wrds still
ring in my ears, you gotta tap the wrtng -- it destroys wring to
think of it as an object, as plastic (cf Mac Low's remarks abt us
being closer to the visual arts -- because we see words as stuff to
be cut out and arranged??) while at the same time, i have little
interest in what i just write down, as such -- but lately the point has
been to synthesize the two things -- wch is what i think Hannah
Weiner is doing ie to think that by being interested essentially in
witnessing the language you somehow are not living it out --
somehow thinking it's an either/or is just that classic oft repeated
self-crippling dualism -- IN AN D BESIDE i want to scream.

Barrett Watten has recently tried to explain his uncertainty abt my
wrk on the account that i dont clearly enuf separate structure from
decisions made within the structure, He wld prefer to see a poetry
where you can apprehend a consistent "structural myth"
(programmatic strategy) & thus read into the various choices made
within the matrix that has been agreed upon. In other wrds -- & he
uses Silliman's matrix theory to put this view forward -- he says that
if you get value (meaning) relative only to a given matrix then you
cant (or shldnt) call into question the matrix itself -- youve got to
make yr moves within the matrix & let that stand as the border. 1
had argued that it's also possible to turn the matrix in on itself -- to
allow somehow the language to obtrude/intrude into the matrix
itself. 1 get the sense that what he argues for is really a kind of
relativism that bothers me, it's too simple-minded in the wrong way
-- but i feel a little confused abt concretely what it all means.
Obviously silliman's wrk is the best show we have of clearly
delineating the structure & keeping it consistently distinct from the
"content" ie what you do within the structure. On the other hand,
our diad [ed. note, Legend, pp. 155-160] in its "inter-textual" way is
involved with one discourse emerging from & plunging back into
another . . . a play between matrixes -- the "deconstruction” of
"structural myths" as the language turns in on itself. What seems
exciting abt our diad, to me, is that it doesnt simply use "cut-up"
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language or neologisms to create a unified field of meaning on one
plane, but actually calls into play notions of variant simultaneously
existing realms of discourse constantly criss-crossing, intersecting,
creating new gells, new forms -- very much the description that
Wittgenstein uses to describe language -- as a city with some
streets straight & narrow, other windy &&&. Thinking abt this it
becomes clearer how collage, as a basic technique, is a fundamental
explanation for where this intertextuality comes from. For if you
can juxtapose variant phrases together (often with an eye for an
evenness of surface texture) why not juxtapose kinds of discourse?
Is that what you mean by "intertextual"? . . . anyway, the kind of
wrk i mean is one whose meaning lies in its relation to other --
identifiable, standardized, genre -- modes of discourse -- so that
the wrk becomes a kind of edifying discourse, the units -- sentences
-- of it not meant for their descriptive content nor even for the
infrareferential hum as sound & juxtaposition (ie the language
centered poem) but as a comment on other discourse modes -- so a
kind of Brechtian wrtng. (it flashes that the Brechtian "alienation
effect" is to the point, but then how to avoid the pitfalls of
theatricalizing language 777)

D1. Sadhu's seems to be more involved in an investigation into the
making of meaning, involved with opening up the door to reading in
a different way, but the simple display of alternative forms of
making meaning is alone not enuf -- wrk that really attracts me has
an impermeability that this open field is really counter to -- while
this stuff is an opening up that gives the mind plenty of room to
move around, associate, pass over -- what i mean by impermeable
wrtng is its opacity, charged with an electric density you cant get
through. Now i understand that part of the aesthetic of what i'm
weirdly calling the open field is, as you say, "w/o the intrusion of
my own consciousness' but that way of wrtng seems problematical
to me, even given what i say above abt my own similar experience,
because in the end it's the intentionality of wanting a particular
sequence or arrangement to wrds to stand as a poem out of a sense
of necessity, its internal integrity . . .

The distinction i wld draw separates random inspired procedural
decision making from the use of a particular procedural method (or
several simultaneously) & working out what will end up in the poem
as you go along (in situ) so that each "reading" you choose (wch is to
say each poem) presses back at you, you mean it.

Charles.
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52 Claxton Blvd., Toronto, M6C 1L38
29 June 77

dear charles:

regarding supply texts & that whole interface with found/collage &
written readings. what you assert is "a regard to writing" i see as
an almost ethical concern for the substance of language, a respect
for it as both an availability and an alterity -- an approachable
otherness -- what Jonathan Williams called the fostering of a
humane neighbourliness with materials. your term WITNESS (as you
explain in your letter) is very close to this kind of regard, this
resistance to intruding with that kind of egophallic blindness that
borders on a schizophrenic unawareness of language's own physis. so
the regard for language takes the double form of an action within it
and an observation from without. the power of this is paradoxical:
to be within language one must be without it.

perhaps we can approach speech as an attraction to the use values
of language, whereas writing can remove it from use and permit
this witnessing. (i wd extend this last remark to include under the
aegis of writing much recent tape composition whch, i'm finally
convinced,relates more to writing than to orality. taped sound
being a contextualizing of language within a system of
retrievability & repeatability.%

perhaps the issue (as you raise it through Bernadette Mayer) is not
the either/or of object/subject, but the possibility through writing
to be neither. i'm increasingly convinced that the sign, the written
mark, is possessed of an inner logic of contradiction (a logic of
illogic) and that this is the area to explore in our work. i.e. (& e.g.)
how a sign that is a present mark functions only to point to an
absent term; how writing involves a fundamental rupture with
context and origin (& so the inevitable dead-end of projectivism
with its valorization of the syllable and breath as some kind of
present moment of speech).

in our own work (language centered, cipheral, whatever we want to
call it) this structural contradiction manifests itself and
demonstrates its own structural play within our witnessing. i.e. to
say we actually gain "experience" through a defect in experience on
another level. this strategic contradiction is evident in your own
work Signs: where the power of the piece, the fresh insight gained
into language and phrasal architecture, comes through the
(traditional) "defect" in consecutivity, the failure of each sentence
to complete in a destination (which is the next sentence). so you're
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removing hierarchy, and in doing so you're bringing into question
the whole traditional value of hierarchical levels.

so here's the new topography: local within the centre of a margin
&/or the margins of a point. as the Sign gets investigated as a
primary working and as those investigations get declared, so then
the logic of a contradiction finds its place. and what is of the
greatest importance in what we're doing: a realigning of discourse
in the framework of a larger (logical?) alogicality.

this testing of the boundaries of logic & discourse, the positioning
of historically saturated categories in new, problematic areas seems
close to much that Nietszche recommends. i'm thinking especially
of his splendid insight into the foundation of truth in metaphor & his
deconstructional concept of -- what was it -- "glorious unwisdom"?

Iamin

what i am out
of

this is the locus of deconstruction, of witnessing.

so in a broad way -- language comes to challenge the categories it
has so long supported (this is the fold, the categorical in-folding of
language on itself in the widest sense) & the political analogy, if
you want one, wd be imperialism . . . the linguistic analogy of
grammar and commonwealth.

further to your notion of witnessing. do you see this at all tying in
with a testing or deconstruction of witnessing itself? it seems to
me that the very fact of witnessing signs involves the whole logic of
contradiction of the sign itself; that in witnessing language we are
in fact witnessing absence, postponement, the deferral of presence.
hence this kind of tendency to put language into an observable
framework, under a seeing-ness rather than a readingness, locates in
the huge, almost muscular, reflex of the SIGN as a
POSTPONEMENT, i see this also connecting with the notion of
desire: that which is deferred is desired, the desire articulating a
postponed otherness: alterity.
to suffer.
to desire.

become not subjective affixes but the qualities common to
both an anthropology and a semiotics. the confluence in a
radicalness of both subjective & objective terms, and this for me is
the current fascination: how a work like your Signs of the
Particularities generates and holds this anthropologicality: the
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structural integrity of a desire as well as a deferral. also your
opting for a vertical structure (your listing technique) rather than a
lateral one, for a pilon rather than a horizon of discourse allows the
quality of collected desire(s) to develop.

the quality i'm trying to outline is this: to purge language of a
subjectivity can arrive at a more radical subjectivity, or rather a
deeper context in which subject/object fuse in a structural matrix.

in the structure of the sign
is the structure of desire.

% XN *

to live and write with(in) these contradictions will be to find a
proper place for a paralogic discourse.

i think it's the topological contradiction that Barry (Watten) finds so
hard to accept -- that an outside has to hold (container fashion) an
inside seems to be his predication; that the concepts in operation
must remain stable and fixist. whereas for me, the whole topology
is mébius and it's the deconstructive gesture in our work which
produces the twists in surface. simply thinking of reference & the
implication of linguistic destination as a thing outside itself (i.e. the
entire temporalized teleology of deixis) shows this so clearly: the
inner structure, the inner determinants of the sign are its
nexteriorities” its "otherness"(es). the sign is what it isn't. what
Watten fails to grasp is the possibility (already realized in Freud,
Nietszche, Heidegger and Derrida) of an active praxis under erasure
-- the ability to deliberately lodge inside the problematic &
deliberately not resolve it. the line through the sign that cancels it,
prohibits its "play" and yet allows it still to be present as a legible
deletion. this is a deliberate strategy of placement, a location
within to be out, to take apart from the inside. matrix and value
are not separable units but the mébius turn of a single surface
(text), the structural complexities of a homogenous space (text
again) -- close to the way Saussure described the signifier-signified
relationship as the two sides of a single coin.

i started to see our dyad strongly as just such a mobius structure,
with the verbal sign the edge and the intelligibility-unitelligibility
relation as the actual surface twist. most dominant is an actual
TURN of language from a structural (face) to a value (surface),
from intelligible signs to unintelligible ones.

i feel in that work, but really i guess in our respective work in
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general, a movement towards the testing of new semiotic
topologies: the actual space of inscription, the variant surfaces of
the text, the different folds of a single surface which announces the
homogenous space as an intense heterogeneity. and from this
testing comes the breakdown of the hold of a binary perception
(inevitable i guess through our refusal to accept the divisive razor of
logicality: the either/or of the in/or/out).

we're close to what Heidegger i think calls "astonishment" -- very
close to your sense of witnessing. astonishment (what in other

laces Heidegger calls "destruction") comprises an attunement
stimmung) of confrontables which puts the text outside of inherited
text-logics. unlike Husserlian "bracketing," astonishment is
profoundly relational & surprisingly close to certain concepts of the
pictutesque in 18th cent. theory %as the picturesque developed in,
say, Uvedale Price & William Gilpin as filling in a category
lacunaire between the sublime & the beautiful). in astonishment
you're held to a thing by actually being apart from it: the spacing is
the connexion (cf. Pound & Fenollosa on this one!) and isn't this
close to your sense of witnessing: putting language under
observation within itself?

(a brief spin off: isn't listing (i.e. the technique of non-horizontal
inscription) the ideal structure for a language under observation? by
listing here, i don't mean so much an organization of referent values
as much as a placing of language in a condition of observation, in a
manner by which it can not only be seen (iconic run-on ahead of
reading here) but that seeing per se can be seen.)

i've never fully accepted Ron's (Silliman's) theory of the matrix
which i feel to be too topologically insufficient. CONTENT, for
me, says more of itself in the immediate structural/semiotic play
that its inscription immediately institutes. meaning by this that
there's a radical opacity in the sign considered as a charged mark
which opens up an immediate field of multiple meaning. content
for me has been less an internal activity and more a semiotic
twisting of the identical sign surface that holds form too. content
is neither present nor absent, but more a possibility, a type that is
tokened by the gesture of the torque of the mébius. Ron's
matrix-content seems yet another structural(ist) myth. i wd replace
"matrix" with a term like "sign topology™: the nature of the space
on and in which language finds itself. "matrix" is too safe a
foreclosure and holds the in/out disjunction too safely to allow a
real explosion of sign practice.

one thing that strikes me as very exciting in our dyad ... we're
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relocating syntactic operations on the level of the letter & not the
word. that interface of your "opacities" with my "intelligibilities"
both recontextualizes the opacity and also brings the "word" & the
(non)word letter-cluster into deconstructional juxtaposition. so that
there's a profound dislocation of both which thereby institutes a
whole area of language-possibilities.

there's surely an ontological issue that we could raise here: when is

a letter-group a word, is a letter-group a latent word? how are

both a part of language? it seems that we've seized on the
arbitrariness of the linguistic sign and pushed its implications further.

you ask me about my use of "intertext"? mostly i use the term to
refer to a macrosyntax connecting the text at hand with texts
outside itself. the intertext for me is a means of extending
syntactic operations so as to include numerous separate zones of
signifiers; the operation may be via allusion, reference or (as in
collage) by appropriation.

embedded in the dynamic of the intertext is the citational nature of
the written word itself. there is an imperative upon a text to
constantly change its context, constantly disrupt a place of being.
e.g. i write a letter to you = context l; i mail the letter to you =
disruption of context |, institution of context 2, a state of text
without reader; you open the mail and read the letter = context 3;
pass it on to a friend = context 4; the friend quotes part of itina
letter to another friend = context 5 etc.

intertextuality is exactly the network of citational relations that
any text must set up. collage, of course, is just such a form of
citation and the use of found material is an intertextual usage (i
read and recognize a phrase "from" Wittgenstein no longer "in" a
Wittgenstein text and that creates an intertext). intertextuality is
a strategy of disruption, the legitimation of which strategy lies at
the essence of the written word's citationality. in a sense then
every written phrase is a form of quote and the necessary ability for
the written word to move through different contexts renders it
essentially contextless and radically disruptive.

appreciate your feedback on my two books. one attempt in both Dx.
Sadhu and Ow's Wai§ was to localize meaning in the specific word.
people have described my writing as surrealist which is totally
erroneous -- although, as i think about it there is a connection via
technique. for instance the strength of a Magritte can be seen to
come from the intelligibility of particulars plus the impossibility of
juxtaposing these particulars in any "intelligible" way. which wd be
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to say that the technical issue at the core of the surrealist project
is an issue of defective (because frustrated) metonymy -- i.e. the
inability to complete a wholeness. instead there is a forced
interface of particulars (& hence a syntax).

i've found that localized meanings in language create similar
tensions, most especially however they evade the
destinational-inevitability of the line. i've tried to conceive line
not as the corridor to a destination but rather as the symptom
(itself the trace) of autonomous semantic explosions. this i think
wd account for the lexical richness & density of meaning(s) that you
noticed in the Preface to Ow's Waif. this all suggests to me the
possibility of deconstructing the line by a recontextualizing &
reshaping of its points of reference from within relationships (and
hence in contrast to cut up method) -- a way, in fact, of opening up
the line by compacting it.

the other thing too i wanted to eliminate in D1, Sadhu was the
presence of faste as any significantly operative factor in word
choice.

"Impermeable writing" ? . . . yes -- & cf. Godel's proof (which the
Olsonists never understood or else never appreciated) viz. that every
linguistic form is, a priori, an open form owing to the necessary
opacity at base of ALL LANGUAGE. projective verse, i feel, got
trapped in a phonocentricity that closed off many areas of concern
a propos language and text. it showed itself in the conception of
linguistic space as pneumatic pause rather than grammatological
differance & the misguided emphasis on presence (sign as the figural
supplement of breath, breath as intrinsically embedded in the
syllable etc.). i think our own work gets closer to this root problem
of presence as an outcome of the defective sign, the non-delivering
signifier which curves away from a signified back into its own
significatory ramifications.

on the issue of intentionality, your points are well taken. i gave up
on the possibility of absolute nonintentionality a long time ago &
can see, in hindsight, that my interest lay more in the possibility of
a general disinterestedness in zones of content (hence the random
techniques i adopted for generating vocabularies which i would
then, at the point of supply, intentionally enter). this way, i think,
i was able to relocate intentionality at the margins of a program, a
proceduralism.

I guess in the afterword (in Ow's Waif ) my reference to "a near
total suspension of form from content" could be better explained this
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way: the chosen procedural method allows me to concentrate,
almost exclusively, on the relations & interrelations of signifiers
i.e. upon the single face of the linguistic Sign -- & working (as you
mention earlier in your letter) from a topos closer to the visual than
the verbal arts.

the technique is closer to bricolage than a pure aleatoricity. i'm
working there with "stuff at hand" appropriating and setting up new
coordinates of hand and eye. important for me in bricolage is the
minimization of taste as an active agent in text generation.
bricolage establishes a scarcity of materials which in itself realigns
& reinstitutes a discourse of value. which is to say the criterion of
"goodness" and "worth" becomes less significant than the criterion
of a praxis within scarcity.

Steve.

Fairlee, Vermont
27 August 1977

steve,

one thing, wch i pick up from a letter yesterday from Peter Seaton
. « . is that in wrtng we set up a condition in wch there are more
possibilities than can be kept track of, a kind of overdetermining,
wch is another way of saying that the language, & hence the text,
comes before the world. "mdbius" gets to that, especially when
reacting against the undetermined kind of wrtng where you just set
up a game & play within the rules. but to take the position that you
can set up the rules of the game, wch seems a prerequisite,
conscious or not, of wrtng on a single surface (tho already i can see
a fuzziness in who i'm saying actually writes like this) is to replay
the 19th century's ominscient narrator -- but we are inside these
rules & the wrk is charting the way the rules are constantly cutting
in on us. awash in language -- so if we're inside it, then we dont
want a poetry wch remakes neat borders, a unifying principle? well,
in this sense i can be sympathetic, i can see where you come from
to do it, to the notion that any specimens (citations is the
wonderful word you use) of language are part of the thing and need
no imposed ordering, hence aleatory wrk. i've argued, and continue
to, for intention, an ordering not of overall structure, but of
moment to moment force of meaning -- stripped of any ordering
principle one goes on one's own -- what -- perception is definitely
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not the wrd, nor is experience -- "knowhow" is the N. American
pioneer way of putting it -- a continually enfolding (infolding) series
of possibilities (again you say "OR" is the operative thing in Signs o4
the Particulatities ) -- but possibilities in a special sense -- the
sense of "actualities" wch are numerous -- aspects to each figure

of more than numerable number, not just duck & rabbit but inseam
& heartlessness & the terror of the line, so actualities in a special
sense of ones that dont tell the whole story & possibilities in the
special sense of ones that are not "mere."

+++«OR...so0wenever seem to be able to get a hold of things,
presence, the myth that really underlies the whole uniplanar
approach, is always arnd the corner, but we are here, & the
language constantly speaks of all possible things. there's got to be
some satisfaction in that -- or else we're so out of joint we've no
hope for satisfaction. "Bricoleurs': puttering abt in these
landscapes, inscapes of the worlds we imagine ourselves to be in,
and the worlds we have been told we are in, wondering, as we go
about our merry & not so merry ways, but where is the real beyond
this veil of habit & systematic misdirection, as if poking under this
rock or that will turn it up. & it was always there, only we
misunderstood what "there" meant. ("Witnessing and absence"!)

one thing i've wanted to hear from you -- i remember spending some
time articulating this in a very early letter -- is some account of
the necessity of adopting the vocabulary, tho not the substance, of
certain aspects of Structuralist thought that seem overeagerly
hacking away at projected binary operations, abandoning the little
that we actually have got, wch after all is quite immense, a person
cld never run out, in pursuit of some fool's gold of an idea of deeper
structures wch these things that we live within refer to. in other
wrds, if you say a wrd like cipher to me, i'm bound to get nasty: as
if the trees i'm staring at right now, here in the middle of this field
in N. Vermont, arent any more than a mirror reflection, valueless,
or simply neutral, in themselves, codes/indices/ciphers that they
are. i've made out this critique in a number of places --
Palukaville, Stray Straws -- as well as that early letter -- and i'm
curious as to yr reaction. this sense that once you get an insight
into the fact that language constitutes the world & doesnt describe
it then all these words are mere codices -- wch is dandyism for one
thing, has a flipness i dont like, tho i can feel welling up here my
religious/ethical/ethnic sobriety. you're right to speak of the
essentially citational quality of both our wrtng -- wch is the perfect
technical description for what I was calling witnessing -- but it is
rooted in a sense that what we are citing is also what we are in, wch
seems to me what makes it antithetical to the "cipher" idea -- &
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here's where intentionality falls into place: because as we witness
ourselves, & that is a responsibility that cannot be taken lightly --
intentionality {4 responsibility. (I'm struck here, having just read
some of Bruce (Andrews') political "science" wrk how his effort
seems to be to unmask the idea that policy is made without
intention, & therefore w/o responsibility, particularly his citing of
the loose language that analysts & politicians use & take at face
value -- "dikes" "hedges" "dominoes" "protection" -- w/o ever
looking into the implications of these words, but, even more
cynically, bandying all these terms abt to create what PL used to
call smoke screens. Bruce seems to be insisting that Governments
can be held accountable to be acting intentionally, that in their use
of these phrases they arent so much deluded as deluding -- but the
very process of deluding necessarily leads to self delusion. poetry,
of course, breaks this circle &, indeed, on that account, can rightly
be said to give us a measure of truth.)

with all that sd, there is a way that poetry can be all surface & do
that up right, wch has something to do with acknowledging the
plane, or investigating the properties of a plane. Silliman is to the
point here, as is Michael Palmer & others. "plane" or "field." &
these words -- surface, plane, field, can also concentrate the
attention wrongly, are very plastic terms to describe writing by, &
come on to us because we're so caught up in the visual arts, ie we're
bricoleurs. still, i think it's got something to do with wanting to
impact numerous readings into a single sentence or poem -- wch
began with the simple idea of ambiguities, numerous senses, & is
now a full blown...?

"that we don't intrude with that kind of egophallic blindness that
borders on a schizophrenic unawareness of the physis" -- wch places
the sense that one watches with close attention -- that not to
intrude requires the balance -- skating has been the image -- tho it's
almost a kind of diving w/o splash so that the surface begins to lose
its otherwise "apparent” separateness from the rest of the water.
you point to Heidegger as a way to avoid the pitfall of the either/or;
i bring up (an object or a subject, inside or outside) in St1ay

Straws : wch is absolutely to my sense: that thrownness wch is
unified prior to any separating out of doer & done. to unmake the
borders of logic, a glorious "unwisdom," wch puts us back amidst
the world. here again, last night, in watching the Chandler/Hawks
movie The Big Sleep : how the story doesnt really add up, a la film
noir, & it is this confusion & murkiness that makes the film so
powerful, given that Marlow nonetheless is able to act, &
coherently, without "logical certainty." can you see how, pointing
out how my Signs of the Particularities, in removing hierarchy &
showing what you call
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the essentially ethical concern for witnessing, for allowing "the
noninstrumental" to remain paramount -- you're pointing to
precisely the core motivation in what i call, is called, both
intentionality & responsibility?

you ask do i see in the notion of witnessing also a testing of it, "a
deconstruction of witnessing itself?": yes, of course, because we in
effect fall into what we are witnessing, we make it up. "presence"
itself, i begin to see, as a postponement, wch almost is a necessary
perspective to get to where we are, but is no more modern than
Proust.

Charles.

52 Claxton Blvd., Toronto, Ont.
11 Sept. 1977

Charles:

you write, i've argued, and continue to argue, for intention. you say
"an ordering not of overall structure but of moment by moment
force of meaning" but doesnt "moment by moment" involve you in a
pretty quotidian sense of linguistic time that completely ignores
trace structure? i don't know how you feel about the Derridean
revision of our notion of temporality in language but, it seems to
me, that when you accept a signifier as being a (sensible) "this" that
stands for a (phenomenal) "that" (an acceptance on which all
signification must surely be based) then time itself becomes an
aspect of spatialization? or rather that language inhabits the dead
space between two non-occurring "instants."

what intentionality institutes is a modification of linguistic
structure (in the same way that you can treat "parole" as a violation
of "langue.") i dig what you're saying about the moment by moment
force and i know that for myself, in the past as now, the impulse to
demark meaning within the parameters of the single word has been
very strong. but i'm coming to see the shortcomings in this
approach -- especially the narrow & i believe now, erroneous sense
of meaning as some kind of hypostasized "pressence" (presence +
essence) within the sign (& the sign itself seen as within the
moment). meaning, i think, is an environmental condition (an
ecosphere) that permits sign function to take place. we don't
produce meaning but rather situate our speech acts relationally
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within it. meaning is difference & opposition, which is more
amorphous than the dialectic, but it does hone in on the
significance, the vitalness of the dead space, the absence between
terms as the crucial thing.

later on in yr letter you seem to come out against presence as "the
myth that really underlies the whole uniplanar approach" but a
phrase like "moment to moment" seems complicit with the myth.
whereas my own conviction is that inhabiting language we're
inhabiting a system founded on a contradictory logic.

re the structuralist issue and your reaction to cipher. i feel you're
missing something essential to the status of the referent. to even
attempt a differentiation of experience as a tree in Vermont
involves you in a mode of differentiation that itself depends upon
"writing" as its irreducible base. in agreement with Derrida i'd say
that language (speech) perception itself are aspects of a general
writing (Derrida's terms is arche-ecriture), which is the play of
trace, difference and postponement involved in any
temporal-spatializing of experience.

later on you mention that "what we are citing is also what we are
in" & this you see as antithetical to my sense of the cipher. but the
very notion of an interiority seems questionable. i mean, we're both
in and out of language (hence the appeal to the mébius as a
perceptual model or analogue) and language constitutes the
structures & sets by which "things" show their "thing-ness." so
there's a constant play of positivities and negativities, of language
wiping itself out to reappear again.

intention as responsibility? yes. but also intentionality realized in
language can also be seen as the condition of martyrdom, a kind of
giving up of self to allow language structures to pass through and, in
passing through, make up our selves. language insists upon an
operative notion of the Self as porous. further you write "with all
that sd, there is a way that poetry can be all surface & do that up
right, wch has something to do w/ acknowledging the plane, or
investigating the properties of a plane." to which i would simply
add that the concern must be with both a plane & spacing i.e. the
situations of language (graphically) & that plays upon/within that
site.

you mention bricolage as being "caught up in the visual arts." i see
bricolage less as a visual strategy and more as environmental &
ecological, tied to a concept of recycling & an economics of scarcity.

i had a strong reaction to your phrase re language as what "one
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watches with close attention." it seems to me that our relation to
language has to be more complex (and contradictory) than a
perception or witnessing (if these latter actions imply a set
distantiation between perceiver and perceived). we watch as we
use and we're constituted as selves and subjects by language passing
through us. and so i applaud when you say towards the end: act
without "logical certainty." that's precisely it. & what you
describe as a falling into what we are witnessing wch i take as a
gestural entry into the dynamics of a deconstructive moment.

Steve.

464 Amsterdam Ave., New York, N.Y. 10024
15 September 1977

steve,

delighted, as always, to get your letter. in yr sharp critique of my
last, i think you do sharpen the discussion, wch was just my hope in
stating possibilities of disagreement with you. it shouldn't surprise
you, then, that i tend to agree with what you say, tho i'm glad my
remarks led you to such a delineated explanation. "moment by
moment force of meaning" of course is the upcropping of the myth
of Presence, wch, for all to say, i obviously can't completely put out
of my way of thinking -- but I don't need to be convinced that
language calls into question the whole nature of the "out there,"
wch you either thought was a contradiction in the later part of my
letter or an unclarity. i think you understand the necessity of my
argument for intention, if i cloak that in the language of presence it
is my critical failing, but the force of the meaning is as strong. wch
is why i felt the press, the strength, of yr reply: you were reacting
to something there. if i mentioned trees i did not mean to sound
like a Berkleyan empiricist, nothing cld be further from my sense of
things. but then you do not really answer my hesitations, not about
the content of yr use of structuralist terms (wch i have no problem
with) but the general way those terms are used to devalue --
alright: here i say something like: to devalue the actual thing (wch
is not the "object" but that fusion of language & world that we are a
part of) for mere play with "symbols." okay: what this "actual
thing" is, that's where i went wrong in my expression "moment by
moment" you're right on to point that out. but i'm willing to
concede that because it's really an abberation in my point -- wch is
that the dilletantish (read cynical not playful for this word)
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bandying of signs with no regard for the fact that they are the world
(ie are value) is what i'm concerned abt: wch i wldnt be if i didnt
share your sense of how we are all living within & without

language. so you say in an earlier letter "w/o egophallic intrusion"
& that speaks to what i'm saying here. then there's all this binary
stuff -- when we both know it's "n-chotomies." obviously, most
reflective of my thought right now are the comments you quote
that you agree with: presence as a kind of postponement, acting
w/o certainty, falling into what we are witnessing: wch is, of couse,
the method of deconstruction.

i think much of these assumptions ran through my letter, so i am a
bit puzzled at yr more sweeping sense that i don't see language in a
way that "makes the trees you're staring at linguistically irrelevant
& yet in a sense can only be understood through linguistic
structures" = anyway, it's a rare joy in a letter to be told "you
misunderstand the whole status of the referent": of course, what
i'm getting at is just that status, that to say "referent" almost
doesnt get to it because it misses the weight of the world that hangs
in there (where). no place, no time -- "two non-occurring

moments" -- yes -- but the thing you realize is there's no additional
loss, if anything the superfluous loss -- always the cruellest --
evaporates & one is left to go on in an altogether more sane way --
what does Thoreau say -- "beside myself in a sane way," or David
Cooper pointing out how paranoia, being next to one's mind, is
better than being eknoid, out of it -~ the "normal" condition of the
socialized citizen -- tho best to bale to be next to, in & out of with
some freedom of movement. or Kafka: you can hold yrself back
from the suffering of the world, but it is just this suffering resulting
from this, that is the one suffering you can avoid. but of course
that kind of holding back is what i'm trying to get out, however
incommunicably, when i was calling into question the use of the
term "cipher": ie manipulation of signs as if they were distinct from
the world, operations on 'it' where 'on' is an actual space gap, wch is
the space of that holding back.

But maybe this is the wrong tack, maybe i am just talking abt
quality, depth, things like that. Another way to think abt it comes
up in talking to Mike Gibbs the other night. Says Gibbs -- I am more
interested in the "how" of writing -- ie formal innovation,
operations on language, experimentation, than the "what,"
specifically the dribble of personal narration that populates the
American literary landscape. To wch he concedes, on questioning
from me, that the "how" does, of course, collapse into a "what."
Now I propose that this obsession with new experimental forms --
avant gardism in the worst sense of that word -- is actually no more
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intrinsically interesting than its counterpart of obsession with
personal narrative, tho perhaps formal innovation catches the eye
more just because we (I anyway, in N.Y.) are overexposed to the
other & it's a welcome relief & also an opening of the field. But
there does seem something cynical, or anyway superficial, abt this
idea that poetry is just the manipulation of ciphers -- operations,
systems -- and meaning seems to fall by the wayside. It is wrong
of me to say "moment by moment force of meaning" or "felt
meaning" for what I mean here -- wch is really that Heideggerian
understanding of the fusion of what and how in the.actual language
we live in, wch forms us & wch we, in our active participation in
the making of social reality, actively reform (or in our passive
stupefaction in the face of social reality) "actively" consume as
commodity -- eat up reality & produce only useless waste product
-- COCA COLA bottles, wch can be cynically exhibited (recycled)
into "art" as Sign of Society/ "our" civilization, spewed up
undigested, (not redigested). An aesthetic based primarily on
experimentalism: Look! see the way they can be changed around &
around! that is content to stop at what is, at most, an initial stop
at distancing us from them by camp, fashion, decoration, stylishness
(modishness) -- this is just a continuation of all the mistakes of
dadaism & surrealism. The new, the new, the new. But poetry does
not break out of all boundaries: we are limited to language, tho not
by it. It is within these bounds, limits, finitudes, particulars, that
limitlessness is to be found: all the rest is a mindless epaté la
bourgeoisie that is more like bourgeois trendiness than creating a
new world/word. So I think it's not that I dont understand the status
of the referent, it's that I see that status in constant jeopardy of
commoditization -- even by the very people who profess to profess
its status (there are nowadays many professors of language, but it is
admirable to profess because it was once admirable to live??). So
often, I feel, in pop structuralism everything is reduced to meze
signs, wch are cast as disguises for what is really happening
underneath, at some depth level (binarily derived) -- wch is just the
distancing from the world 1 am talking about (holding yrself back
from the world: the one suffering you might avoid): so when I sd
the "trees" I was looking at being undervalued by this; I didnt mean
the "external reality" of trees, I meant the everpresent reality (&
postponement) that is the world & the language that we see it
through. That we, in our very selves, are part of & ever so far
beyond or behind. Sol didnt mean to use "tree" in the sense of A.J.
Ayer shaking his hands & saying well, these are real, I cld have as
well said the "of" in front of me, or the "azOot" things in
themselves, for themselves, not mere schemal

. .. I can see how my concern over "cipher" & "moment by moment
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force of meaning" really can be read as a distortion of what I was
actually trying to get at. My b&tes noirs, then, would be
theatricalization -- the making of various insights into the nature of
language & sign into an ideational image, of wch surrealism is the
most blatant example from the past &, lately, conceptual art
(where a work is not realized or even "realized" as an absence but is
pointed to: wch is the referential fetish); & pictorial transparency,
as if words were mere instrumentalities or really the conceding of
the struggle to own our world but letting the language slip into the
out there.

more soon,

Charles.

24 November 1977
steve,

the Ronald Johnson article (ed. note: "Synchronicity, Ronald
Johnson and the Migratory Phrase" by Steve McCaffery, pp.112-115,
vort Vol. 3 No.3 Baltimore, Md. 1976) basically, a fine description
of bricolage, wch obviously is a key term for you & one that fits my
sense of what's up at least in my own poetic working. the fact that
as poets we are working with an already existent system, wch
defines, delimits, a (the) universe, so really we are giving different
views of it (ie language), the material at hand, to be "viewed." "is
shared™ wch seems to me increasingly a message encoded in the
language, a scent, "is us"s wch is the place where emotion, say, can
"authentically" be "present." this is something i've been giving a lot
of thought to -- how to describe (as if that were necessary) the way
emotion can enter into the writing, how it's in the language, & how
it can be abused. "personism" in so far as it's extended as a
picaresque form has seemed to have a monopoly on emotion, at least
in the poetry that seems interesting to read; it somehow located the
"emotion" somewhere between the writer and the reader, so it
became a telling . . . let me go at this again: the picaresque, using
language instrumentally to tell"about" this telling actually is unable
to have the power of finding the emotion in the actual language &
how it breaks across the page, you dont need to stage the telling but
understand that the telling is already present in the material -- that
picaresque staging, that telling, is exactly the
"egophallic"/"schizophallic" intrusion we've been talking abt in these
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letters -~ instead one stands back & watches ("'citational") that
telling wch is constantly happening (& constantly an absence as well

Charles.

320 - 10th. St. N.W., Calgary, Alta.
10 December 1977

Dear Charles:

loved your insight into emotional presence in language. you should
check out a letter i sent bruce (andrews) some time ago that gave
my comments on his great work Vowels. i talked there about this
very thing, the de and re-contextualizing of emotion and the notion
i think we both share about the authoric presence as a witnessing.
your dead on about the picaresque monopoly on emotion. i think too
the whole ontology of emotion and its context is determined by
outmoded semiotic circuits, especially the classic transmissional
structure of discourse which situates an active transmittor against
a passive receptor, which all seems to be tied up with the entirety
of picaresque gravity: as if emotion is transmitted and received
along a fixed pole between active and passive terminals. . . also the
need to dislocate emotion and treat it as an element within the
realm of bricolage (perhaps what i'm trying to get at here is the
notion of a recycling of emotion beyond and through the stated
integrity of a subject). the emotion within the language you refer to
(emotion as an ultrasubjective linguistic feature) is surely correct
and valid. when we consider how language is acquired too, i mean,
the ontology of the speech act itself and the child's first
performances constitute a highly emotional interface with the
social code. that, to me, is the central activity: the meeting of a
personal intentionality towards message against the sociolecticality
of the code. emotion seems to me so strongly tied to the whole
notion of reference and insufficiency tested within systems and
objects of self-reference or at least diminshed referentiality.

Steve.
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ALAN R. KNIGHT

THE TORONTO RESEARCH GROUP REPORTS:
A MYTH OF TEXTUALITY

The "reports" on literary theory produced by the Toronto
Research Group (TRG), which is to say by bpNichol and Steve
McCaffery, and published in Open Lette1 beginning in 1973, have
not received much attention from Canadian critics.! This neglect
is understandable since the reports are idiosyncratic rather than
scholarly, self-consciously subjective rather than supposedly
objective; but unfortunate, since they confront many of the issues
being confronted by critics who are interested in what has become
known as postmodernism. Nichol and McCaffery have, of course,
written much apart from these reports, but this only makes these
reports, in effect their manifestors, all the more (potentially) useful
for understanding their work and their influence on other writers.

At the risk of seeming to disregard the discontinuous nature
of discourse so apparent in these reports ("this first report is
fragmen'ca.ry"),2 I wish to do precisely that which might at first
seem to be the most obvious faux pas. 1 wish to discover in (or
create out of) these reports a coherent aesthetic theory, that is, a
"myth of textuality." However, such an intention may not be the
contradiction it at first appears to be. For "myth," as used in this
paper, is not meant to signify a story of archetypal character and
action, a usage popularized as a basis for literary criticism by
Northrop Frye; rather it is used with the signification promoted by
Roland Barthes, who saw myth as a necessary deception. A myth
deceives because it attempts to present culture as nature; it is
necessary because it provides a welcome sense of order in the face
of chaos. And since, in Barthes's conceptualization of myth, order
can only be provisional, it is necessary not only to create myths but
also to destroy them. Each new deception must, in its turn, be
demystified, an action which inevitably ends in the creation of a
new deception. Thus Jonathan Culler, a critic well versed in the
theory of deconstruction, writes that "Barthes's most incisive and
productive work combats the mystification which translates culture
into nature'; and then adds, almost as an afterthought, that "in
considering his later works we shall have to ask whether this is not
a mystification of the same genre."” The work that shatters a myth
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creates, in doing so, its own myth. Thus one of my purposes here is
to construct a (necessary) myth that invites demystification.

* * *

The TRG reports generate a myth of textuality through a
consideration of "translation" and "narrative." Translation is
conceived of as not just the shift from one language to another but
also as the shift from one language act to another within the same
language (i.e., a homolinguistic translation). Much as in George
Steiner's A§te1 Babel, each and every utterance is seen as a
translation since each and every utterance is an attempt to
interpret or re-interpret that which has, in one way or another,
already been perceived. Translation is, more properly speaking (in
the TRG context), a "transcreation" (TRG 10), where the act of
perception is acted upon, that is, becomes the cause for an act of
creation (not 1e -creation since repetition is held, in the Heraclitian
sense, to be impossible). Any translation, then, is the creation of a
text (TRG l: 81) just as a narrative is the creation of a text, the
difference being that a translation has as its point of departure (i.e.,
source of perception) a specific other text. "The translative act is
an act of words upon words" (TRG 1: 81). Thus both the study of
translation and the study of narrative become the study of text as
activity rather than text as artefact, or, to use Barthes's term, as
do the TRG (TRG 7: 55), the reports become a study of the art of
éeritute.

The concern, first with translation and later with narrative,
becomes a concern with the location of determinacy; the main
thrust of the reports being initially to take it away from the text,
or object, and invest it in the reader/writer, or subject. And similar
to the formulation of the expressionist aesthetic, it is the subject's
capacity to transmit or perceive emotion (where the structure of a
text is considered to be the material manifestation of an emotional
energy pattern) that is important. The expressionist aesthetic,
however, posits a universality of emotion which the reader/writer
must attempt to gain access to via the text. The TRG soon become
uncomfortable with this universality and the unavoidable
implication that determinacy may indeed reside in the text--albeit,
with an emotional rather than rational use of language.t“

The TRG reports do begin, though, as if they were pursuing
the universal, for if a text is to have any social value at all, it must
represent something that can be shared. Thus, translation is
conceived of in the Coleridgean sense of "transcreation" where a
"root" quality exists to be translated or shared (TRG 10: 34). The
text created consequent to the perception of a text must somehow
remain faithful to this "root" quality. But since, for the TRG, a
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"transcreation” is the result of a "reading into" a text and not of a
"readin clut,"5 it is the individual reader/writer alone who
determines whether or not a text has remained faithful to the
"root." The act of reading becomes an act of interpretation where
"any path creates valid reader experiences" and "there can be no
absolute interpretation” (TRG 11: 67), only a sort of Poundian
"seeing." The text itself is only an energy pattern whose perceived
structure is a configuration of discharges (TRG 1: 64) which are
intended to represent abstractly and not verisimilitudinously the
"root" energy pattern (TRG 10: 52). The "root" then is not constant
but indeterminate and multiple. Thus the borrowing of the term
"root" from Coleridge is potentially misleading since the TRG force
it to undergo a shift from an external (and therefore potentially
objective or determinate) quality to an internally perceived (and
therefore inherently subjective and indeterminate) quality. The
transcreation of this internally perceived "root" becomes a
contingent "energy event" (TRG 5: 5) where "what we getis a
writing of you seeing" (TRG 10: 43): an "event" which is the
subjective exp1ession of emotions. For the moment, then, the text
is a very indefinite thing apparently useful only insofar as it can
transmit an energy pattern of emotion from one person to another;
but this transmission is problematical since the perception and
expression of the "root" are "events" in a Derridian world of freeplay.

The emphasis on the subject does not, however, stop the TRG
from using the word "rational." Rationality becomes a subjective
act of pattern creation. As with Coleridge's term "root," it shifts
as a concept from the outside to the inside, from object to subject.
Thus, by the eleventh report, "geomancy" (see note 4) becomes
"rational geomancy" where "we mean by Rational Geomancy the
acceptance of a multiplicity of means and ways to reorganize the
energy patterns we perceive in literature" (TRG 11: 64). Itis
rational because it is faithful to the energy patterns (perceived) and
not because it is faithful (and answerable) to the codes and
conventions (adhered to or subverted) thought to be embedded in a
text. The codes and conventions (of literature, of society) are not
ignored; they are simply subsumed in the subjective response which
has license to call upon a limitless "multiplicity of means and
ways." The search for determinacy in the text (in Eeriture )
therefore leads inexorably to the opposite conclusion: that it is
predominantly indeterminate.

The argument continues: traditionally form and content (for
content read "perceived root") are presented as a dichotomy; a
series of rules (codes and conventions) are then proposed which
purport to define the play between the two, and thus our ability to
derive conventionalized meaning. But the TRG does not separate
form and content; they present them as two aspects of the same
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activity. The conceptualization of form/content as a dichotomy is
seen as symptomatic of an invalid way of seeing the world. These
reports therefore claim to confront the belief that "if we control
the inner world of the novel then by extension we control the outer
world of biological emotional interaction. Word order is world
order"; (TRG 5: 88). The traditional narrative in book form is seen
as a fossil. And just as the "study of morphemic evolution (the
diachronic into the synchronic) is the study of fossilization" (TRG
4: 44) where "the fossil [claims to be] a three-dimensional,
universally perceptible memory" (TRG #4: 47), so too "the bound
book [in its attempt to create 'universally-perceptible memory' or
word order--the 'root' as externally available] . . . freezes the word
order for all time" (TRG 5: 87). But all that is frozen is the word
order and not the world order for "what is dead is not the novel ...
but an old way of seeing which is still being clung to" (TRG 6: 76).
The material fixity of the text has been mistakenly equated with a
corresponding fixity of content, of meaning.

When determinacy lies with the perceiver even a fixed
syntactic order becomes mutable. This new myth demystifies the
old myth where there is a "culturally pressured and false
'‘permanence’ of type" (TRG 5: 86). The material fixity of the text
is not thereby denied; it simply becomes less important. No longer
the dominant partner in a form/content dichotomy, it becomes just
another character in the "event"--or perhaps just a box full of spare
parts waiting to be assembled and animated. The problem is put
enigmatically at the beginning of the third report:

the nature of the reality of writing on two pages
transcends the nature of the reality of writing on them.
(TRG 3: 104-105)

The TRG also draws support here from Gertrude Stein's theory
of repetition as insistence. "There is no such thing as repetition
(duplication) only insistence and change as the action of insistence
marks a change" (TRG 9: 67). There can be no reassertion of a
"permanence." The interpretation of the psycho/semantic energy
can never be the same. Thus insistence is seen "as an emotionally
altered repeat" (TRG 9: 66), and the "root" quality of a text (i.e., of
an event) is mutable and subjective.

Further, a fixed text does not necessarily mean a fixed
syntax. Non-linear spatial syntax (see note 4), for example, is a
syntax which presents the reader with sequences which are only
potential. Spatial syntax is not seen as a radical shift away from
linear syntax but simply as an extension of it where "writing a
sentence is moving in a given space and time" (TRG 2: 10). The
writer, of course, must make his choices, but he may do so either in
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an effort to inhibit meaning or to provide for an expansive play of
meaning, that is, for extensive reader participation in the text.
"With spatial syntax the order of the reading becomes NOT the final
stage in the writer's writing but the first stage in the reader's
reading" (TRG 6: 84). Structure is only inhibiting (read:
determinate) if you accept its authority.

To accept the world perception represented by a book as
machine, that is, to accept the limits to vision imposed by a
structure (and the ideology which must anchor the codes and
conventions which describe the limits of a structure's meaning) to
the point of seeing the machine as natural, is to turn the book into a
commodity (TRG 3: 114). For "there is a point a which ... an
insistence on the physical properties of the book becomes an
obstacle to entry into the fiction" (TRG 5: 77). In Barthes's terms,
the cultural myth becomes so entrenched, so unquestioningly
believed in, that readers are no longer able or willing to recognize
it as a fiction, as a necessary deception. The book becomes a
commodity because it is no longer recognized as an activity; there
is no longer "a tension between the reading experience as content
and the reading experience as operator" (TRG 5: 82). Experimental
texts, texts which relentlessly challenge structural norms, force the
reading (and writing) experience to remain self-conscious, and force
the reader (and writer) to remain aware that the "reading
experience itself is a fiction" (TRG 5: 82).

Thus the ability of the text to determine meaning is not, in
the end, denied; such "determined" (by convention) meanings are
simply placed in perspective by the self-conscious reflection upon,
and in the case of writing, playing with, the limitations of the
conventions. This self-consciousness is perhaps the one
recognizable commonplace of what is now loosely termed
post-modernism, a period of literature which has at its service more
useful terms such as "neo-narrative" and "meta-fiction."

* * *

Let us begin again. Having now reached the point where the
TRG seems to have gotten away from the quest for universality,
let me demonstrate how, at the same time, they have tried to find it
in a different place. The TRG realized that this concept of a text
which is impermanent, self-conscious, susceptible to infinite
transcreation, and composed of arbitrary signs insistently place, can
be, since it squarely confronts the problematic of language, very
disturbing. The rejection of traditional structures and the
promotion of structures capable of continual change produces a
sense of insecurity and a consequent search for security. Renato
Poggioli demonstrates in his book on the avant-garde that the
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shattering of old structural conventions invariably leads to the
search for a new set of structural conventions which will achieve
the same purpose. The old order is rejected because it is seen as
impure; but the search for a new order is little more than the search
for a new sense of put’ity.6 The TRG in their reports confirm this
predilection. Their search for purity and universality is the search
for what they call non-narrative prose. As they put it: "It's like the
holy grail . . . it's our equivalent of the classic quest" (TRG 9: 73).

The reports begin by admitting that "without language [and its
ability to determine meaning] there can be no human community
yet with it we have the greatest obstacle to its formation" and that
therefore "our search for other modes of [text] took as a central
concern the elimination or limiting of this problem" (TRG 1: 82-3).
The search for non-narrative prose then is the search for a way to
transcend the limits of language. This change must be truly radical
for "true revolution must involve a deconstruction of the power
structure, not merely an exchange of power between groups" (TRG
8: 40). In other words, as with the text as translation, it is
insufficient simply to exchange one lexicon for another or one
concept of aesthetic purity for another. Since narrative is
"language in movement" (TRG 7: 57) and since "time is the only
necessary narrative structure" (TRG 2: 5), then to arrive at
non-narrative prose, to deconstruct the existing power structure, is
to remove time from narrative structure. Thus narrative is seen as
sequential and non-narrative an non-sequential (TRG 6: 84). This
neutral writing the TRG is aiming for, this narrative of middle voice
(i.e., neither active nor passive [TRG 10: 48)) is similar to Roland
Barthes's concept of zero degree writing, for Barthes also insists
that such a mode of writing can only exist once all indications of
time and sequence, of predication, are eliminated.” As Roland
Barthes realized, however, once something is materially fixed this is
impossible; time enters unbidden.

Le désir, then, is clearly stated, but can it be matched by un
pouvoir et un savoir? The TRG asks this of itself:

the question then becomes how would non-narrative
writing function. Its model is not speech, It is closer to
pure object or play where the importance for the reader
becomes what can be gained from meditating upon
non-narrative writing in a non-directed way. (TRG 6: 86)

Whereas "traditional fiction assumes a transparency of language"
(TRG 5: 77) which attempts to deny its fictionality by claiming
representational authority (i.e., myth=nature), thereby providing an
obstacle to its fiction, in non-narrative prose (i.e., non-sequential,
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self-conscious prose) "the page/book [is placed] back in nature so
that its place there can be understood" (TRG 6: 77). "The text is
understood as a real object in the real world" (TRG 1: 81). The text
no longer pretends to represent nature, to present a "word order" as
a "world order"; instead, by representing only itself, the TRG claim
that it takes its rightful place as a material entity within nature.
However, this text as object is only non-narrative when it is
inactive. Once a reader or writer actively participates with a text,
once the choices are actual and not just potential, it becomes a
narrative in time. The non-narrative text, then, is the text of all
potential narratives, which becomes a narrative when the reader
engages it (TRG 6: 85). Both reader and writer, because
self-reflecting, will recognize that the text is a repository for an
infinite number of narratives and will therefore recognize the
non-narrative element of any text from which they are in the
process of selecting out a narrative sequence. For "choice is
arbitrary . . . nothing's hierarchically defined . . . one will do just as
well as the other" (TRG 5: 84).

It is important to bring the concept of arbitrariness back into
the foreground at this point. For while both the text-and- reader
and the text-and-writer can, in effect, merge--"at this point i [the
text] am you there is no distinction between us [reader or writer]"
(TRG 2: 18)--the "writer and reader can never occupy the same
place at the same time" (TRG 6é: 85).% Each perceived narrative,
because one of a potentially infinite number, must be considered
arbitrary in the sense that the myth as necessary deception is both
internally complex and externally arbitrary. If the reader's and the
writer's perceptions are joined via the text, then there is closure for
"order and proportion are . . . techniques of closure and denial"
(TRG 8: 45). To accept closure is to accept the universality of that
closed foregrounded narrative and to deny the non-narrative
background of any foregrounded narrative sequence.

Closure, universality and purity must all be considered
synonymous here, for in order for the ends to meet (the reader and
the writer) via the text, the text must have determined that
meeting. If one person can close the circle, then any person
(properly trained) can close it and the meaning becomes universal;
and the expression of that meaning or emotion--because capable of
eliciting closure--must be a pure expression. But as Barthes says,
this is impossible once a text enters the dimension of time--a
dimension where all conventions become problematic.

When the ends do not meet (the reader and writer) the centre
becomes illusory. "The point now is a shift away from ...
centrality . . . to a new emphasis on transition" (TRG 6: 75). As
with Derrida,” the centre is seen as the binding force of an
episteéme, a system or pattern of knowledge and of order. When the
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epistéme (and in fact the very possibility of the existence of an
episteéme ) loses its centre, it is deconstructed. What was once the
centre is then seen as a presence (i.e., existent) only by virtue of its
simultaneous absence. Thus the TRG write that "behind every
written text there is a non-presence, a testifying absence that
admits the human inability to hold speech as a permanent flow"
(TRG 8: 51). However, by returning to Stein's concept of
insistence, they discover a new type of centre: the durational
centre (a function of Stein's continuous present). "What is
underlined is that there is no such thing as 'realistic'
writing—eventually any writing . . . begins to circle around itself"
(TRG 7: 45). In Derridian terms, the physical presence of language
gains meaning through a continual process of supplementarity (in
both senses of the word: to replace what has come before and to
add to what has come before). There is no absolute meaning or
myth or narrative, only meanings and myths and narratives which
keep circling around themselves and expanding, that is,
supplementing themselves. When a reader or a writer actively
participates in a text he joins this circling and supplementing
activity. Thus "the durational centre is always relative, always
moving in accordance with the particular reading [or writing]
experience" (TRG 5: 89).

The purity sought after and given the name of non-narrative
prose then becomes, not the "holy grail” type of absolute and
realizable purity, but rather an all inclusive purity of default which
claims the title by asserting the impossibility of a knowable purity.
It is the purity of the continuous present which is only a potential
for purity only because it subscribes to no false formula of purity
(myth or fossil). It would be more correct to say, not that it is
pure, but that it is not impure. And so in the end the TRG stop
searching for an active non-narrative prose and accepts it as an
| inactive textuality. The narrative act which acknowledges the
‘ non-narrative presence is termed "metanarraction" (TRG 9: 73),

which carries within it the suggestion that narrative is a provisional
| textual act (i.e., determinancy is shared by the reader/writer and
the text, but only when the text is activated, and then it is only a
provisional determinacy) relative to all other potential textual acts.

This concept of text is conceived of in relationship to "index"
and "context." For although it is accepted that "we inherit a
linguistic framework which, to a large extent, determines the type
of reality we will perceive" (TRG 1: 79) and that traditional
"writings are hopelessly trapped within the parameters of a fixed
metaphysics that language itself sets up" (TRG 4: 47), it is also
realized that because of the arbitrariness and the relativity of
meaning, "meaning . . . will undergo built in obsolescence" (TRG 4:
47). However, "freed from the necessity of being tied to a

97



particular signified that can be pointed to (indexed) the words take
on their greater meaning which is durational” (TRG 7: 57). Index is
time bound and closed; context is durational. The traditional
aesthetic which holds that word order can represent world order is
an aesthetics of index. "Indexing constitutes a separation of past
from present providing access into the past but failing to
accumulate the past into the present reading” (TRG 7: 54). The
aesthetics of Stein's duration, of context, holds instead that the past
"is not chronologically distant . . . but an unacknowledged present
we are living thru" (TRG 6: 73). The reader who depends upon index
rather than context will find that he runs "up against his own
conditioned responses" for "actual gaps in memory trace every
assumption that the reader makes" and "every assumption that the
reader makes narrows the range of his vision" (TRG 5: 92). The
reader who is conditioned to respond in terms of index, and who will
therefore be unable to gain access to avant-garde texts, will not
realize that "there is a fallacy in all of the talk about the death of
language or of the novel, a fallacy that arises because of the
unacknowledged present that we have lived through" (TRG 6:
74-75). For the TRG's sense of context is also Stein's sense of the
continuous present; it is Eliot's sense of tradition in T1adition and
the Individual Talent ; and it is Julia Kristeva's intertextual field of
activity., The TRG quote George Steiner who puts it well:

Today, it is the 'field', the 'manifold', the 'vibratory
amplitude' of phenomena that are being stressed. The
contours of vision of classic and even of Einsteinian
physics, however abstruse and mathematically
'imaginary', were hard-edged. Today, our sense of
dynamic processes is beginning to focus on the unstable
shell, on the membrane whose functions now appear to
be as much a matter of permeability, active
transmission, and metamorphoses as they are of
separation and distinct identity. In part, the new
module arises from the well-known adjustments in the
statistical and predictive criteria of partial physics that
are called the 'principle of uncertainty' or
'indeterminacy'. The 'centre' cannot--is not meant--'"to
hold'. (TRG 6: 72)

The concept of the intertextual field of activity allows the
foreground and the background to exist simultaneously as
contrasted elements of the same durational activity. The text, or
foreground is the unstable shell, the background is the manifold, the
field in which the text finds itself and asserts itself. The text can
still be seen as the "axis along which reading and writing exist"
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(TRG 7: 55). And since the borders of texts, and therefore of
meaning, are permeable, "the reading experience is never an
isolated reading of an equally isolated text, for at every point the
present reading refers to other texts" (TRG 7: 52). The foreground
is the ephemeral emphasis of a certain aspect of the background.
The stress is placed "on 'reading reading' [which] creates a
self-consciousness in the reader . . . [and] the emphasis becomes
placed on the 1eading p1ocess . . . [on] fiction" (TRG 5: 77).

The foreground and the background of the intertextual field or
context are eventually given new names by the TRG. The
foreground becomes "microsyntax" and the background becomes
"macrosyntax." The immediacy of the fact of foregrounding is
stressed by the assertion that microsyntax is concerned only with
units of a sentence or smaller. Anything which the memory adds to
this immediate experience belongs to the macrosyntax (TRG 11z
64). It is not simply a case of placing one book in the context of all
other books--this would lead to indexing--but of placing the
immediate reading experience in the context of a cumulative
reading experience. (It goes almost without saying that in
accordance with this theory no two cumulative reading experiences
can be the same, nor can there be an authoritative cumulative
experience.) Thus, "as a macrosyntactic unit all literature is seen
as one huge spherical sentence, continually expanding, whose
grammar is continuously permuted and modified" (TRG 11: 66).

Narrative, in the end, is the decision to foreground where
"reading becomes operationally identical to writing: both being
foreground activities." The text, because part of the background, is
non-narrative since it "remains on the axis of the possible" (TRG
11: 66). The narrative or metanarraction or foreground is a
meaningful sequence and the non-narrative text or background is a
meaningless (since unactivated) sequence (TRG 7: 47-8). The
meaningful foreground becomes meaningful by an act of will and is
therefore both a provisionally proposed meaning and a comment
(because self-conscious) upon the possibility and the potential
extent of such a meaning. Foregrounding is a meta activity and
thus properly called metanarraction. To use a term that has now
become common, a narrative which is a metanarraction is so
because it at once constructs itself and makes available its
deconstwetion. The TRG therefore write that

for Stein the stream of consciousness is a consciousness
of consciousness itself. This inevitably leads to
metalanguage . . . should we look at the ramifications of
this we should see how the possibility of metalanguage
opens up the disintegrative possibilities of language
itself--for . . . we must admit that language can be so
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disassembled; (TRG 6: 75)
and,

metalanguage leads inevitably to the discard/destruction
of the frame because it is a descent into the single
iconic unit where frame, as boundary (self-container) is
no longer necessary. (TRG 7: 52)

This supports the assertion that "the avant-garde is not the push
towards chaos or oblivion it is so often seen as but rather the
instinctive drive towards the reassertion of context" (TRG 7: 52).
And "when we reveal the process and context, we are forced to
recognize that the single isolated person/text is ALWAYS lacunaire"
(TRG 7: 54).

Thus the myth of textuality traceable in the TRG reports
(where traceable implies a limit to vision) is a myth that continues
simultaneously to seek out and shy away from universality and the
ability of the writer/text/reader nexus to actively determine and
therefore share in this universality. The results are provisional and
self-conscious both in nature and in kind. It is a myth that would
deny its own "fossilness" by being a meta-myth with a durational
centre. And yet it is a myth which has delimited itself by
relentlessly pursuing a purity it has had to deny itself.

The myth leads naturally into the twelfth publication of the
Toronto Research Group, the edition of Open Letter which they
edited and entitled Canadian Pataphysics. Pataphysics, a word
coined by the French writer Alfred Jarry, 0 is the science of the
exception, that is, of otherwise unaccounted for lacunae. This
collection of essays is anything but serious—but then seriousness
would be anathema to pataphysics (the only serious event being the
forever mirrored and re-mirrored unseriousness). The Toronto
Research Group leaves us in an expanding world of isolated but
insistent textual events, such that characteristically the most often
repeated (insisted upon) phrase in these reports is Gertrude Stein's
"narrative is telling anything to anyone at anytime."

NOTES

l. In all, the TRG published eleven reports between the spring
of 1973 and the fall of 1978; in the winter of 1980/81 they edited a
collection of essays entitled Canadian Pataphysics. All of these
publications appeared in the Canadian journal Open Letter(see
Appendix A). bpNichol and Steve McCaffery were the nucleus of
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the group.

2. "TRG REPORT l: -- TRANSLATION," Open Letter, Ser.
2, No. 4 (Spring 1973), p. 78. All subsequent citations from the
reports are noted in the text only and use the format: report
number (i.e., the number given according to date of appearance in
Appendix A), colon, and page number.

3. Jonathan Culler, Ba1thes (Glasgow: Fontana, 1983), p. 45.

4. In the TRG correlation of concepts the emphasis on
indeterminate emotions rather than ideas (and their rational
representation) translates into an emphasis on sound rather than on
sense (TRG I: 91). Since the problematic of meaning so undermines
the referential basis of language, reference is denied authority and
becomes just another element in the contingencies of freeplay.
Thus, in any translation, it is sound that must be emphasized. They
call this type of translation geomantic translation. "Geomantic
translation [is an] activity in which the central act is that of the
re-alignment of space, of the balance between already existing
phenomena" (TRG 1: 84). This balance is attained through the
appropriate placement of sound fragments (i.e., the energy
particles which constitute an energy event) in relation to an axis
(i.e., the perceived "root"). Thus syntax is seen as spatial rather
than linear. But since linear syntax can also accommodate sound
play "it seems . . . that the issue is not whether a form is
'traditional' or 'avant-garde' but whether or not it carries the
highest energy charge the greatest distance" (TRG 9: 62), where the
level of the energy charge can be gauged by the degree of
faithfulness with which a structure acknowledges its axis. This
comes close to the New Critical search for internal textual unity
except that, once again, the balance or unity is only perceived and
not determined by the text itself. In spite of the element of
freeplay, the impulse to order has not disappeared; it has simply
become an internalized event rather than being invested in an
external object.

5. The term "reading out" is used prominently by Wolfgang
Iser in his study of the reading process, The Act of Reading: A
Theowy of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1978).

6. See Renato Poggioli, The Theoty of the Avant-Garde,
trans., Gerald Fitzgerald (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1968), esp. pp. 199-206.
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7. See Roland Barthes, W1iting Degtee Zezo, trans., Annett
Lavers and Colin Smith (New York: Hill and Wang, 1967), pp. 29-40.

8. This is contradicted in Report 5 where, discussing Steve
Katz' Peter Puinz, they write: "Katz is eliminating the book as an
unnecessary middleman between the reader's and the writer's
consciousness" (TRG 5: 86). Such contradictions are not uncommon
in these reports. I do not emphasize them because | feel that at
this early stage in the discussion of these reports, it is more
worthwhile to discover a myth, which means to discover, or create,
a sense of coherence. At a later date it will be useful to consider
why such contradictions are allowed to stand.

9. See especially, Jacques Derrida, "Structure, Sign, and Play
in the Discourse of the Human Sciences" in The Languages of
Criticism and the Sciences of Man: The Structuralist Controversy,
eds., Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1970). For a good discussion of Derrida's
work and a useful bibliography, see Jonathan Culler, On
Deconstwetion (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982).

10. See, Alfred Jarry, Gestes et opinions du docteur
Faustroll, pataphysicien (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1980), p. 32.
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APPENDIX A

I. "TRG REPORT 1: -- TRANSLATION," Open Letter, Ser.
2, No. 4 (Spring 1973), pp. 75-93.

2. "TRG REPORT 2: Narrative (part 1)," Open Letter, Ser.
2, No. 5 (Summer 1973), pp. 3-29.

3. "TRG REPORT 2: Narrative (part 2)," Open Letter, Ser.
2, No. 6 (Fall 1976), pp. 104-120.

4. "TRG REPORT 2: Narrative (part 3)," Open Lettez, Ser.
2, No. 7 (Spring 1974), pp. 40-48,

5. "TRG REPORT 2: Narrative (part 4) TRG RESEARCH
REPORT 2: NARRATIVE PART | -- THE BOOK AS MACHINE (II),"
Open Lette1, Ser. 2, No. 8 (Summer 1974), pp. 74-93.

6. "TRG REPORT 2: Narrative (part 5) TRG RESEARCH
REPORT 2: NARRATIVE PART 2 -- THE SEARCH FOR
NON-NARRATIVE PROSE," Open Letter, Ser. 2, No. 9 (fall,
1974), pp. 70-87.

7. "TRG REPORT 2 (Narrative, part 5) The Search for
Non-narrative Prose, Part 2," Open Letter, Ser. 3, No. 2 (Fall
1975), pp. 39-58.

8. "A TRG MISCELLANY," Open Letter, Ser. 3, No. 3 (Fall
1975), pp. 34-56.

9. "TRG RESEARCH REPORT 2: Narrative Interlude:
Heavy Company (the story so far)," Open Letter, Ser. 3, No. &
(Spring 1976), pp. 61-74.

10. "A Conversation with Fred Wah TRG Report One:
Translation (Part 3)," Open Letter, Ser. 3, No. 9 (Fall 1978), pp.
34-52.

Il. "TRG RESEARCH REPORT TWO: Narrative (part 3) --
RATIONAL GEOMANCY: A Realignment of Kinships," Open
Letter, Ser. 3, No. 9 (Fall 1978), pp. 64-67.

12. "Introduction," to Canadian Pataphysics, ed. The Toronto

Research Group, Open Letter, Ser. 4, Nos. 6 & 7 (Winter 1980-81),
pp- 7‘8.

103



MIRIAM NICHOLS

CHRISTOPHER DEWDNEY'S NATURAL HISTORY

PREDATORS OF THE ADORATION
Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1983

by Christopher Dewdney

Much of what is unique to Christopher Dewdney's poetry in
Predators of the Adotation(a Selected Poems, 1972-82), comes
from his particular use of the languages of science. The geological
prehistory of Southwestern Ontario, as it has been preserved in the
fossils trapped within the limestone deposits of this area, is central
to his work. In the five books represented in P1edatos,” Dewdney
also draws upon the life sciences, and occasionally, physics and
mathematics. "Parasite Maintenance," a major prose piece in which
he discusses the process of poetic creativity, is based on current
studies in neurology. Further, P1edatots is saturated with
technological terms: there is a section on "Remote Control," for
instance, or single poems with titles like "Radio Symmetry,"
"Control Data," or "Surface Error." "Authentic" references to the
sciences blend into science-fiction and its high-tech glamour: "A
mist of space-stations & rockets / in perfect stiletto halo around
complete the moon,"2

In the midst of this amorphous, futuristic linguistic
environment, which includes everything from palaeozoic scenes to
the post-holocaust landscapes of the future, there is a small
anomaly. Two of the books of Ptedatots, Spting Trances in the
Control Emerald Night and The Cenozoic Asylum are subtitled
respectively, books one and two of A Natural History o4
Southwestern Ontazio. In the context of the contemporary sciences
Dewdney refers to, natural history is an "extinct" discipline. It is
possible, of course, to take Dewdney's natural history most simply
as a poetics of southwestern Ontario--a "history" of the plants,
animals, places and even the weather of this

104



region, as the "Bibliography of Creatures" in Spting T1ances
suggests. As a specific science, however, natural history has its
own story: it is a particular way of seeing the natural world. I find
a correspondence between the presuppositions of this discipline and
the larger concerns of Predators which helps to clarify the special
use Dewdney makes of the sciences.

In his history of epistemologies (The O1de1 of Things ), Michel
Foucault argues that natural history, as a specifically "scientific"
discipline, only became distinguished from general histories in the
1 7th century. This new isolation of natural history marked a
splitting of scientia into a science based on empirical observation
on one hand, and document and fable (the "story" part) on the
other. The legends which were part of the history of any plant or
animal prior to that period were to enter the domain of literature,
while the physical properties of the organism became the business
of science. The development of natural history was made possible
by a concerted effort on the part of Classical scientists to purge
language of its literary "untruths"--its metaphors. (Foucault cites
French authors, but for a comparable development in English
thought we have Bacon, Hobbes and Sprat). This language of
science--what Foucault calls representation—presupposed the
possibility of naming a self-evident visibility, or "of seeing what
one will be able to say" :

The descriptive order proposed for natural history by
Linnaeus, long after Jonston, is very characteristic.
According to this order, every chapter dealing with a
given animal should follow the following plan: name,
theory, kind, species, attributes, use and, to conclude,
Léitteraria. All the language deposited upon things by
time is pushed back into the very last category, like a
sort of supplement in which discourse is allowed to
recount itself and record discoveries, traditions, beliefs,
and poetical figures. Before this language of language,
it (s the thing itself that appeats, in s own characters,
but within the 1eality that has been pattewned §1om the
outset by the name.” (emphasis mine)

"Linnaeus a certain key," Dewdney says in The Cenozoic Asylum.
According to Foucault's analysis, the "key" offered by natural
history was a key to the knowledge of the "thing itself." But the
point of Foucault's argument is that this knowledge was purchased
by a failure to consider both the limitations of the mechanics of
vision, and the mediating effect of language-as-system.

Foucault goes on to say that within the Classical episteme the
history of life forms was imagined as a continuum of identities
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and differences. This continuum differed from later evolutionary
theory in being conceived, not as a process of change internal and
discrete to the organism, but as an actualization of a potential
already present from the "Beginning": the universe was once a
larva; it will one day become a butterfly.” It is worth noting,
considering the use Dewdney makes of fossils, that monsters and
fossils were elements essential to the Classical taxonomy in that
they completed the continuum. The monster provided evidence of
transition between species; the fossil was a sign of original identity.

The presuppositions of Classical thought have been well
disputed. In the 19th century, Foucault says, natural history gives
way to a biology, in which the basis for classification is not the
visible structure of the plant or animal, but the invisible function of
its internal life system. Similarly, language is rethought as an
internally coherent "organism." Words are no longer defined by
their content (although the word "does not cease to have a meaning
and to be able fbp 'represent' something in the mind that employs or
understands it"™’), but by their place in "a grammatical totality."
Language becomes an object of study for philogists of the 1800's,
and as object, it begins to lose its transparency.

In his essays of the 1930's and 40's on comparative linguistics,
Benjamin Whorf stresses the independence of linguistic structures
from the representational function of language. He suggests that
the hidden patterns of language are determinants of thought.
Whorf's conception of language as a system functioning beyond the
control of individual speakers is diametrically opposed to Classical
notions of representation. In "Language, Mind, Reality," in a
passage which Dewdney quotes in "Parasite Maintenance," he says,

It is as if the personal mind, which selects words but is
largely oblivious to pattern, were in the grip of a higher,
far more intellectual mind which has very little notion
of houses and beds and soup kettles, but can systematize
and mathematize on a scale and scope that no

mathematician of the schools ever remotely approached.6

Whorf's theory of language as a transcendent medium implies that
the "objectivity" of scientific discourse, an objectivity which first
finds its expression in natural history, is just as mythical as the
fables it was meant to supercede. Classical scientists did not
achieve an unmediated vision of nature: rather they unwittingly
helped to establish a mythology of objectivity which functioned
within the mediating patterns of language.

Dewdney's natural history begins here, in a remarkably
symmetrical inversion of the mythology of objectivity: language is
a kind of representational system, but it is a system convoluted to

106




the point of autonomy ("The glass machinery . . . which regenerates
itself with its own repetitive logic" [PA, 56]). (There is a
difference between inverting a system and deconstructing it.
Although there is a similarity between Dewdney's work and that of
deconstructive critics--both draw attention to the hidden
presuppositions of systems of thought--Dewdney makes a
counter-mythology of the supposed verities of such systems.
Deconstructive criticism, itself a non-system, offers a negation of
myth--or rather in the interest of truth it reveals truth as a
fictitious composition.) Dewdney's inversion of representation and
its implicit assumptions of control, historical continuity and the
self-evidentiality of the visible, is held in a complicated series of
poly-connotative images, which mutate in and between his various
books. I read these books as one long poem, and it is as such that I
will treat the selection in Predators.

Some of Dewdney's most important figures have their
beginnings in "Transubstantiation." In this poem he introduces the
fossil, and it functions as one image of language, in the largest
sense of that term. The fossil is what remains after the "flesh of
these words/disintegrates" (PA, 20). Language achieves its
apotheosis into the "Living Word," as Dewdney calls it in "Parasite
Maintenance," when the effect of the spoken word is lost. In this
later piece, he describes the "Word" as "the signifier signified
exponentially into the realm of pure being."7 When the connotations
immediate to the occasion of speech are lost, words become
detached from what they once signified. As the language evolves,
it begins to escape its speakers:

The synchronus communolect of the times, the
connotative properties of the legend, are like the soft
parts of a decaying fish, they rot away and leave only
the skeleton to be preserved as a fossil. However, they
do not really rot away in the sense that a real fish
decays. Instead it is as if the fish's flesh was
continuously re-assembled, fossilized particle by
particle, over centuries of changing in the living
language; a living fossil whose flesh transubstantiates
itself in the wind of dialectic modification. Therefore,
because the words in some cases remain the same we are
fooled into believing they mean the same thing.
However, the interpretation changes at exactly the same
rate as the interpreters change, making it an invisible
process. (AS, 81

In the 17th century, the language of science was designed to bring
the natural world under control: ideally the same word would
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always denote the same thing. But because language continually
evolves, it never functions as a stable currency. Something is
always lost in the transaction. The lost residue is
"transubstantiated" into the living language. Information mutates
to "In formation" ("Transubstantiation")--or hidden formations
(Whorf) of a language which exists independently of the intentions of
its speakers, and which in fact determines and limits intentionality.

1f the fossil confirmed the continuity of history for Classical
scientists, it suggests the opposite in the context in which Dewdney
places it. Language becomes "autonomous" because its references
are discontinuous with those of an earlier period. Evidence of this
fossilization process exists in the "communolect":

The communolect is the living language speaking in
tongues. It says; 'You pulled a few strings & now you're
in over your head. You're going to change your tune
when you face the music.' (AS, 80)

These idiomatic phrases cannot be reduced to the dictionary
meanings of the words which compose them. They suggest the
process of "dialectic evolution":

No single person changes the language. In an election
rigged by the communolect, a dominant lingo is voted
into office, there is no choice; the language is mutating
by itself. (AS, 81)

For the individual speaker, this means loss of control.

There is a network of images in P1edators related to this
expose of the living language. A mirror image, for instance,
suddenly opens into a three-dimensional scene in which the subject
is faced with another "human trapped in the room behind the
mirror." In a moment of non-recognition, with the "room breaking
into flashing white fragments" (PA, 153), "I" becomes a stranger. "T'
is an illusion," Dewdney says in "Parasite Maintenance." There is no
"homunculus." His mirror exposes the fragmentary, discontinuous
condition of the self, as well as the foreignness of its composition.
Just so, language is no longer a passive reflector of the subject's
ideas; it becomes a "Governor," or vampire in a language coup made
by a discourse programmed for power. If natural history was meant
to place the human subject apart from nature, as master of it, the
animation of the "mirror" puts man back into nature. The predator
becomes an organism preyed upon, controlled by alien systems. In
"On Fossilization," "remote control" and its agents replace reality
with a facsimile. The agent can plant a fiction and leave its
reification to the process of fossilization:
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(Remember ; the emotions you ate geeling may not be
iy our own.,)

Of every seven years we are entirely re-composed. That
from which we are made, what we see out of, is
completely transmuted in a transubstantiation of
actuality. The replacement of reality with fiction is the
same process. The rug is pulled in front of your eyes off
a facsimile of itself. Remote control alien replacement
of all that which you call tangible (PA, 104).

If the "reality" that is being replaced was once a fiction too, then
"all that which you call tangible" is always just a thickening in the
plot.

The reference to vision in this passage--"what we see out
of"--is only one of a multitude of references to seeing in
Predators. Dewdney's investigation of the mechanics of vision is a
necessary adjunct to his exploration of the living language. This
language, itself "invisible," operates through the interpretive
apparatus of the brain to shape the visible image. In
"Transubstantiation" it is just the unmediated reality "we wish to
inhabit"--"just the bread, just the wine." But as Dewdney says in
"Fovea Centralis II," the "eyes of a man" are "seen through himself"
(PA, 32), and "himself" is presumably under the control of the living
language. The "fish machine" cannot see itself in a mirror because
"It exists with its mirror image superimposed / on each notation of
its existence . . ." (PA, 79). 1t cannot see itself looking. Dewdney's
poetry could be read as a sustained effort to catch the processes of
seeing at work. The "virtual image" of "Alter Sublime" is the
illusory image of an object reflected and displaced in a glass or
mirror. It owes its existence to the interpretations of the mind: "it
is the mind/eating itself" (AS, 12). In Brain Mechanisms and Mind,
Keith Oatley, one of Dewdney's sources (cf. footnotes to "Parasite
Maintenance"), notes that two-dimensional images on the retina
have to be interpreted into the three-dimensional space we
perceive. He goes on to say that

Perception . . . must be the business of interpreting
patterns of receptor stimulation as objects, their
attributes and relationships; and creating in the mind of
the perceiver, as a sort of model, the world towards
which he directs his actions . . . . We can therefore
distinguish not just the domain of objects in the
external world (the distant stimulus) and the domain of
patterns of receptor stimulation, but also the domain of
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percepts which are the creative interpretations of the
mind . ...

Reality and illusion are seen by the same perceptual
processes. It is not the fact of illusions that should be
regarded as odd. As Wittgenstein remarked, "We find
certain things about seeing puzzling because we do not
find the whole business of seeing puzzling enough."

The virtual image immediately evokes "the Word." What is uncanny
about this determined vision though, is its symmetry with the
outside, a symmetry which parallels that between "reality" and the
fiction substituted by the remote control agent. Somehow we do
function in space. In "Radio symmetry™

At everything we see

occipital a reconstruction retinal
Mind imparting a clarity
unoptical. .. .

'Seeing as is.' they believing say. (AS, 26)

This is a situation in which "Everything / you say will be used
against you."

The paranoia suggested by this statement, in fact the paranoia
of the whole cluster of images which centre around control--the
remote control agent; the Governor, set up by "this independent
intelligence, the living language" (AS, 82); the vampire that replaces
blood with "the desire for (itself) blood" (PA, 83)--is part of
Dewdney's effort to bring to cognition whatever is too familiar to
"see." The living language is threatened by only one thing: "the
discovery and subsequent exploration of its plan of existence by
ourselves, its human host" (AS, 83). The exposure of the living
language involves both the de-familiarizing of the given structures
of consciousness (what is most familiar becomes alien), and the
transgression of the limits of those structures. On "the (other side
of) the other (way) side" the categories established by the living
language break down. "This is of two worlds," Dewdney says, "the
one diurnal men know and that other world where lunar mottled eels
stir like dreams in shallow forest water" (PA, 56). The world of luna
is synaesthetic, a "rain of sensorium." "The skin, neither moist nor
dry" becomes a "permeable membrane" (PA, 56). Distinctions which
separate the inside from the outside are no longer valid, just as the
distinctions between past, present and future begin to evaporate as
Dewdney turns a Silurian landscape into a new and unexplored
terrain. In the log entries which function as reports
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scribbled from this unknown place, we come across "Newton
laughing hysterically / in the rubble of the launch" (PA, 47).

The contemporary science which best answers to this model of
the two interpenetrating worlds is quantum physics, the science
which might well have prompted Newton to hysterical laughter. It
is a science concerned with the minutest invisibilities of matter (the
reverse of a natural history based on visible structures) and it is
also a science which has most dramatically called into question the
certainties of objectivity. While the micro and macro worlds
operate according to different laws, the microworld, with which we
have no direct sensual contact, does affect macro-reality--not just
through the technology its discovery makes possible, but sometimes
through "accidents." In his history of contemporary physics (The
Cosmic Code ), Heinz Pagels explains that the new computers of
the 1980's are subject to "soft errors." Because their components
are so tiny, stray particles may affect the microscopic switches,
causing the computer to malfunction. There is no way to prevent or
correct these errors. The malfunction is temporary, because no
component of the computer has been damaged. The source of the
disturbances, Pagels says, "is the natural radioactivity in the
material out of which the microchips are made or cosmic rays
raining down on the earth."”

The solidity of the macroworld (the visible "Newtonian" world)
is preserved by ignoring such accidents and details. But in
Dewdney's log entries, "accidents [become] deliberate" (PA, 39).
"Some Accidents" is a poem consisting of a list of violent mishaps
which all involve bodily damage--penetration of the skin. And as
Stan Dragland points out in his "Afterword" to Predato1s, Dewdney
allows certain accidents to become part of his writing. "Theiyr"
"was a typo that kept appearing until he just accepted it" (PA,

195). The point is that such accidents, like the accidental intrusions
of quanta in a computer, offer scraps of evidence of a world which
composes macro-reality very literally, and yet which is entirely
alien to perception. As Dewdney says, "For that which is most
completely out of control most clearly reveals the workings of the
unseen machinations" (PA, 138).

For the poet, however, simply taking cognizance of the alien
element within what seems familiar is inadequate. In "Parasite
Maintenance," Dewdney explains how the poet circumvents the
restrictions imposed by the living language. This piece is a
pseudo-scientific argument for the efficacy of the creative
imagination: by cultivating "a sort of voluntary paraphasia," the
poet can reorder the neural circuitry of the brain. This "cryptic and
capricious circuitry" is the Parasite (AS, 90). "Parasite
Maintenance" does actually come close to the speculations of some
neurologists. Wilder Penfield discusses the programming of the
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speech centres and interpretive cortex of the child in The Mystery
of the Mind. John Eccles, in The Human Psyche, proposes a
relationship between the imagination and the physical structure of
the brain which seems to imply that imagination can effect plastic
changes. It is clear, though, that Dewdney is not trying for an
empirical version of the brain-imagination relationship, especially in
statements such as this:

Because the Muses are the daughters of memory it
seems reasonable to assume that the neurotransmitters
whose altered levels determine the boundary of the
Parasite would also be memory specific . .. . (AS, 90)

So what are we to make of "Parasite Maintenance"? Perhaps
Dewdney is acting as remote control agent and replacing the
science we tend to regard as true with a symmetrical fiction?

In literary terms, the Parasite is not such a new creation, as
Dewdney is quick to point out:

. « « the literature is fraught with references to it;
Rimbaud's 'dereglement de tous les sens', Keat's
'negative capability' etc. (AS, 90)

Or as Dragland notes, Dewdney's sense of language as a closed
system the poet must break through, recalls Jack Spicer's theory of
dictation: the source of the poem is the "outside." Similarly, the
Parasite functions outside the poet's preconceptions: "It releases
the conceptual hold of the Governor slightly and allows the mind to
fuel the Parasite itself into the realm of nirvana, though the mind
does not follow it . .." (AS,91). In other words, the Parasite holds
the lure of an immediacy beyond that possible within the sticky
medium of the living language. In this sense, Dewdney's "natural
history" is not so very different in intention from that of the
Classical scientists (. . . we wish to inhabit / just the bread, just
the wine"). But the language which was the means through which
these scientists sought to achieve this immediacy becomes, in
Dewdney's poetry, the chief obstacle to its attainment.

1 have already suggested that Dewdney reverses the
mythology of objectivity which still dominates the natural sciences
and governs everyday perceptions of reality, despite the tentative
head-scratchings of neurologists and physicists. The significance of
this reversal becomes clear in the context of Jacques Monod'f
Chance and Necessity. Monod, another source for Dewdney, Oisa
microbiologist and an amateur philosopher. In Chance and
Necessity, he attacks what he sees as vestiges of animism
(intentionality) in evolutionary biology and in social and political
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thought (he selects certain Marxists theories for special attention).
Science, Monod says, occupies a privileged position in modern
conceptions of truth, and yet the "objectivity" of science
undermines the religious and cultural myths which form the basis
of Western ethics. In a statement which sounds almost Classical he
says:

The moment one makes objectivity the condition sine
qua non of true knowledge, a radical distinction,
indispensable to the very search for truth is established
between the domains of ethics and of knowledge.
Knowledge in itself is exclusive of all value judgement
(all save that of "epistemological value") whereas ethics,
in essence nonobjectiv?, is forever barred from the
sphere of knowledge. !

Hence the "modern soul's distress," caught in the dualism of the two
truths: the "real" truth of science and the mythical (read imaginary)
truth of the religions (add literature) which form the ethical base of
the culture. We are on shaky ground. The two-truth system is
stretched to the breaking point, and no amount of whistling in the
dark is going to re-establish the supremacy of an ethical system—a
religious mythology. From Dewdney's perspective, however, it
would seem that "religion" means both the conventional religions
Moned attacks (be they unrevised Marxism or Christianity), and the
"religion" of scientific objectivity. The "altar sublime" of
"Transubstantiation" mutates to an imperative, "alter sublime,"

In P1edators, Dewdney moves toward a new unity of scientia,
by drawing the concerns of the "hard" sciences into the realm of
literary-philosophical-linguistic speculation. The natural histories
preceding those of the 17th century--Pliny's, for instance, 77
A.D.-—-offer that kind of fusion of story, observation and
speculation which Classical scientists struggled to separate. In
creating a type of science-fiction, Dewdney moves toward a similar
kind of fusion, but with an added consciousness of the limitations of
his medium. A history of nature that implicates the perceptual
systems of the human creature in the writing of it is still to be
written. "We are informed" (PA, 75).

NOTES

L. These are A Palaezoic Geology of London, Onatrio, Spring
Trances in the Control Emerald Night, Fovea Centralis, The
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Cenozoic Asylum and Alter Sublime. 1 will be using Predators for
all references except those from Alter Sublime. The selection from
the latter in Predators does not include "Parasite Maintenance."

2. Christopher Dewdney, P1edatots of the Adoration
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1983), p. 123. Hereafter cited as
PA.

3. Michel Foucault, The Ozder of Things, trans. of Les Mots et
los choses (New York: Random House, 1970; Vintage Books Edition,
1973), p. 130.

4. Foucault, p. 152.
5. Foucault, p. 230.

6. Benjamin Lee Whorf, Language, Thought and Reality
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The M.L.T. Press, 1956), p. 257.

7. Christopher Dewdney, Alter Sublime (Toronto: The Coach
House Press, 1980), p. 79. Hereafter cited as AS.

8. Keith Oatley, Biain Mechanisms and Mind (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1972), p. 97. .

9. Heinz Pagels, The Cosmic Code (Toronto: Bantam Books,
1983), p. 125.

10. Dewdney quotes Monod in Spting T1ances in the Control
Emerald Night & The Cenozoic Asylum (Berkeley: The Figures,
1982). The quotation is omitted in P1edators. Monod is also
included in the list of references to "Parasite Maintenance," p. 92,
Alter Sublime.

I1. Jacques Monod, Chance and Necessity, trans. Austryn
Wainhouse (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1971), p. 174.
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