
The

Volume 4, Number 6 October 1994

THE N E W S P A P E R  OF  THE L I T E R ARY  ART S
Ithaca, New York

World 
of Wonders

Cushing Strout

The Canadian novelist Robertson Davies entitled his novel 
about a conjuror World o f Wonders. His magician appears also 
in Fifth Business, whose jacket cover is a shadowy drawing of 
a real magician in evening clothes, Richard Cardini, the Fred 
Astaire of sleight-of-hand, who could single-handedly enchant 
an audience at Radio City Music Hall. (He retired in upstate 
New York and died in 1973.) Ithaca has its own connection to 
a world of wonders through two remarkable men, Ricky Jay 
and Persi Diaconis, who have been close friends ever since 
they were teenage magicians together in New York City.

Ricky Jay, who spent some time at Cornell as a student in the 
Hotel School and more time as a comic magician at various 
venues in Ithaca, performed this spring off Broadway at the 
Second Stage Theater in a twenty-week run o f a one-man 
show, called “Ricky Jay and his Fifty-Two Assistants.” It 
became the hottest ticket in town, scalpers selling them for as 
much as $200, and won the unqualified praise of all the critics.

Persi Diaconis, once a professional magician touring the 
world, became a professor of statistics and mathematics at 
Harvard University in 1987, winner of a MacArthur Fellow
ship, and is currently an Andrew Dickson White Visiting Pro- 
fessor-at-Large. He worked closely with his friend Ricky on 
the one-man show that was directed by David Mamet. (Jay has 
acted in several o f Mamet's m ovies, such as “House of 
Games,” where he appears as a gambler who is part o f an 
elaborate con game.)

Doing a one-man show for ninety minutes in a New York 
theater is a rarity. I remember only one other one, which I saw 
in 1954 at the Longacre Theater. Milbourne Christopher’s 
show lasted only two weeks. (I discovered only recently that 
Persi Diaconis was the very small boy pulling the curtain at 
that show. When I went backstage to see Christopher, whom I 
had met briefly in the army during the war, I must have passed 
the boy whom I would meet almost forty years later at Cornell, 
when he lectured last year on “Coincidences.”)

For most people nowadays, magic is represented by David 
Copperfield’s annual glitzy TV show in which, with a good 
deal of narcissistic posturing, he vanishes a train car, an air
plane, or, most pretentiously of all, the Statue of Liberty. (I 
once saw at the Magic Castle in Hollywood a sharp-eyed
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continued, from page 1

send-up of Copperfield by a prancing 
magician who claimed to vanish the entire 
state of Rhode Island, as represented on a 
large relief map by a sudden flash of 
light.) Nothing could be further from 
Ricky Jay’s small-scale, fey presentation 
of flawless sleight-of-hand on a stage 
designed to look like a private library- 
room.

Readers of The New Yorker for April 5, 
1993 will have seen a Richard Avedon 
photograph of Jay that accompanies Mark 
Singer’s intriguing story about him. It 
shows Jay holding a tom comer of a card 
in his hand and looking as sinister as a 
Mafia hit man. It is an entirely uncharac
teristic picture of a performer whose 
magic is always enlivened with whimsy, 
wit, and teasing banter that are a large part 
of his rapport with his audience. (“Here 
are the four aces, each of which will repre
sent three of the twelve lost tribes of 
Israel.”) Persi Diaconis told me that the 
picture came about because Avedon made 
a double exposure version of Jay, who 
protested that it would only lend credence 
to the false belief that sleight-of-hand 
magicians like himself rely on TV trick 
photography. So one of the exposures was 
dropped, leaving the Satanic one to be 
printed.

The critic Edmund Wilson, himself an 
amateur magician, used to maintain that 
the figure of the magician incorporated 
archetypal images that included the devil 
and the thief. That was truer when some 
stage magicians took themselves serious
ly, as if they had extramundane powers, 
though a contemporary magician, Jeff 
McBride, has created a persona in part 
modelled on Magnus Eisengrim in

Davies’s novels: “He did not present him
self as a funny-man but as one who offered 
an entertainment of mystery and beauty, 
with perhaps a hint of terror as w ell...a 
poetic magician who took himself serious
ly.”

Jay takes his magic seriously in the 
sense of having an unusual sense of tradi
tion; his show in New York ended with a 
bravura performance of and historical 
commentary on m agic’s oldest classic 
effect, “the cups and balls.” But his own 
patter often refers to comically bizarre 
vaudeville performers whom he vividly 
evoked in his book Learned Pigs and Fire
p ro o f Women: Matthew Buchinger, for 
example, a dancer, calligrapher, versatile 
musician, marksman, and conjuror, who 
“never grew taller than twenty-nine inch
es.” The book was admiringly reviewed in 
The New York Review o f Books by Martin 
Gardner, a prolific writer on magic as well 
as on mathematical curiosities and on 
Lewis Carroll’s classic books.

Gardner played an important role in 
guiding Persi Diaconis into mathematics as 
a profession. He had begun by studying the 
violin, as favored by his parents who were 
professional musicians. As a teenager, 
however, he was deeply interested in 
magic. His conjuring talent was recog
nized early. John Scame, the well-known 
lecturer on gamblers’ techniques of decep
tion, took young Diaconis with him on a 
visit to Cuba in 1959 when it was coming 
under C astro’s revolutionary control. 
Shortly afterwards, the fourteen-year-old 
boy ran away from home to accompany a 
famous mentor in magic, Dai Vernon, to 
California. The old man (bom in Canada) 
died in 1994 in his late nineties, still cele
brated as “the Professor.” He was a much- 
revered expounder in print of the sort of

magic that is performed in homes, clubs, 
and hotels, rather than on large stages in 
theaters.

Diaconis found the experience worth a 
million dollars, though he said he 
wouldn’t take a million to have to do it 
over again, Vernon being exacting and 
crankily difficult. His student learned a 
version of the Harlequin act, which Ver
non had introduced in the thirties at the 
Rainbow Room in Radio City. But one 
day when Vernon’s prot6g6, working as a 
professional touring magician, wanted to 
change his last trick (a classic called “the 
snowstorm in China”), his agent protested 
that he was paid to do just that act and no 
other. The performer realized that his cre
ativity on these terms could never devel
op.

So he gave up his career as a magician 
to become a student at City College, and, 
when he graduated, was guided to do fur
ther work in mathematics at Harvard, 
which had responded to the strong and 
pertinent recommendation given by Mar
tin Gardner. The link between magic and 
mathematics was made early in the young 
magician’s life. When he spoke on Sep
tember 8 at Cornell on “Mathematics and 
Magic Tricks,” he began with a card trick 
that he had invented to fool magicians 
when he was fourteen.

Tossing out a new deck at random to a 
spectator, she was instructed to cut the 
cards, take the top card, and pass the deck 
on to an adjoining spectator, who did the 
same thing until in this way four cards 
were chosen. He asked those who had cho
sen a red card to stand, and one woman 
did. Working from this information, he 
correctly named all the chosen cards. It 
might well pass for the uninitiated as evi
dence of ESP, but Diaconis serves as a 
valuable skeptic in ESP experiments to 
guard against fraud. His explanation to the 
baffled audience of how he obtained the 
necessary information by mental calcula
tion of a certain order (known technically 
as a de Bruijn sequence) in a reduced pack 
was ingeniously mathematical and has 
practical applications, for example, to the 
generation of random numbers and a 
method for guiding the vision of robots.

To an amateur magician like myself, 
weak in mathematics, the method was 
something only a magician who is also a 
mathematician would dare to attempt. But 
it was a pleasure to see the slyly smiling 
magic performer still visible as an element 
in the public personality of the Harvard 
professor of mathematics. At one point I 
considered interviewing him, but I pre
ferred to know him as a friend rather than 
as a journalist. Anyway, as he remarked, 
“I am a secretive person, who doesn’t 
much like interviews.” It is, after all, the 
business of magicians to keep secrets.

What is extraordinary to me is how 
many professional magicians this Harvard
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Professor knows on speaking terms. 
When I ask him about conjurors (known 
to me only from books and magazines) in 
Canada, England, France, or Spain, as 
well as the U.S., it always turns out that he 
has direct knowledge of them all. Being 
some twenty years older than he, I naive
ly assumed that magicians whom I had 
seen from an earlier era—such as Cardini, 
the most artistic silent manipulator of 
cards, billiard balls, and lighted ciga
rettes, or A1 Flosso, “the Coney Island 
Fakir,” comic master of “the M iser’s 
Dream” using a pail of coins and a small 
boy— would be performers he had not 
met. I couldn’t have been more wrong. As 
the pupil of “the Professor,” who was the 
center of a web of magicians, Diaconis 
had often seen Cardini talk with Vernon, 
before their final falling-out; and as a boy 
learning magic, he had been taken under 
the wing of A1 Flosso in his New York 
store, once owned by Houdini and now 
run by Flosso’s amiable son.

The Harvard professor also knows 
much more than he might want to know 
about the inglorious side of the conjuring 
world with its obsessive rivalries and 
unethical selling of secrets; its con
tentious and often spurious claims to orig
inal invention; its plagiarisms of success
ful writers and performers; and its crew of 
con men and hustlers, some of them lumi
naries in the magic world. Magic is a form 
of “legitimate deception,” as Milbourne 
Christopher used to say, and perhaps the 
prevalence of public relations manipula
tion in so much of our current life helps 
explain the New York audience’s pleasure 
instead in “legitim ate deception” by 
Ricky Jay, a performer who had no hidden 
political, commercial, or ideological 
agenda whatever.

When you hear some of Persi Diaconis’ 
stories, however, you know that a world 
of wonders can also nurture illegitimate 
deceptions. Satirical novelists see them at 
work also in the groves of academe, 
where ruthlessness and fakery are more 
veiled and harder to detect. But Persi Dia
conis knows both worlds and has chosen 
to live in one of them. Perhaps he knows 
on balance that with all its faults his pre
sent vocation offers a better world of 
wonders than his earlier one. In any event, 
he is now at work linking both worlds 
together by writing an essay on the philos
ophy of magic and of magic in philosophy 
for a dictionary of philosophy. That task 
would have been well beyond the powers 
of his mentor in magic, even though he 
was known as “the Professor.”

Cushing Strout, now an emeritus pro
fessor o f American Studies at Cornell, 
performed magic for money as a teenager 
in Portland, Maine, and more recently for  
nothing as a volunteer fo r  some Ithaca 
fundraising groups.

Publisher: Jack Goldman 

Editorial: Jack Goldman, Joel Ray 

M anaging Editor: Ben Goodman 

Design and Production: Ben Goodman 

Advertising Accounts Executive: Carolyn Darrow 

Contributing Interns: Worth Godwin, John Stanik 

Distribution: Ben Goodman 

Contributors:

Gunilla Feigenbaum, Kenneth Evett, Harvey Fireside, 

Michael Serino, Janice Levy, Mark Shechner 

Art:
Milly Acharya, Andrew Pogson 

Joanna Sheldon, Jack Sherman, Susan Titus

The entire contents of The Bookpress are copyright ©1994 by 
The Bookpress. All rights reserved. The Bookpress will not be 
liable for typographical error, or errors in publication except 
the cost to advertisers for up to the cost of the space in which 
the actual error appeared in the first insertion.
Subscription rate is $10.°° for one year (eight issues) 
Submissions of manuscripts and art should be sent, SASE, to: 

T he Bookpress. DeWitt Building 
215 N. Cayuga Street. Ithaca. NY 14850 

(607) 277-2254



October, 1994 The R OQKPRESS page 3

The Writer as Witness
Michael Serino

Most people, luckily, are aware of the horror 
of life only sometimes; a mere few, however, 
appointed as witnesses by internal forces, are 
always aware of it. And there is only one 
comfort for that horror: aligning it with the 
horror of preceding witnesses.

— Elias Canetti

Elias Canetti is dead.
One can only imagine the pain the anticipa

tion of these words must have brought him. 
Modern literature has produced no more 
vehement enemy of death, no writer more 
fully dedicated to somehow outwitting it. 
“Sometimes I believe that as soon as I 
acknowledge death, the world will dissolve 
into nothingness,” he wrote. It was his dream 
not just to escape death but to defeat it. “For 
many years now, nothing has so moved me as 
the thought of death,” he noted as early as 
1943, when death was all around. “The high
ly concrete and serious, the admitted goal of 
my life is to. achieve immortality for men.” 
One would like to believe that he at least suc
ceeded in his own case, through his writings. 
But even that is open to question. Who after 
all, reads Elias Canetti?

More to the point, you may be asking, who 
was Elias Canetti? The short answer—the 
one you can give when someone decides to 
quiz you on your “cultural literacy”—is “the 
recipient of the 1981 Nobel Prize for Litera
ture.” The long answer, the more complicated 
one, is that Elias Canetti was a living creative 
connection to one of the most fertile and 
interesting literary cultures of the twentieth 
century, the constellation of writers in 
Prague, Vienna, and Berlin in the 1920s and 
’30s. He was heir to the culture that produced 
Sigmund Freud and Ludwig Wittgenstein; 
Georg Grosz and Egon Schiele; Walter Ben
jamin and Theodor Adorno; Alban Berg and 
Arnold Schoenberg; Karl Kraus, Franz 
Kafka, Robert Musil, Hermann Broch, and 
Bertolt Brecht. Canetti knew Kraus, Broch, 
Musil, and Grosz, worshipped Kafka, dis
liked Brecht. His two greatest works, the 
novel Auto-da-Fe and the social/political 
study Crowds and Power, grew directly out 
of the combined sensibilities of Weimar Ger
many and post-Hapsburg Austria. The fic
tional work laid bare the tensions within that 
culture; the nonfiction analyzed the forces 
that led to its destruction.

Elias Canetti was bom in Ruschuk, Bulgar
ia, in 1905, the first of three children of 
Jacques and Mathilde Canetti. The family 
was descended from Sephardic Jews who had 
emigrated from Spain centuries earlier. The 
ancestral ties were more cultural than reli
gious, however: while profoundly aware of 
his heritage, Canetti kept himself free of reli
gious beliefs throughout his life.

His first languages were Ladino (spoken 
amongst the family) and Bulgarian (for the 
servants and outsiders). When Canetti was 
six, his father decided to join Mathilde’s 
brothers in their business and brought the 
family to Manchester, England, where Canet
ti began learning his third language. The next 
year, however, his father died of a heart attack 
at age 30. This unexpected—and, for the. 
child, incomprehensible—event lies at the 
root of lifelong meditations on death and 
dying.

Canetti’s mother, homesick for the Conti
nent and seeing no reason to remain in Eng
land, packed the family off for Lausanne, 
Switzerland, and then on to Vienna. During 
the transitional period in Lausanne, she force- 
fed young Elias an intensive German lan
guage course. The eight-year-old mastered 
this language—his fourth—in a mere three 
months. It would become the exclusive medi
um of his literary creativity. (Canetti’s intel
lectual and personal relationship with his 
mother, incidentally, was long, intense, and at

times somewhat bizarre. The autobiographies 
describe it in great detail, although the 
author’s contemptuous dismissal of Freudian 
theory precluded certain obvious considera
tions on his part. His readers need not feel 
similarly constrained.)

Frequent subsequent moves only served to 
broaden Canetti’s perspective: Zurich in 1916 
to avoid the war, Frankfurt in 1921, back to 
Vienna in 1924, Berlin in the summers of 
1928 and 1929. During these years, the young 
student earned a doctoral degree in chemistry, 
which he was never to put to use, devoting 
himself immediately to literary work; met 
Veza Taubner-Calderon, who was to become 
his first wife; encountered a broad range of 
writers and artists, and fell under of the spell

of Viennese satirist Karl Kraus, whose public 
readings and newspaper articles contained 
stinging diatribes against those Kraus consid
ered political opponents and cultural male
factors.

The 1930s brought the last important 
changes in Canetti’s external life: his mar
riage to Veza in 1934; the publication of his 
first book, Auto-da-Fe, in 1936; the death of 
his mother in 1937; and, in 1939, emigration 
to England, where he was to remain for most 
of the subsequent 54 years. There he lived a 
life of relative seclusion, reading volumi
nously and laboring at what he has described 
as “my life work,” Crowds and Power, which 
was to take more than twenty years to 
research and write. He also attracted a group 
of devoted followers. His appeal was aptly 
characterized by Susan Sontag in her essay 
on Canetti—one of her finest bits of cultural 
journalism—entitled “Mind as Passion:”

Portraits drawn from the inside, w ith or 
w ithout the poignant inflections o f exile, 
have made familiar the model itinerant intel
lectual. He (for the type is male, of course) is 
a Jew or like a Jew; polycultural, restless, 
misogynistic; a collector; dedicated to self
transcendence, despising the instincts; 
weighed down by books and buoyed up by 
the euphoria of knowledge. His real task is 
not to exercise his talent fo r explanation 
but, by bearing witness to the age, to set the 
largest, most edifying standards of despair. As 
a reclusive eccentric, he is one of the great

achievements in life and letters in the twenti
eth century’s imagination, a genuine hero, in 
the guise of the martyr.

The events constituting the remainder of 
Canetti’s life were primarily literary: the pub
lication of Crowds and Power (1960), sever
al volumes of essays and aphorisms, a travel 
book, and three volumes of an autobiography 
(a fourth is said to exist, although it has yet to 
be published). The Nobel Prize in 1981 
brought sudden, but short-lived, attention. 
The last few years saw little new work; his 
two most recent books, The Secret Heart of 
the Clock (1987) and The Agony o f Flies 
(1992), consist of jottings culled from his 
notebooks. He rarely appeared in public. His

publishers claimed he was “in his eighties 
more lucid than ever.” The Austrian play
wright Thomas Bernhard insisted he was suf
fering from “galloping senility.” He died in 
Zurich on August 14 and is buried in the 
cemetery there, next to James Joyce.

i t .

Of Canetti’s many writings, one work 
stands above the rest: his first book, Auto-da- 
Fe. It was originally conceived as the first of 
a series of eight novels, to be entitled the 
Human Comedy o f Madmen. In an essay in 
the volume translated as The Conscience of 
Words (1976), Canetti explained the project’s 
genesis:

One day, the thought came to me that the 
world should not be depicted as in earlier 
novels, from one w rite r’s standpoint as it 
were; the world had crumbled, and only if 
one had the courage to show it in its crum
bled state could one possibly offer an 
authentic conception of it. However, this did 
not mean that one had to tackle a chaotic 
book, in which nothing was comprehensible 
anymore; on the contrary, a w riter had to 
invent extreme individuals with the most rig
orous consistency, like the individuals the 
world consisted of, and he had to place these 
extreme individuals next to one another in 
the ir separateness. I made that plan o f a 
human comedy o f lunatics and sketched 
eight novels, each focusing on a figure on the

verge of madness, and each of these figures 
was different from all the others down to his 
language, down to his most secret thoughts. 
His experiences were such that no one else 
could have had the same ones. Nothing 
could be exchangeable and nothing could 
mix with anything else. I told myself I was 
building eight spotlights to illuminate the 
world from the outside.

The eight characters he created were desig
nated as a religious fanatic, a technological 
visionary, a collector, a man obsessed with 
truth, a spendthrift, an enemy of death, and, 
finally, a pure book man. It was only the last 
planned novel, the one about the man 
obsessed with books, that was completed.

Throughout 1930 and 1931, Canetti toiled 
away, day after day, putting all other literary 
projects aside. He told himself he had to write 
“a severe book, ruthless towards both myself 
and the reader.” He looked to his literary 
forebears for inspiration and encouragement:

When I ask myself today where I got the 
rigor of my work, I come to very heteroge
neous influences. I have already named 
Stendhal [in The Red and the Black], it was 
certainly he who made me stick to clarity. I 
had just finished the eighth chapter of Auto- 
da-Fe, now titled “ Death,” when Kafka’s 
Metamorphosis came into my hands. Nothing 
more fortunate could have happened to me 
at this point. There, in utmost perfection, I 
found the antipode to literary non-commit
ment, which I hated so much; there was the 
rigor that I yearned for. There, something 
was achieved that I wanted to find for myself.
I bowed to this purest of all models, knowing 
full well that it was unattainable, but it did 
give me strength.

The central character of the novel was 
originally titled Brand, but this name, which 
literally means “conflagration” in German, 
seemed too heavy-handed and too obviqus a 
foreshadowing of the book’s ending. By the 
time he completed the manuscript, Canetti 
had changed the character’s name to Kant, 
and called the book Kant Catches Fire. Fear
ing confusion of his character with the Ger
man philosopher by the same name, Canetti 
eventually changed the character’s name to 
Peter Kien and called the book Die Blendung 
(blinding, bedazzlement; translated as Auto- 
da-Fd in one English edition and The Tower 
of Babel in another). He held onto the manu
script for five years before finally publishing 
it in 1936.

The novel tells the story of the forty-year- 
old Kien, “a tall, emaciated figure, man of 
learning and specialist in sinology,” a recluse 
who lives in a soundproofed apartment 
amidst his enormous library. Canetti paints 
Kien’s character with alarming clarity in a 
description worth quoting at length:

It was his custom on his morning walk, 
between seven and eight o’clock, to look 
into the windows of every book shop which 
he passed. He was thus able to assure him
self, with a kind of pleasure, that smut and 
trash were daily gaining ground. He himself 
was the owner of the most important pri
vate library in the whole of this great city. He 
carried a minute portion of it with him wher
ever he went. His passion for it, the only one 
which he had permitted himself during a life 
of austere and exacting study, moved him to 
take special precautions. Books, even bad 
ones, tempted him easily into making a pur
chase...Defying these temptations, Kien 
tapped his own well-filled briefcase. He 
clasped it tightly to him in a very particular 
manner which he had himself thought out, so 
that the greatest possible area of his body 
was always in contact with it. Even his ribs 
could feel its presence through his cheap, 
thin suit. His upper arm covered the whole 
side elevation; it fitted exactly. The lower 
portion of his arm supported the case from 
below. His outstretched fingers splayed out

see Writer as Witness, page 4
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Off Campus

At The Bookery
The Bookery continues its 1994 lecture series 

in the lecture space in Bookery II

M arcelle  Lapow  Toor,
Lecturer in the Department of 

Communication at Cornell where 
she teaches graphic design, will 

conduct a workshop aimed at 
demystifying the design process. 
In keeping with the approach of 
her new book, Graphic Design 

on the Desktop: A Guide for the 
Non-Designer, this event will 

interest and inform anyone who 
wants to learn how to create pub

lications that look professional.

October 16, 3:30 pm

Sheryl D. Sinkow

On October 23rd at 4 pm
To celebrate the publication of

The Best American Poetry 1994,
series editor

David Lehman
and

A rch ie  Am m ons,
editor o f this year's collection, 

w ill jo in  a group of the contributors 
for an afternoon of readings at the Bookery.

Poets participating in this event w ill include:

Burlin Barr Cynthia Bond

Roald Hoffmann Phyllis Janowitz

Fred Muratori Angela Shaw

Samuel D rix , M .D .,
author of Witness to Annihilation: 
Surviving the Holocaust, w ill talk 
about his experiences after his 
homeland in southeastern Poland 
fell to the Nazis. Left without a 
family (all were killed), he 
endured nearly a year in the 
Janowska camp before his extra
ordinary escape. Facing further 
persecution by the Soviet army, 
Dr. Drix made his way to New 
York, where he started a new 
family and a new life.

Brian H all,
the subject of an interview in the 
September Bookpress, has gener
ously agreed to share with us fur

ther insights gleaned from his trav
els through Yugoslavia on the eve 
of Civil War. The Literary Review 

has characterized Hall's new 
book, The Impossible Country, as 
being "Much more than travel lit

erature. His grasp of history and 
rich sense of argument take his 

writing beyond its genre."

The Bookery
DeWitt Building,

215 North Cayuga St., Ithaca 
For m ore inform ation call (607) 273-5055

November 6, 4:00 pm

Writer as
contnued from page 3

over every part of the flat surface to  which 
they yearned. He privately excused himself 
fo r this exaggerated care because o f the 
value of the contents. Should the briefcase by 
any mischance fall to  the ground, or should 
the lock, which he tested every morning 
before setting out, spring open at precisely 
that perilous moment, ruin would come to 
his priceless volumes. There was nothing he 
loathed more intensely than battered books.

Kien is attended by a housekeeper, Therese 
Krumbholz, an ignorant and avaricious 
woman many years his senior. Canetti’s ini
tial description of her leaves no doubt about 
her lack of appeal:

Below her blue starched skirt, which 
reached to the floor, her feet were invisible. 
Her head was askew. Her ears were large, 
flabby and prominent. Since her right ear 
touched her shoulder and was partly con
cealed by it, the left looked all the bigger. 
When she talked or walked her head wag
gled to and fro. Her shoulders waggled too, 
in accompaniment.

Through a series of incidents and misun
derstandings, however, Kien comes to mis
takenly believe that Therese is as devoted to 
his books as he is. Paranoicaliy obsessed with 
protecting his library, he finds himself 
proposing marriage to Therese. She accepts 
with alacrity, believing that marriage will 
bring to her the two things she most craves: 
money and sex. She too suffers from misun
derstandings, about both Kien’s carnal inten
tions and his wealth. The novel follows 
Kien’s struggle to save himself from 
Therese’s ruthless attempts to capture his 
bank book. He is torn out of his seemingly 
secure illusory world into the “real” world of 
deception and brute force, which eventually 
leads to his ruin. In the end Kien is restored to 
his library, but by this time he has fallen irre
trievably under the sway of his delusions. 
Seeking to keep his coveted books out of the 
hands of others, he piles them in the middle 
of his library and sets them aflame, creating a 
conflagration that consumes both them and 
their owner.

No brief summary can even begin to do 
justice to the richness of description, the vari
ety of characters, or the complexity of insight 
in Auto-da-Fe. Its greatness, like that of 
Musil’s The Man Without Qualities or 
Broch’s The Sleepwalkers, lies in its ambi
tious attempt to capture the spirit of the age, 
the boldness of its stylistic experimentation, 
the intensity of its concern with the human 
condition. It has had a particularly devoted 
audience among writers. Salman Rushdie, for 
instance, has described the powerful influ
ence Canetti’s novel had upon him as a 
beginning writer disillusioned with the possi
bilities of the novel in the wake of “the cold 
labyrinths of the French nouveau roman:"

Reading it then, filled with all the ambition 
and arrogance of my nineteen years, I not 
only felt that there was life in the old form 
yet, but that I had learned something about 
how I wanted to write. I decided that all I had 
to do was— like Canetti— to combine vast 
erudition and awesome intricacies of struc
ture with a sort of glittering, beady comic 
eye and of course, like Auto-da-Fe, my books 
would remain marvelously accessible as well. 
(To one whose mind had recently been 
numbed by Finnegans Wake, it was a joy to 
learn that great modern novels could actual
ly be easy to read!)... But I was young, which 
may permit you (not to mention Canetti) to 
forgive this piece of teenage presumption.

And for British critic and novelist John 
Bayley, the book is

the most remarkable attempt at an intellec
tual imagination o f the true nature o f the 
tw entie th  century, an apotheosis o f the 
immensely weighty and serious Faust tradi-

Witness
tion of German letters.. .Canetti’s use of the 
[German] language is enormously mental, 
magical, and dynamic.

Few books have received higher praise 
than Auto-da-Fe: yet, despite even the atten
tion drawn to it by the awarding of the Nobel 
Prize, it still goes largely unread.

Much could be said about the remainder of 
Canetti’s work—about the exhaustiveness of 
his study of power, the gem-like brilliance of 
some of his aphorisms, the lucidity of many 
of his essays. (If you read only one essay, try 
“Kafka’s Other Trial,” a truly illuminating 
study of Franz Kafka’s letters to Felice 
Bauer, the woman to whom he was twice 
engaged but never married.) But it was per
haps his passionate concern for the future of 
the human race in the face of possible nuclear 
annihilation that made him such an appealing 
choice for the Nobel committee. It is a theme 
that recurs throughout his writings after the 
Second World War. Canetti insisted that 
addressing it was the particular responsibility 
of the writer—in German, the Dichter:

I have said that a man can be a Dichter only if 
he feels responsibility, even though he may 
do less than others to realize it in individual 
actions. It is a responsibility for life, which is 
destroying itself, and one should not be 
ashamed to  say that this responsibility is 
nourished by compassion. It is worthless if it 
is proclaimed as an indefinite and universal 
feeling. It demands the concrete metamor
phosis into every individual thing or person 
that lives and exists. The Dichter learns and 
practices metamorphosis in myths, in the lit
erature that has come down to us. He is 
nothing if he does not incessantly apply them 
in his environment, in his milieu. Myriad life, 
which enters him, which remains sensorily 
divided into all its individual phenomenal 
forms, does not coalesce within him into a 
mere concept, it gives him the strength to 
oppose death and thereby become some
thing universal...He will live by a law that is 
his own, but not tailored to him. This law is 
the following: One shall repulse nobody into 
nothingness who would like to be there. 
One shall seek nothingness only to  find a 
way out of it and one shall mark the road for 
everyone. W hether in grief o r in despair, 
one shall endure in order to learn how to 
save others from it, but not out of scorn for 
the happiness that the creatures deserve, 
even though they deface one another and 
tear one another to pieces.

I can still remember my excitement when I 
heard that Canetti had won the Nobel Prize. I 
had been pressing Auto-da-Fe on people for 
years. They would usually flip through it, 
thank me politely, and eventually return the 
book unread. “It looked a little too heavy,” 
they would say. “Too dense.” And it is true: 
Canetti’s writings are not to everyone’s taste. 
They require a certain temperament—a 
patience with slowness, an interest in detail, 
a tolerance for repetition-with-variations as a 
tool for gradually revealing an aspect of the 
world or unwrapping a problem. In many of 
his books, Canetti confirms his reputation as 
one of the profound thinkers of the age; at 
other times he seems no more than a porten
tous windbag—a constant danger when the 
goal is profundity. His characteristically 
Viennese obsession with death can grow tire
some for those who do not share it and 
depressing even for those who do. But in the 
final analysis there is much in these writings 
that will both broaden and deepen—especial
ly deepen—the reader’s relationship with a 
crucial period of European intellectual histo
ry, with modern consciousness, and with the 
world. And Auto-da-Fe, I remain convinced, 
is one of the most interesting prose works of 
the twentieth century.

Read it.

Michael Serino is a writer living in Ithaca.
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A Chinese Geisha
Paul West

For over thirty years, Paul West has been writ
ing prose fiction and nonfiction of a remark
able consistency and brilliance of style. In the 
past several years, while living in Ithaca (he 
has been here for twenty-three), West has been 
prolific: T he W om en o f 
W hitechapel and  Jack the 
Ripper; Love’s M ansion, a 
novel based on the lives of his 
parents, which won the 1993 
Lannan Award fo r  fiction;
Sheer Fiction III, the third of 
his collections of essays on writ
ing; a memoir, S troke o f 
G enius, to be published by 
Viking in January. In  April 
1995, Scribner’s will publish 
West’s 14th novel, T he T en t 
o f Orange Mist. The Book- 
press is pleased to share with 
its readers an advance 
excerpt— the conclusion—from 
The Tent of Orange Mist.

During W o rld  W a r II, as 
many as 200,000 teenaged 
girls and women from Korea 
and other Asian nations were 
recruited to the Japanese war 
effort. They were forced into 
brothels and ordered to  have 
sex w ith  Japanese soldiers.
They were no t p rostitu tes 
but victims of serial rape.

By way of atonement, Japan 
has now decided to  commit 
$1 billion to  programs ranging 
from  youth exchanges w ith  
other Asian nations to  a voca
tional tra in ing center fo r  
women in the Philippines.
Furious at what they regard as 
“ symbolic compensation," 
some of the surviving women 
recently conducted an egg
throw ing , slogan-hurling 
protest in front o f the Japan
ese Embassy in Seoul.

— “ The Price of Rape,”
The New York Times 

September 14, 1994

Fifty-five years later, Scald 
Ibis, more Japanese than Chi
nese, still remembered how 
leaflets had rained down on 
Nanking, promising decent 
treatment, how Chinese sol
diers had killed Nanking civil
ians for their clothing in 
which to desert. We were dead 
before we died, she thought; 
we were never meant to know.
History had wafted her away 
from the Chinese communists 
who occupied Nanking as the 
Japanese retreated, Scald Ibis 
with them, afraid to stay 
among those who would cer
tainly themselves have killed 
her father for being so much a 
dandy, a self-engrossed hedo
nist. Over the years she ingra
tiated herself with successive 
waves of overlords and began 
to belong, rising to a level that 
some called culture consultant; and, as she 
did so, both horror and sex began to disap
pear, as did her passionate interest in art. 
Instead, she became an arbiter of silks, 
sashes, bow knots, obsequious smiles, 
slightly chiding commentary, the ways of a 
woman of the world with men of authority.

She soon regained her status: a fill-in, a 
surrogate whose professional expertise 
increased daily, so much so that she made 
several innovations sanctioned in the trade: 
the pensive mouth during recitation (when 
others recited), based on Hayashi’s own 
mouth movements; the head toss, an almost 
Western piece of arrant flightiness that

amused many a senior officer; and the 
tongue-peep, in which the tongue protruded 
a tiny amount like a single labium coming 
out for air. This last, both erotic and feck
less, touched all who saw it; the little pointy 
thing could not help itself, it had to see 
what was going on. Her days with the 
delectation soon ended; she had too much

intelligence, too much flair, for an antic so 
agricultural, best done by semi-illiterate 
girls. It was she who eventually ran the 
Tent of Orange Mist in her own house, that 
battered suburban villa, using Hayashi’s 
old typewriter, continually revising the 
stock of canned goods, sifting the stolen 
furniture and bric-a-brac in the four-and-a- 
half mat room. She kept better records than 
he, restoring the old prices and sticking to 
them, helping herself to nothing (she was 
well provided for), and maintaining order 
by gently easing the clientele up in rank, 
which she accomplished by cloaked persua
sion and allusive propaganda: she let it be

known how happy admirals and generals 
had been chez Scald Ibis, dropping names, 
nicknames, and even the names of wives. 
After a year or two, during which Nanking 
smothered in hardship, her Japanese had 
become good enough for banter and puns, 
and her techniques of conversation puzzled 
her clients; she seemed more Japanese than

the Japanese themselves, having acquired 
— and here in their accounts of her they 
began to falter—a neat, scrubbed, perky 
diligence; no, a sturdy reckless ambiva
lence; no, a portable, learned dignity; no, 
ceremoniousness full of gusto and snap. No 
one knew quite what quality had surfaced 
in her, but it was not Chinese. It must have 
rubbed off on her from constant contact 
with the occupying power, and perhaps it 
was something like studied diffidence, an 
elegance in her credulity. She loved to lis
ten and her replies were replete with eru
dite geography, references to Hokusai and 
Hiroshige, little runs of poetry that sounded

familiar but had been improvised according 
to a wholesome model. “A sheet of paper, 
eternal,” she might say, or, more concisely, 
“Deafening clouds,” all apropos of some
thing cruder and more ephemeral. She was 
becoming a true geisha, not so much losing 
her Chinese culture as somehow appending 
it to her new one. And she read more volu

minously than her father had, 
never loth to bring a volume 
to the tea ceremonies and 
float a little quotation toward 
her guests, asking their opin
ion. It was said she had even 
organized her own oyakei, an 
all-night wake, in the inces
sant absence of a shasoo, 
public funeral in Japanese. 
She had even, under tutelage, 
learned how to make jokes of 
an excruciatingly palatable 
kind, saying, for instance, of 
a slow period in the Tent of 
Orange Mist, that it was nip- 
pachi, the February season in 
Tokyo when things seem to 
come to a virtual halt; of 
course, in military terms, this 
meant only a lull in rein
forcements, a change in com
manders at headquarters and 
the hiatus being felt all the 
way to the front as the new 
man picked up the reins. Her 
precocious worldliness made 
her attractive in a non-com
mercial way, as if she were 
some brilliant tutor or a mes
senger from the sacked 
empyrean advising them on 
how to survive gladly in a 
foreign country. Imagine, she 
once said, the little just visi
ble beasts that run across 
sheets of paper are the ones 
that made the run in 
Hayashi’s time; they know 
nothing of us, who squash 
them if we are quick, nor 
should they. That kind of 
thing amazed them, for she 
uttered it with pertinaceous 
innocence. From the supplies 
hoarded upstairs, she began 
buffet in the evenings, yet 
without the merest trace of 
vulgarity. The tatemae, the 
code of surface reality, mat
tered to her immensely, and 
none had a sharper grasp of 
how feet should behave: if 
someone found a zabuton 
(floor cushion of polished 
cotton) in his or her way, as 
in the room of four-and-a- 
half mats, the correct way to 
deal with it was to slip the 
feet underneath it while tak
ing care not to tread on the 
silk-embroidered fringes of 
the tatami or straw mat. 
Some junior colonels, pro
moted for brilliance rather 
than social savoir faire, did 
not know how to accept and 
deal with a zabuton on enter
ing, so her lessons were most 
specific, delivered in the 
manner of a juvenile mar

tinet, commanding them, first, to sit behind 
or alongside the floor cushion until she 
said, in her somewhat warbling accent, 
“Doozo oate kudasi,” meaning please be 
seated. “What you do next, gentlemen,” she 
would say, “is to apologize, then accost the 
zabuton from behind, setting both hands 
with fingers undercurled upon the cushion, 
pushing the knees forward and sitting down 
on the middle of the cushion with your legs 
folded beneath you, your big toes touch
ing.” She insisted on these matters like an 
outraged pedant although with exquisite,

see A Chinese Geisha, page 16
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L=a=n=g=u=a=g=e  ̂Poetry

Charles Bernstein

Dark City
Charles Bernstein 
Sun & Moon Press 
146 pages, $ 11.95 paper

John Bowers
I remember being quite puzzled the first 

time I saw a reference to the “language 
poets.” The term seemed redundant—like 
characterizing the members of a new musi
cal school as “sound composers.” Language 
is by definition the material of poetry, just as 
sound is the material of music. What poet is 
not a “language poet?” What composer is 
not a “sound composer?” But of course one 
should never underestimate the subtlety of 
language. Imagine a school of composers 
dedicated to constructing musical composi
tions out of naturally occurring ambient 
sounds captured on tape recordings, who 
eschew the conventional tones and intervals 
of the Western musical tradition and the 
instruments normally used to produce them. 
We might well refer to such composers as 
“sound composers,” intending to indicate 
thereby their willingness to use any arbitrary 
sound in their compositions.

I take it that the term “language poet” is to 
be construed in a similar fashion. Imagine a 
school that proposes to use any and all of the 
resources of language—language in its raw 
state, so to speak—without prejudice, refus
ing to restrict itself to any of the convention
al devices of poetry or poetic language. Let’s 
take this program one step further and try to 
imagine using the words of language—and 
therefore the phrases and sentences which 
can be constructed from words—in such a 
way that they are as completely devoid as 
possible of any conventional sense or refer
ence. Is it possible to entertain such a radical 
program?

It is possible because of the nature of lan
guage itself. Modem linguistic theory has 
established that language is organized on 
different levels, each of which is fundamen
tally independent of the others. For our pur
poses it is sufficient to note that there are at 
least three levels: phonology, which deals 
with the organization of sound; syntax, 
which deals with the way in which words are 
combined to form phrases and sentences; 
and semantics, which has to do with mean
ing. The term “meaning,” of course, is noto
riously slippery and, used in the broadest 
sense, encompasses a wide range of phe
nomena, but we shall use the term here in a 
restricted way to refer to at least the “sense” 
and “reference” of an expression, following 
the lead of the philosopher Gottlob Frege, 
one of the founders of modern linguistic 
semantics. Frege illustrates the difference 
between sense and reference by means of 
expressions such as “the morning star” and 
“the evening star,” which have the same ref
erence, namely, the planet Venus, but which 
are non-synonymous, that is, different in 
meaning.

The fact that sound and meaning are fun
damentally independent of one another has 
been familiar since the work of De Saussure 
at the beginning of the century, who empha
sized the “arbitrary” nature of the sound
meaning relationship, as can easily be estab
lished by examining words in different lan
guages with similar sense and reference. Of 
course, there is a small class of non-arbitrary 
sound-meaning connections in any natural 
language, namely, onomatopoeic words and 
quasi-systematic systems of so-called

“sound symbolism,” and these connections 
are extremely important for certain uses of 
language, particularly poetry. Nevertheless, 
in the general case there is no necessary con
nection between the phonological properties 
of a word and its sense or reference.

More recently, Noam Chomsky has 
demonstrated the independence of syntax 
from meaning by showing that it is possible 
to construct perfectly well-formed, gram
matical sentences in a language that violate 
one or more of the semantic restrictions that 
normally govern the combination of words 
with one another. His most famous example 
is the sentence colorless green ideas sleep 
furiously, which though syntactically well- 
formed, systematically violates a number of 
semantic properties of the words it contains. 
The verb sleep, for instance, which is nor
mally predicated only of a restricted range of 
“animate” beings, is simply not applicable to 
an abstract noun such as idea. Similarly, a 
color term such as green cannot be applied in 
a non-metaphorical fashion to an abstract 
noun such as idea. A further problem in 
interpreting this sentence is that the adjec
tives green and colorless are contradictory: 
modifying a noun with both adjectives 
simultaneously produces an oxymoron. 
Finally, modifying the verb sleep with the 
adverb furiously seems to contradict the 
(admittedly somewhat vaguer) notion that 
sleep refers to a state of rest or quiescence. 
Chomsky’s example (and innumerable oth
ers like it) is thus perfectly in accord with the 
rules that govern the syntax of English, but is 
difficult, if not impossible, to assign it a 
meaning, given the normal interpretation of 
the words from which it is constructed.

It seems to me that an important feature of 
the poetics of the language poets is the sys
tematic use of grammatically well-formed, 
but semantically anomalous sentences. Here 
are a few examples from Charles Bernstein’s 
new volume Dark City (I ignore line breaks 
in these examples):

a billiard pictures a tumbling terrace; 
amulets emit armatures; crusts-accrue 
like pillows in a fight;... the gasket's 
blown an apricot; & then the launches 
sway in the cringe.; dedication rumples 
the doily;...

Of course the mere fact that a sentence 
cannot be fully or coherently interpreted, 
given the normal meanings of the words it 
contains, doesn’t mean that it can’t be used. 
On the contrary, we constantly use sentences 
that, interpreted literally, would be semanti
cally anomalous and poets in particular are 
addicted to such sentences. When the poet 
says that beauty is “a brittle glass that's bro
ken presently,” we don’t accuse him of utter
ing a false sentence. Instead, we give him the 
benefit of the doubt and interpret the sen
tence metaphorically. It may also be the case 
that a sentence that seems anomalous when 
uttered “out of the blue” makes perfect sense 
in an appropriate context. So it’s not that 
there is some absolute dividing line between 
meaningful and non-meaningful sentences. 
Rather, sentences may vary considerably in 
the amount of context they require in order to 
be fully interpreted, while even sentences 
that seem to lack an interpretation in any 
context may still be fully meaningful when 
interpreted as metaphors.

Looked at from this point of view, there is 
nothing at all strange about the use of anom
alous sentences in poetry. In fact, it is com

monly regarded as the poet’s job to find new 
forms of expression that are not too easily 
interpretable, that require the reader to sup
ply missing context, that can only be sensi
bly interpreted metaphorically. Writers in 
the modernist tradition, in particular, have 
insisted that the primary function of poetry 
is, in Ezra Pound’s rallying cry, to “make it 
new.” However, I believe there is a radical 
difference between the way that grammatical 
but anomalous sentences have been used by 
poets generally, even those working in the 
modernist tradition, and the way they are 
used by the language poets.

In language poetry, anomalous sentences 
are not intended to have an interpretation of 
any sort. The reader is not invited to supply 
the context that will render such sentences 
meaningful, nor is he or she meant to provide 
a metaphorical interpretation. Rather, such 
sentences are meant to be nothing more than 
syntactically well-formed sentences, devoid 
of any normal or conventional sense or refer
ence. When you encounter sentences such as 
“amulets emit armatures” or “crusts accrue 
like pillows in a fight,” you are not meant to 
pause, think deeply and come up with an 
elaborate metaphorical explanation.

On the contrary, you are simply meant to 
immerse yourself in the syntactic and pho
netic flow of the words, in much the same 
way that the viewer of an abstract expres
sionist painting is meant to attend to the tex
tures, colors, and forms for their own sake, 
without reference to any possible representa
tional value that they might have. Just as it is 
possible to entertain the idea of abstract, 
non-representational painting because paint 
applied to a surface in some manner has 
intrinsic visual properties of its own, so it is 
possible to entertain the idea of a completely 
abstract poetry, devoid of any conventional 
or metaphorical interpretation, because 
words and the phrases and sentences formed 
from them have inherent phonological and 
syntactic properties that exist even in the

absence of meaning.
What I have said about the poetics of iso

lated phrases and sentences in language 
poetry can be extended to the structure of 
discourse. Imagine a text in which devices 
for structuring discourse are retained, but in 
which there is no discernible logical or nar
rative connection between the content of the 
sentences of the text. The result would be, I 
imagine, something very like the following 
extended passage, roughly the first third of 
the section entitled “Desalination” in Bern
stein’s Dark City :

Then suddenly and without 
explanation

a bell rings. A grifter, his hands 
covered by calfskin gloves, drives to 
the station house to receive the goods. 
Exemplary passages are cited. A 
mystical blond with a scintillating 
hat devours the nightlife. Overtures 
are made to the underlying 

functionaries
in the hope that they might oil 
the machinery. Fades prompt petty 
tirades on the part of the tired 
professor. Enabling fictions adorn 
the prisoner's cells. In a minute 
you can hear the dust settle on the 
settee. The troupe fans out to 
outflank the patrol. Portions 
of lockets are auctioned at poolside.
A gazelle collides with a zebra 
on the crowded skyway. Sentiment 
cements the well-settled arrangement. 
The fabricator eschews he 

prognostication.
Streetlamps crash into pounding 
surf. Foreign lances punctuate the 

intermission.
A billiard pictures a tumbling 
terrace. Sewage accumulates at 

rearmost

see Language*Poetry, page 11

THE
GOURMET FARM STORE

the most unique farm market 
in the county

OPEN 365 DAYS A YEAR 
9 A.M.-9 P.M.

1552 HANSHAW ROAD •  257- 1765
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Gourmet Specialty Foods 
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Local Baked Goods 
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The Poem as Evidence
Bridget Meeds

I think that the primary business of poetry in 
our time— or at least poetry as I conceive 
it— is to  offer evidence. W e have to know 
what is there before us, we have to have the 
facts, and to  get them straight, because 
w ithout a clear and at least relatively 
detailed knowledge of our condition and the 
condition of the world, how can we expect 
to accomplish what are our obvious tasks: 
to confront, to cure or comfort, solace or 
succor, to  change, correct, resolve, take 
into account, come to terms with, redeem, 
surmount, transfigure or transform?... How 
will we save ourselves and save this vulnera
ble world which so desperately needs to be 
protected from its protectors?

Here we have a poet doing the hard work 
for us. C.K. Williams has told us, in this 
introduction to his poetry for the anthology 
The Generation 2000: Contemporary Amer
ican Poets, what he considers his essential 
job to be: To offer evidence, but not just for 
the sake of aesthetic pleasure. From his poet
ry, it becomes clear that the evidence is to be 
of the “human condition,” and that its intent 
is to help us to acknowledge and, if possible, 
to transform unjust social conditons. He is 
calling for compassionate writing.

Williams was born in 1936 in Newark, 
New Jersey. After a period of travel in 
Europe, he received a B.A. from Buckneli 
University in 1959. For the next ten years, he 
worked at the Pennsylvania Hospital in 
Philadelphia, where he founded a poetry 
therapy program and worked as a group ther
apist for disturbed adolescents. In 1968, at 
the age of 32, he published his first book, a 
small-press pamphlet containing the long 
poem “A Day For Anne Frank.” The next 
year, his first full-length collection Lies was 
published.

Williams’ first collection contains several 
very good poems, highlighted by strong use 
of metaphor. Much of it, however, seems 
overly influenced by the Beats, and often is 
disjointed and insincere in terms of imagery. 
But this first book already demonstrates his 
preoccupation with suffering, and the role of 
the observer of suffering.

Williams’ sensitivity to pain in the world 
around him finds expression in such poems 
as ‘Ten Below”:

It is bad enough crying for children 
suffering neglect and starvation in our 

world
without having on a day like this 
to see an old cart-horse covered with 

foam
quivering so hard that when he stops 
the wheels still rock slowly in place 
like gears in an engine.

What do you do when both hands 
and your voice are simply goads?

You can't cut your heart out.
Sometimes, just what is, is enough.

This is an interesting poem, though it bor
ders on self-righteous sentimentality. There 
are unexamined statements in the poem: 
What exactly does “Sometimes, just what is, 
is enough” mean? Aside from being awk
ward verse (not intentionally, I suspect), the 
thought seems almost banal.

In “A Day for Anne Frank,” a long poem 
that is half elegy, half love poem, Williams 
feels a strange mix of pity and sexual thrill:

Little Sister, 
you are a clot 
in the snow, 
blackened, 
a chunk of phlegm 
or puke
and there are men with faces 
leaning over you with watercans

in the snow, as though flowers would 
sprout

from your armpits 
and genitals.

Little Sister,
I am afraid of the flowers sprouting from 

you.

I am afraid of the silver petals
that crackle
of the stems darting
in the wind
in the roots.

Williams fears to identify with Anne 
Frank, confessing his helplessness in the face 
of her suffering. The most he can do is 
express the wish to hold her and negate her 
experience. At the end of the poem, he writes 
“there is nothing/ Anne/ there is nothing.”

In his next volume, I Am The Bitter Name, 
published in 1972, Williams finds suffering 
closer to home. The entire second section is 
about the Vietnam War, and many of the 
poems were also published in The Sensuous 
President, an anti-Nixon pamphlet of poems 
and drawings edited anonymously by 
Williams.

The collection opens with “A Poem for the 
Governments”:

this poem is an onion 
it's the same one miguel hernandez' 
wife wrote him about in jail 
before he died there was nothing 
else for her and the baby to eat 
except onions so he wrote 
a lullaby for the child about onions 
"I awoke from being a child: 
don't you awake... don't even know 
what happens or what goes on"

this poem is an onion 
for you mr old men because 
I want tears from you now 
and can't see how else to get them

now eat this: this is one onion 
in your history and legacy 
it is all there in our lives 
this and tears: eat this

In his first collection, Williams was con
tent to conclude that “Sometimes, just what 
is, is enough.” Now he asserts that what is— 
suffering—is not enough. He demands 
acknowledgment of suffering through 
mourning.

Tess Gallagher, in an essay concerning the 
role of grief in poetry, writes:

It is not simply release from sufferings we 
need, but understanding of loss and, beyond 
understanding, the need to  feel, as in the 
word “ mourning,”  the ongoing accumulation 
of bodily and psychic communication which 
loss initiates in us.

In /  Am The Bitter Name, poems like 
“Yours” (a Whitmanesque assertion of the 
redemptive power of poetry) and “In The 
Heart of The Beast” (a long poem dated May 
1970 and dedicated to the victims of Cambo
dia, Kent State, and Jackson State), are 
laments for the dead and dying. Williams 
shows increasing technical mastery, as well 
as a willingness to experiment with a range of 
free verse forms. “Yours,” marks the first 
appearance of the long lines that Williams 
uses so effectively in his later writing. “Ram
page,” placed toward the end of the collec
tion, is one of Williams’ often-anthologized 
pieces:

a baby got here once who before 
he was all the way out and could already 

feel the hindu
pain inside him and the hebrew and the 

iliad
decided he was never going to stop crying 

no matter what
until they did something he wasn't going 
to turn the horror 
off in their fat sentences 
and in the light bulb how much murder to 

get light
and in the walls agony agony for the 

bricks for the glaze 
he was going to keep screaming 
until they made death little like he was 
and loved him too and sent 
him back to undo all this 
and it happened
he kept screaming he scared them he saw 

them
filling with womblight again like stadi

ums
he saw the tears sucked back into the story 

the smiles
opening like sandwiches 
so he stopped
and looked up and said all right 
it's better now
I'm hungry now I want just to sleep 
and they let him

Williams, by the end of this volume, has 
fallen from grace, and told us that we have as 
well. But of course poets can’t give up to 
hunger and the desire to sleep, and the tears 
really never can be sucked back into the 
story. Where does he go from here? Some 
descend from idealism into cynicism. Others 
deny the descent. Williams transformed his 
work.

Williams’ third collection, With Igno
rance, did not appear until 1977. It presented 
a marked change in his style: suddenly he 
was writing veiy long, beautiful, tonal lines. 
In I Am The Bitter Name, he had experiment
ed with a few long-line poems (no doubt 
influenced by Whitman and Ginsburg), but 
the lines were really three or four short 
thought units stuck together into one. By 
1977, he had refined this form into something 
truly unique, and nine years after his first 
book, Williams had become a mature poet.
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Tess Gallagher writes:

... a diminishment o f reality takes place 
when our experience is negotiated without 
ambiguity. What most often allows ambigui
ty to operate is an access to  our past in a 
way that re-lives it in some fullness, so that 
it is not lost or left behind as dross, but is 
incorporated into the present.

Up to this point, Williams had been 
attempting to explain away ambiguity. But in 
With Ignorance, Williams abandons that 
futile task and instead rededicates himself to 
the basic job of the writer: telling the story. 
Many of the poems in this volume read like 
short fiction. Since they are frequently long,

see The Poem as Evidence, page 10

37* RUIN o/KASCH
ROBERTO CALASSO

At the center of the book stands the 
story of the ruin of Kasch, a legendary 
African kingdom whose annihilation 
becomes emblematic of the ruin of 
the ancient and modem worlds. In its 
illuminating blend of literature and 
ideas, Calasso’s book establishes a 
genre all its own, beautifully mirror
ing its subject matter and evoking the 
protean spirit of Modernism.

November, }$2 pages, S24.99 cloth

T h e C ultures  
o f C ollectin g
E d ite d  b y  J o h n  E isn e r  

a n d  R o g e r  C a r d in a l

If classification is, as Stephen Jay 
Gould suggests, the mirror of 
humanity's collective thoughts 
and perceptions, then collecting is 
its material embodiment. This 
book is a multifaceted account of 
how human beings have striven to 
accommodate, appropriate, and 
extend the taxonomies and sys
tems of knowledge they have 
inherited. The Cultures of Collecting 
offers a bricolage of essays by dis
tinguished scholars in social theo
ry, art history, psychoanalysis, 
and literary and cultural studies.
N o vem b er, 320 pages, 60 halftones, 

$39.95 clo th , $18.95 p a p e r

INVENTIONS O F DIFFERENCE
On Jacques Derrida 
by rodolphe gasche

A deconstruction of the 
criticism that goes by 
deconstruction's name, 
this book explodes the 
current myth of 
Derrida's singularity 
and sets in its place a 
finely informed sense of 
the philosopher's 
genuine accomplish
ment.

November, 304 pages 
$45 cloth, $22.95 paper
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Two Swedish
Ingrid Arnesen

OSIP is an acronym for the organization 
for the singing of international poetry, and 
at our meetings, we have the pleasure of 
hearing the poetry read in a wide range of 
languages, including Greek, Korean, Croat
ian, Czech, German, and Swedish. Each 
carries its particular linguistic idiosyn
crasies and obstacles to English translation. 
We scrutinize these Englishes for peculiari
ties in syntax, sound, sense and form, and 
through this painstaking process, we may 
help each other recognize those places in 
which we remain stranded between lan
guages; in which the poem is no longer 
Swedish or Czech, but hasn’t fully formed 
to an English articulation or after-life, as 
Walter Benjamin has called it.

Translation involves inevitable sacrifice, 
for the deep strata of words cannot be lifted 
to shore; poetic translation is likely impos
sible as poetry is borne of the stuff of lan
guage—its rhythms, sounds, and cadences. 
Nor can we hope to convey the author’s 
voice to the page. In the introduction to her 
translation of Goran Sonnevi’s A Child is 
Not a Knife, Rika Lesser, a fellow translator 
from Swedish, remarks that it was not until 
she heard Sonnevi read that she knew how 
to read his poetry. Similarly, in translating 
Kristina Lugn and Katarina Frostenson, I 
cannot convey the slow, wry, and melodic 
gradations in Kristina’s voice as she utters 
the words “Galopp, galopp,” which serve as 
a refrain in her book. In Swedish, "galopp" 
is stressed on the second syllable, rather 
than urgently on the first as in English. Nor 
do the crisp, clear articulations in Katarina’s 
voice appear in the text, though her staccato 
rhythm may be derived from the broken 
lines on the page. Whether or not we trans
lators should attempt to heed the voice of 
tfie'living writer, we cannot ignore the fact 
that this illumination of the poem is lost in 
translation, just as we experience when 
reading poems originally written in English. 
For this reason, as a translator of living writ
ers, I often feel it necessary to return to the 
author’s voice.

Though translation is virtually impossi
ble, we must ask where we would be with
out it. In the Poetics o f Translation, Willis 
Barnstone reminds us that “the first book 
ever produced on movable type in the West 
was a translation: Gutenberg’s Bible.” And 
it is terrible to imagine contemporary poet
ry without Neruda or Transtromer or Man
delstam. While the task of the translator 
entails inevitable failure, the process of giv
ing the poem an after-life, or of sounding 
out a voice from another language into our 
own, involves the same wonder in reclaim
ing language inherent in writing a poem. 
We are, in this sense, singing.

Kristina Lugn

Kristina Lugn’s first six volumes of poet
ry were collected into a paperback edition in 
1989, which became a national bestseller in 
Sweden, and she often appears on national 
TV to read and discuss her work. She is 
also a successful playwright; five of her 
plays have been performed at the Royal 
Swedish Theater in Stockholm. Kristina 
Lugn may have achieved fame in Sweden in 
part because of the accessibility of her lan
guage, and she is controversial because of 
her unflinching examination of the modem 
Swedish bourgeoisie. Anders Cullhad 
remarks that “sarcastically, she has exposed 
the growing leaks in the Swedish welfare 
state.”

The translations here are from her latest 
volume of poetry entitled The Hour o f the 
Dog, for which she received Svenska Dag- 
bladet’s Literary Award in 1989, and which 
was dramatized and performed at the Royal 
Swedish Theatre in 1990. The book’s title is 
taken from a TV program from Karlstad 
about dog grooming and poodle trimming, 
and the book is subtitled rather viciously—

Female Confessional Poetry. Eva Strom, a 
fellow Swedish poet, writes, “But the animal 
which is let loose in this volume is much 
wilder than the tame animals on the TV pro
gram.” Likewise, in Kristina Lugn’s world, 
innocuous domestic objects, “can turn 
against you at any moment. A cheese sheer 
(osthyvel, an untranslatable but typically 
Swedish implement) can become a weapon 
at any time.”

In Aftonbladett, Kristina says, “A dog is 
really a wolf, but tamed and made harmless. 
Sometimes it finds a pink slipper lying on the 
floor and plays with it in the same way that 
the wolf killed its prey. But the dog is rele
gated to murdering a slipper.”

Kristina Lugn’s genius at transforming the 
mundane to the sublime also presents unique 
challenges for the translator. Her culturally 
indigenous images of contemporary 
Swedish society, such as Alandsbdt, which 
the Swedish audience immediately recog
nizes as the boat to Finland taken to avoid 
paying the high state liquor taxes, has been 
appropriated in translation to “a Coney 
Island ride.” Still, it is Kristina’s ability to 
move from lingonberry jars and charcoal bri
quettes in the basement to the psyche, 
beyond our sexual and social roles, to see the 
wolf in the dog, that may permit her voice to 
shine through the translucent window of 
translation. Kristina would likely observe 
that it is a dirty window which needs 
Windex.

The Hour o f the Dog
Translated from the Swedish 

by Ingrid Arnesen

Death has such smart black boots 
on her long slender legs.
And human fear is like stars 
in her hair.
Her long, golden blond hair.
It is spun o f moonbeams 
and o f human fear.

Everything has its own song. 
Everyone I love already has a 

ticket.
I have a dog.

There are those who claim 
that it’s a handbag.
But surely it’s a dog?
I think that it started out as a Welsh 

corgi
but when I took it and swung it over 

my shoulder
it immediately turned into 
a great Dane.
Gallop, Gallop.

* * *

There was someone who pretended 
not to see me

when I stood on the threshold of 
death.

I stood on the threshold of death 
and tried to look as if I had 
a royal British perversion profile.
I had an insurmountable mound of 

Venus
and there was someone who regard

ed it
as a Coney Island ride.
I had sewn Death’s most elegant 

pantsuit
from a cloud o f sheer polyester 
and there was someone who walked 

past me
it was a next o f kin who walked past 

me
as if I were merely a single woman 
who stood statuesque outside a 

health food store.
And I stood at the threshold of 

death
and smoked autumn’s last cigarettes 
and there was someone who walked 

past me
as if I were only one o f all the 

panic-stricken 
who would die today.
Most o f all I would wish that a

highly ranked 
Pentagon official 
would take me in his arms and 

carry me 
out o f this world 
to the flowering season which 

awaits me.
But this morning I stood on the 

threshold of death 
and no one saw how affected I was 

and I was afraid 
and when I closed my eyelids 
the whole flowering season was as 

far away
from myself as my mirror image 
has always been.

* * *

What is this cucumber 
good for, anyway?
And where on earth have you 
been keeping yourself?
Just now I thought I saw a glimpse 

o f you
beside a jar of lingonberry jam 
in the basement.
But when I took your hand and 

kissed it
my lips turned into charcoal bri

quettes.

I ’m thinking o f relocating 
to a university town.
Perhaps there I could establish 

contact with
other people in other places 
besides the laundryroom.
Perhaps there I could have a child 

with a man
who loves the dead’s syntax 
in my body.

A view from behind the Royal Dramatic Theater in Stockholm, Sweden. Ingrid Arnesen
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Women Poets

Katarina Frostenson

Katarina Frostenson

In 1992, the announcement that Katarina 
Frostenson had been elected to the presti
gious Swedish Academy took the Swedish 
intelligentsia by surprise. She was its 
youngest member since 1919 and the fifth 
woman to be elected to the 206-year-old 
Academy. When she received the telephone 
call, she asked for a night to think it over. “I 
am so involved in my own writing and have 
worked hard in the last few years, seeking 
new forms, especially in drama.” She needed 
assurance that her participation in the Acad
emy would not interfere with her art.

Indeed, Frostenson’s first commitment is 
to her writing. After publishing seven vol
umes of poetry, like Kristina Lugn, she 
wrote for the stage, her two plays Four Mon
odramas and Trauma written from 1990 to 
1993. Her first work of prose was published 
in 1992. “I see my writing as a kind of inves
tigation I am here to undertake. It is an 
instinct, a strong curiosity, the will to capture 
new languages.” Frostenson’s venture from 
poetry to other genres reflects her continual 
exploration of the potentials and limitations 
of language. In writing about Four Mon
odramas, S. Sem-Sandberg comments that 
“this impure speech constitutes a kind of 
marked feature which allows us to interpret 
changes in the characters’ mental states, to 
determine from which level of conscious
ness various linguistic expressions originate; 
what is assumed language, and which sounds 
spring from deeper sources.” In her poetry, 
Frostenson examines the sources of lan
guage, its raw materials, and the spaces 
between what is sounded and what remains 
unspoken. She once spoke of her poems as 
sound paintings, and thus her work presents 
a wholly different challenge for the transla
tor. Since the visual arrangement is crucial to 
the power of the line, and the space provides 
an arena for poetic association, it would be 
an injustice to tamper with line length and 
margins. While it is possible to capture the 
visual template of the original, some of the 
taut sound associations, the splintering to 
new words, which can be conveyed in Eng
lish in lines such as “known/reknown” and 
“stands/understands,” are, in other cases, 
simply untranslatable. The last line of “In 
Katotriwitzi” in the original reads, “i platsen, 
ett ansikte,” which literally translated gives 
us the English rhyme, “in the place, a face,” 
which must be changed.

Frostenson’s explorations of language 
challenge the reader as well as the translator. 
Her work is known as difficult, and she 
responds in an interview with Svenska Dag- 
bladet, “It’s hard for me to understand that 
the interest of a lyrical text can be measured 
by how easily it is understood. A text can 
affect a reader for completely different rea
sons and in other ways than through its 
sense. Often, my relationship to a text is 
nearly erotic.”

Frostenson is concerned with what is 
overlooked, what remains outside, unknown, 
unspoken. She is a translator as well as a 
poet, and we may read Sem-Sandberg’s rec
ollection as an exploration of language 
shared by both the translator and the writer. 
“I remember that Katarina Frostenson once 
set out to count all the signs that were posted 
at one of Stockholm’s most heavily congest
ed access routes. Each sign was a command: 
stop; do not stop; keep right; keep left. It 
took over two hundred directions just to get 
through a single intersection. Look at the 
traffic circle as a playground and it’s easy to 
to see why it can be productive to approach 
this place from the side—askew, so to speak, 
pretending to follow directions, even as you 
ignore them.

“Even as you ignore them, you bring them 
into play.”

The Place
Translated from the Swedish 

by Ingrid Amesen

There is nothing special about this 
place: nothing

spectacular. It is near the sea, o f 
course— the sea, but 

here there are no heights The view, 
level Plains surrounding; the 
beach, laid out 

like an experience
circling above: bird? osprey? 

birdfish....

On the way here the path looked up 
at me, a mirror 

millions o f small grey points 
a collapsed boathouse, colorless 
planks

I feel
my hearing flatten

back,
like the ears o f a cer

tain animal...
The ice flashes blue in the distance 
In dream the ice approaches land: 

something
is moving out there on the horizon 

Flashes, turns

grief is a place that doesn’t 
exist, like 

facial blood —

Is it murmuring... under the ice, 
it splits, divides

like
the abandon in a face 
when it begins to flow

Here: where every corner o f the 
place seems the same, known, re

known, where the sea resembles 
itself more and more 

where you enrobe

oratorio 
sound locus

A bird calls 
Mocking bird

migratory bird. 
Cuckoo, placeless 

frameless

spell out your place
anchor
your sound —

mouth,
I will teach you to speak 
until you can see yourself

* * *

In Katotriwitzi

In the center o f the city a white 
river flows 

it is a face

flaxen hair
eyes like white currants

in Katotriwitzi where 
nowhere exists

down in the water 
struggles a branch 
stuck fast, under the same stone —

rinsed over, dark 
in the whirpool’s mouth

inside the city “stands a square ” 
stands, and understands — 

remains always 
afterwards

high over the plain 
looms a hand

in the city, a face

* * *

Nice

Oranges and pigeons 
the sun is blue

conch from your ear trickles 
light’s pink sand

* * *

Interior

above the skating rink, a highway 
light

thinly filtered

diffuse the place 
is open Accessible 
Enter —

When does the game begin 
here,

after Here
it is
always after

the sentinel’s raised
back 

a flicker

Ingrid Amesen is Director of the Inter
national TA Training Program in the Office 
of Instructional Support and Senior Lectur
er in the Department of Modern Languages 
and Linguistics at Cornell University. She 
was awarded a Fulbright-Hays grant to 
translate contemporary Swedish women's 
poetry.
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The Poem as Evidence
continued from page 7

I’ll concentrate on one which best demon
strates his mastery of this new technique: 
“Blades.”

He begins in a reassuringly familiar narra
tive way, telling a childhood story:

When 1 was about eight, I once stabbed 
somebody, another kid, a little girl

Somebody pulled her shirt up and it was 
just a scratch but we went on and on, 

and the mother, standing between us, 
seemed to be absolutely terrified.

I still remember how she watched first one 
of us and then the other with a look of 
complete horror—

You did too! I did not!— as though we 
were both strangers, as though it was 
some natural disaster 

she was beholding that was beyond any 
mode of comprehension so all she could 
do

was stare speechlessly at us, and then 
another expression came over her face, 

one that I'd never seen before, that made 
me think she was going to cry herself 

and sweep both of us, the girl and me, 
into her arms to hold us against her.

Although it’s a disturbing story, up till 
now it’s still normal in terms of structure: 
when I was a child I did this, and people 
reacted to me like this. The adult narrator 
recollects an act of childhood cruelty, an act 
he still finds no explanation for. The mother 
plays the role of the horrified yet involved 
observer; the poet is playing this role as well. 
It’s an interesting enough poem, and could 
easily end here. But Williams continues:

I don't understand how we twist these
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things or how we get them straight 
again

but 1 relived that day I don’t know how 
many times before I realized I had it all 
wrong.

The boy wasn't me at all, he was another 
kid: I was just there.

And it wasn't the girl who was black, but 
him. The mother was real, though.

I really had thought she was going to 
embrace them both 

and I had dreams about her for years 
afterwards: that I'd be being born again 

and she'd be lifting me with that same 
wounded sorrow or she would sudden
ly appear out of nowhere, 

blotting out everything but a single, blaz
ing wing of holiness.

We are reminded that the experience has 
been sifted through memory, an imprecise 
and unreliable instrument. The adult telling 
the story is suddenly aware of even more 
ambiguities than ever. What had seemed to 
be a straightforward story becomes instead 
an examination of the validity of memory 
and narrative.

Why had the narrator placed himself in the 
role of oppressor, when in fact he had mere
ly been an observer? Williams writes that 
“each of us is at once the tormented and 
exalted and valiant hero, the rapacious and 
licentious villain, and the spear-bearer in the 
dumbshow chorus....”

In Tar, published in 1983, Williams push
es this new narrative and formal technique 
even further, by deepening the demands he 
makes on his writing. A good example is the 
poem, “Combat,” narrated by an adult who 
tells the story of his long-ago affair with a 
young German woman, Moira. The suitor is 
Jewish, a poet, and also young. Moira lives 
with her mother in a comfortable apartment, 
where most of the action of the poem takes 
place. Her father was a Nazi general who 
headed an unsuccessful plot to kill Hitler, 
and they consider themselves refugees. 
Williams begins:

I've been trying for hours to figure out 
who I was reminded of by the welter
weight 
fighter

I saw on television this afternoon all but 
ruin his opponent with counter-punch
es and now I have it.

It was a girl 1 knew once, a woman: when 
he was being interviewed after the 
knockout, he was her exactly, 

the same rigorous carriage, same facial 
structure—sharp cheekbones, very 
vivid eybrows—

even the sheen of perspiration—that's 
how I’d remember her, of 
course...Moira was her name—

Mother and daughter pass the time in the 
sitting room by telling him stories of their 
flight from Germany. Storytelling becomes a

means of covert seduction, as well as protec
tion.

Moira was fascinated by it, though, and 
by their journey, and whenever she 
wanted to offer me something— 

when I'd despair, for instance, of ever 
having from her what I had to have— it 
would be again, that tale.

In some ways it was, I think, her most 
precious possession, and everytime 
she'd unfold it

she'd seem to have forgotten having told 
it to me before...

Moira and the suitor retreat to her room 
and touch each other, though she will never 
yield to his insistent demands for inter
course, and it is again a sort of language that 
concerns him most in his memory:

So fierce it was, so strenuous, aggres
sive. .. before it ended, slie’d have even 
gone into the sounds of love, 

groans and whispered shrieks, glottal 
stops, gutturals I couldn't catch or 
understand...

They return to the mother and talk, “con
versation that seemed sometimes like a ritu
al, eternally recurring” and the poem, had it 
been written by someone with less skill, 
might have ended there. But Williams con
tinues:

I frame that image: the two women, the 
young man, they, poised, gracious, he 
smoldering with impatience, 

and I realize I've never really asked 
myself what could she, or they, possibly 
have wanted of me?

What am I doing in that room, a teacup 
trembling on my knee, that odd, barbed 
name mangled in my mouth?

What we are asked to consider here, along 
with the odd reasons that a child of one of 
Hitler’s generals might have for seducing a 
Jewish boy, is memory. Why has this memo
ry stayed for so long with the narrator? Why 
does it keep worrying him? What is left to 
resolve?

I wonder, putting it most simply, leaving 
out humiliation, anything like that, if I 
might have been their Jew?

I wonder, I mean, if I might have been an 
implement for them, not of atone
ment—I'd have nosed that out— 

but of absolution, what they’d have used 
to get them shed of something 
rankling—history, it would be: 

they'd have wanted to be categorically 
and finally shriven of it, or of that part 
at least

which so befouled the rest, which so 
acutely contradicted it with glory and 
debasement.

In fact, what the narrator accuses the 
mother and girl of—transferring and reliev
ing their guilt onto him by forcing him into 
the role of passive yet compassionate listen
er—is what he is asking us as readers to do 
as well. As he becomes “the purifying Jew,” 
we become the purifying reader:

She was taking just enough of me to lave 
her conscience, and I, so earnest in my 
wants, blindly labored for her, disman
tling guilt or racial squeamishness

or whatever it was the refined tablet of 
her consciousness deemed it needed to 
be stricken of.

But just what does the narrator/poet need 
forgiven? Consider the last two lines of the 
poem:

Beautiful memory, most precious and 
most treacherous sister, what temples 
must we build for you.

And even then, how belatedly you open 
to us, even then, with what exuber
ance you cross us.

Suddenly memory is the same as the beauti
ful, resistant girl: protective, dangerous, 
mean. The poet feels the unreliability of 
memory as a hurt with the same sting as sex
ual betrayal.

Writers take a certain responsibility: I am 
telling you that it happened like this. Of 
course nothing is ever as cut and dried as 
that, and some aspect of reality is wronged 
when we commit it to narrative. Williams is 
acutely aware of this ambivalence, yet his 
poetry continues to pay close attention to the 
world. In his words:

Our politicians wish us to sleep and dream, 
the educational systems we submit to wish 
us to be functional, and what poetry offers 
us is a more acute awareness not only of 
this, but of everything, and it is an aware
ness that by its nature must be felt, with all 
the force of our being.... Our poetry will 
paint the stripes on the tulip, this is its limi
tation and its glory, but as we paint the 
stripe we will also know and tell who owns 
the garden in which the tulip grows, and 
where the bulb came from and under what 
condition it was brought to  us and who 
shovelled the manure upon its roo t and 
who picked and vased it on their shelf.... 
And we also probably have to know, we of 
the poem, how conscious that poem has 
been of itself, how much it has been forced 
to omit or elide, to avoid or evade or skip 
or skim because of the exigencies of struc
ture or of form, or of that glorious song. 
For the form of the poem, and the quality 
and intensity of its song, is a part, and not a 
small part, of the evidence.

Bridget Meeds earned her M.A. from Lan
caster University's Poet’s House program in 
Northern Ireland. She resides in Ithaca.
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L=a=n=g=u=a=g=e  ̂Poetry
continued from page 6

flexpoint. Plumage flutters from 
above, gift of a departed origin.
The regulator consults the ordinance 
but cannot determine its application. 
Sustenance evaporates in subsequent 

slumber.
Amulets emit armatures.

One could spend an enormous amount of 
time and effort attempting to extract some 
logical or narrative content from such pas
sages, but to do so would be to miss the point. 
Just as the individual sentences cited earlier 
were constructed in such a way as to mini
mize the possibility of coherent interpreta
tion, so this passage is constructed so as to 
resist the imposition of any meaningful con
tent. There are tantalizing glimpses of dis
course structure, provided by the use of time 
expressions such as “then” and “in a minute,” 
or of logical connectives such as “without 
explanation,” “in the hope that,” “but,” and 
so forth, but any attempt to construct a coher
ent discourse dissolves in the face of the 
relentless decoupling of the sequential flow 
of sentences from any conceivable discourse 
interpretation.

If one were actually to write a long poem 
of some 140 pages, adhering strictly to a 
poetics of the sort just envisioned, the result 
would be, I imagine, quite intolerable. No 
matter how inherently interesting and beauti
ful the syntax and phonology of English are 
in their own right, in isolation from any 
meaning or narrative structure, such a work 
would severely strain the attention span of 
even the most dedicated reader of poetry. For 
that reason. Dark City is enlivened (if that’s 
the right word) by a variety of materials less 
unrelievedly abstract. A particularly charac
teristic type of interpolation is a pastiche, or 
parody, of the discourse modes of contempo
rary culture. These range from high to low, 
including computer-speak, the language of 
junk mail and consumer questionaires, high
brow book ads, TV talk shows, nursery 
rhymes, bits of correspondence such as a 
thank-you note and a letter of complaint, pop 
songs, high-flown “poetic” language, an ad 
for group therapy, fragments of dialogue in 
contemporary idiom, and so forth. In short, 
any kind of language artifact whatsoever is 
potential grist for the language poet’s mill.

The character of these interpolations 
deserves comment. The aim of parody is 
either to amuse or to satirize—to reveal the 
absurdity of the form in question in a humor
ous fashion or to condemn it as stupid, hypo
critical, or evil. Bernstein’s pastiches aren’t 
exactly humorous nor are they unambiguous
ly satirical. In fact, they are frequently so 
deadpan that they come perilously close to 
mimicking the very thing they are intended to 
ridicule. I often have a hard time deciding 
whether his intention is to condemn these as 
manifestations of capitalist culture or to wel
come them into the pantheon of potential lit
erary forms. By placing a meaningless bit of 
computer jargon next to a (presumably) 
“serious” section, such as the one quoted ear
lier, which also discourages meaningful 
interpretation of the usual sort, he seems to be 
inviting the reader to question the validity of 
making any distinction at all between “art” 
language and any other form of language that 
the culture produces.

There are other devices that Bernstein uses 
as a sort of glue to hold together his linguistic 
collages. One is the sporadically heavy, 
though seemingly random use of alliteration, 
assonance, and rhyming words. Some exam
ples:

stalled among the pantomimes,/obsolete 
rhymes; Fades prompt petty/tirades on 
the part of the tired/professor; the petu
lant perpetuators; Cranes cantilever to 
the corner./A florager flushes his finds.; 
Hunt or hunched or clump or/confront; 
Motor oil materializes/miraculously; or 
pockets of pumice at a/Pita Party; 
The/world is half right, half flight,

half/sorrow, half sliced; By crater /lake, 
the minds too late.

Another such device is Joycean punning 
and word-play:

fix/flutters against green & 
yellow/mutters (mothers); or find the 
work/too demanding (de/meaning);
Trees won't /say it any better than 
"O!"/rings; To level with you we'd 
have/to be on the same/level. Then, 
with all honesty, we can/only proceed 
to deplane; by going/down into the 
streets of your/own crimes you 
descend/into the hearts of all/mimes 
(minds);...

In the first section of the poem (“The Lives 
of the Toll Takers”), Bernstein makes heavy 
use of typographic devices, none of which 
are terribly original. His favorite trick is to 
insert a line break in the middle of a word in 
a way that corresponds neither to etymology 
nor to regular conventions of syllabification. 
Once it’s been done a few times, it becomes 
more tiresome than amusing. Finally, a habit 
that crops up so frequently that it begins to 
seem like a nervous tic is Bernstein’s fond
ness for deforming everyday fixed phrases, 
homilies, quotations, proverbs, hackneyed 
expressions, and so forth, by substituting 
phonologically similar words into them. 
Examples:

Phone again, phone again jiggity jig; 
There was an old lady who lived in 
a/zaojshe had so many admirers/she 
didn't know what to rue; In dreams 
begin a lot ofbad/poetry; there's a/suc- 
cor dead every twenty seconds; A/mind 
is a terrible thing to steal:/intellectual 
property is also/theft: (g/houli/hness is 
it/s oum rewa/rd); Clear asf/udge; It's 
not /what you/know but/who 
knows/about it; (A job/by any other 
name/would smell as/sour.); Going cold 
turkey or lukewarm/tongue; A kettle of 
fish/is worth two pints of pink choco
late; The/eucalyptus/bloomed in the 
decor; Put lack in your pipe and stroke 
it....

Used sparingly, this kind of joke can be 
effective; used too liberally and without suf
ficient cause, it becomes merely annoying.

I suggested earlier the theoretical possibil
ity of an analogy between abstract art and 
language poetry. The idea would be that just 
as it is possible for the artist to create purely 
non-representational works whose sole 
“meaning” lies in the intrinsic visual proper
ties of the medium itself, so it might be pos
sible for the poet to create works of verbal art 
that depend for their effect solely on intrinsic 
phonological and syntactic properties of 
words and sentences, eliminating entirely 
any standard linguistic meaning or narrative 
structure. I suspect that this is more than an 
analogy and that the poetics underlying lan
guage poetry can be traced directly to the 
precedent of abstract art. Given the fact that 
abstract art gained critical acceptance some 
time ago, the question is: shouldn’t language 
poetry also be accepted as a valid method for 
writing poems? Ultimately, of course, the 
proof of the pudding is in the eating. If a 
poem works, we have to accept the poetics 
underlying it, not vice versa. However, 
before attempting to evaluate the specific 
work under consideration here, it might be 
worth examining the analogy between 
abstract art and language poetry more close
ly-

In the case of visual art, it is self-evidently 
true that there is no intrinsic connection 
between the visual properties of the materials 
the artist uses and the works of art he creates 
from them. The fact that oil paint can be 
manufactured with red, white and blue pig
ments makes it possible to create an image of 
the American flag in oils, but there is certain
ly no necessity for the artist to do so and 
there is nothing to prevent her from using the

same colors to create a purely abstract work, 
or indeed from using the paint for some other 
purpose altogether. Any of these uses of oil 
paint seems perfectly natural. Now consider 
language. As noted earlier, because language 
has different levels of structure, it is certain
ly possible to construct sentences without 
regard to their meaning, just as it is possible 
to construct texts without regard to logic or 
narrative structure. What is not so clear, 
however, is that it is natural to do so. The 
reason is that meaning is in fact an intrinsic 
property of words.

Language has both structure and function 
and one of the primary functions (perhaps the 
primary function) of language is to commu
nicate meaning. The reason we are able to 
communicate meaning with language is that 
its structure, reduced to bare essentials, is a 
kind of complex code that associates sound 
with meaning. Meaning is not therefore just 
an accidental property of language, one that 
could just as well be absent. On the contrary, 
it is an inherent part of language.

The whole notion of a human language is 
inconceivable without a systematic means of 
mapping words and sentences onto meaning. 
A similar kind of argument can be applied to 
texts. Sequences of sentences can be com
bined into texts for many different purposes 
— to propose theories, describe situations, 
tell stories, give instructions, and so forth. 
What all naturally used texts have in com
mon, however, is that they are meaningful 
discourses. Looked at from this point of 
view, the notion of using language in such a 
way as to eliminate linguistic meaning and 
discourse content seems perverse. To do so 
requires us to deliberately abandon the com
munication of meaning, the most natural 
function of language.

The most interesting passages of Bern
stein’s Dark City, such as the long one quot
ed above, are those that come closest to a 
poetics of the sort I outlined earlier. There is 
no question that work of this sort does pro
duce a peculiar and distinctive aesthetic 
effect. First of all, it induces an almost musi
cal effect of an odd sort, arising from the fact 
that the words and sentences have systematic 
phonological properties. Second, and more 
importantly, it gives rise to a feeling of mean
ing, an elusive meaning, just beyond one’s 
grasp—a ghostly echo, as though meaning 
lay hidden below the surface of the words. 
What this shows, I believe, is that even poet
ry that attempts to suppress linguistic mean
ing completely depends ultimately for its 
effect on the fact that the human mind, faced 
with linguistic material, automatically 
searches for meaning. Similarly, as one 
moves through the text, one has a sensation 
of progress of some sort and a vague feeling 
of resolution at the end, as the mind strives to 
impose on it a narrative structure, however 
evanescent.

The main problem with such writing is 
that there are severe limitations on how long 
even the most sympathetic and open-minded 
reader is able to remain engaged with it. I 
find that I can attend to at most a few pages 
before my mind begins to wander. That is 
why, in a poem of this length, it is essential 
for Bernstein to interpolate material ith some 
content, no matter how minimal. Hence the 
transformed versions of clichdd expressions, 
proverbs, and so forth, which serve to pro
vide the reader with familiar (though some
what disguised) linguistic landmarks. In 
addition there are short connective passages 
of relatively straightforward prose narrative 
(frequently autobiographical), as well as the 
pastiches mentioned earlier.

Taken as a whole, then, Dark City is a sort 
of language collage in which the prosier, 
more immediately comprehensible parts 
stand out like found objects against a purely 
abstract verbal background. Alternatively, it 
could be viewed as a crossword puzzle in 
which certain of the clues are relatively 
straightforward, while others are obscure to 
the point of incomprehensibility. Is it possi
ble to complete the puzzle? Does Dark City 
have a larger message, an overall meaning, a

point of some kind, that can be usefully sum
marized? I suspect that there may be almost 
as many answers to this question as there are 
readers. My own feeling is that the poem is 
an attempt to express the perception of a rad
ical breakdown in communication within 
society, a breakdown so complete and perva
sive that even the ordinary, everyday mean
ings of words cannot be relied upon to com
municate authentically. There are no shared 
assumptions, even in language itself. Words 
have been twisted, misused, and debased to 
the point where they no longer have fixed 
meanings.

Under such conditions, the ways in which 
authentic poetic communication can be 
achieved are quite limited. One legitimate 
service the poet can perform is to act as a 
mirror, faithfully reporting the actual forms 
of language that occur in the culture. If, how
ever, he or she wishes to go beyond that, 
then conventional meaning and narrative 
must first be reduced to an absolute mini
mum. Only then can language emerge in its 
purest form, producing the radically new 
forms necessary for the revitalization of 
poetic language. In the last section there is 
this passage:

A poem should not mean but impale
not be but bemoan,

boomerang
buck(le)

bubble.

Here Bernstein attacks the well-known 
(and well-worn) MacLeish credo A poem 
should not mean, but be, replacing the 
insipid verb mean with the more aggressive 
impale, then rejecting be in turn in favor of 
the melodramatic bemoan. Almost immedi
ately, however, this definitional approach is 
subverted completely by the sarcastic defor
mation of bemoan into a series of increasing
ly exotic verbs related to one another only by 
alliteration. Here then, in condensed form, is 
an explicit statement of the poetics of lan
guage poetry: forget about meanings and 
definitions, just let the words and the sounds 
do the work in their own way.

Poetry needs experimental work as much 
as any of the arts. Without experimentation 
nothing new would ever emerge. Anything 
that anybody can think of to do with words is 
potentially poetry. The only requirement that 
can, or should, be imposed on such work is 
that it be judged in the long run by the same 
aesthetic standards that apply to every work 
of art. In my judgment, Dark City does not 
succeed in the extremely ambitious goal it 
sets itself of providing a fundamentally new 
way of writing poetry. Paradoxically, in 
attempting to expand the scope of poetry by 
removing the restrictions imposed by mean
ing, logic and narrative, it actually narrows 
the expressive possibilities of poetry.

John Bowers teaches linguistics at Cor
nell University.
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Thom Satterlee
For the past 13 years, Judith Kitchen has 

been editor o f the State Street Press, which 
sponsors an annual chapbook contest and 
publishes its three finalists. State Street 
Press was established to create possibili
ties fo r  emerging poets, using the chap- 
book form at to bridge the gap between 
journals and book-length publication. Sev
eral State Street authors have gone on to 
publish full-length collections, and many 
have received nationally-recognized  
awards. Along with her work with State 
Street Press, Judith Kitchen reviews poetry 
for the Georgia Review. In November, the 
University o f South Carolina Press will 
release her essay collection, Only the 
Dance.

The following interview was taped in 
fall, 1992. It served as part o f a small press 
internship that Thom Satterlee was doing 
as a graduate student in the SUNY Brock- 
port English Department, where Kitchen 
currently teaches a course in the creative 
essay.

TS: “Relatively few small presses in 
America rise to the level of State Street 
Press, which has produced a splendid 
series of chapbooks—discovering and 
offering us a number of strikingly different 
new voices.” That quote comes from Stan
ley Lindberg, editor of the Georgia 
Review. I wonder if you would begin by 
giving me some background—when State 
Street Press began and what were some of 
the reasons for establishing it.

JK: In 1981, Stan Rubin, Bruce Bennett, 
and I had been talking about possibly open
ing up a magazine. Bruce had been quite 
successfully in on the beginning of both

Ploughshares and Field, so we sort of knew 
that it was possible to start a magazine. But 
we didn’t have the institutional support that 
both of those magazines had. It was Stanley 
Lindberg who told us from his experience 
that magazines fail more often than they suc
ceed, simply because of money. He suggest
ed that we should publish chapbooks partly 
because good beginning writers tend to rush 
to publication, and also because the chap- 
book format was well-suited for the kind of 
small-scale operation we wanted to do. It’s 
flexible. You don’t have to come out at a spe
cific time. You can take the time to find writ
ers, do everything you need to do—and you 
don’t have a lot of subscribers waiting at the 
other end for you to meet your deadlines. It 
sounded like a good idea and it has served us 
well in the eleven years since we started.

TS: I’m not sure I understand how you 
were able to avoid the monetary expenses. 
How is a small press different from a maga
zine in this respect?

JK: With a magazine you have to have 
subscribers. With a press it’s as simple as 
this: if I don’t make sales one year I may not 
do as many chapbooks the next. It’s contin
gent on what you have in your pocket, not on 
a promise that you’ve made to somebody 
that you can’t quite fulfill. With that flexibil
ity we could discover what our market was 
and adjust accordingly.

TS: Did you discover a market?
JK . Yes and no. It turns out that poets 

don’t tend to buy the work of other poets. 
And they half expect that you will give the 
book away somehow, forgetting the amount 
of money that goes into producing a book. 
On top of that, because we’re trying to print 
emerging writers—usually their first book 
and a very small one—our writers are not 
well known. So there’s not a huge demand. 
There has to be a manufactured demand. The
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The Principle of
way we have tended to find success— and 
we usually do sell out, although sometimes 
it takes a few years—is that we get a good 
targeted mailing list from the writer. We 
send a flyer just as the book is coming out. 
And we get a good return on those, maybe 
eighty percent.

TS: So the writer is very much involved in 
your marketing efforts?

JK: Yes. We also depend on the writers to 
do readings at bookstores in their localities. 
The writers who are a little more aggressive 
about their own work tend to sell more. But 
we can’t predict who is going to be in that 
category. So, we’ve had surprises. We had a 
writer from the last island in the Aleutian 
chain in Alaska. We thought, “How are we 
ever going to have any sales at all?” He 
made a reading tour around Alaska and sold 
out within two months. Other writers, you 
know, are right in New York City. But in 
New York City, you’re just one of a million, 
whereas in Alaska, he was the thing.

TS: Do some of the chapbooks go into 
second printings?

JK: At first, when some books sold out 
rapidly, I did second printings, but I discov
ered that for a chapbook there’s maybe an 
additional 100 sales but not another 400. So 
the ones I’ve had left on the shelf have been 
second printings. As a result, with writers 
who are a little better known, I now start 
with 600, and I don’t do a second printing. 
The only exception I made was for Naomi 
Shihab Nye, because her book sold so rapid
ly. I did a large second printing for her and 
we’re almost out of that. I don’t know if 
we’ll do a third printing, but she is the best 
known of the writers we have published— 
the exception that proves the rule.

TS: You wrote in the State Street Reader, 
the ten-year commemorative anthology of 
State Street writers, “From the beginning, 
we hoped in particular to publish new and 
emerging writers, offering them a place for a 
first collection...we have remained true to 
the principle of discovery.” Why is the prin
ciple of discovery important? Why did you 
choose to focus on new writers when there 
are often established writers who have trou
ble finding a publisher?

JK: It’s true. There are two reasons for 
our decision. The negative reason is that we 
are so small we really can’t do much for 
those established writers. I don’t think we 
could enhance their careers in a way that 
would be meaningful. Obviously, they 
would sell more, and we would get more 
money, so why not do that? The answer is 
that I’m one person, and I’m not that inter
ested in the business side of distribution, 
though I do tons of it. I just don't feel that I 
could serve them as well as another press. 
But for a beginning or emerging writer, I 
think we have strengths, mainly the strength 
of taste. We like discovering new people. 
We feel confident that we can select from a 
number of manuscripts and say ‘This one is

good.” Yet, we have found that, although 
we are printing emerging writers, they’re 
not necesssarily undiscovered. Most of 
them have been published in good maga
zines across the country. We don’t know 
that until after we’ve made the selection of 
manuscripts because it's an anonymous con
test. But it seems to indicate that we’re not 
avant-garde; we’re pretty much mainstream 
in our tastes and in the people we publish.

TS: So State Street plays a kind of inter
mediate role in a writer’s career? They have 
published in magazines and journals and 
now they’re going to a chapbook before a 
full-length book.

JK: Yes. And quite often our people have 
gone on to interesting and notable first 
books. This year, for example, Dionisio 
Martinez, a 1992 State Street winner, 
included most of his chapbook in History as 
a Second Language which won the Ohio 
State University Press/77ie Journal Award. 
It’s been a good year for State Street poets. 
Timothy Russell won the Terrence Des Pres 
Award. Stephanie Strickland won the Brit- 
tingham. There’ve been other such success
es, including two Whiting Fellowships for 
D. Nurkse and Jane Mead. In past years 
Greg Glazner won the Walt Whitman, Liz 
Rosenberg won the Agnes Starrett Award 
from Pittsburgh, and Judson Mitchum won 
the Devins Discovery Award from Mis
souri, to name a few who started with State 
Street. I would say at least half of our people 
have gone on to achieve recognition as 
poets, some of them with their first book. I 
think maybe we played a part in that, 
staving off the urge to rush into print with a 
“book,” allowing time for the accumulation 
of poems that make for a significant first 
volume.

TS: Your is an uncommonly good record 
in having your chapbooks reviewed in 
prominent literary journals. How do you 
accomplish that?

JK: Part of it, of course, is that the maga
zines that originally published these people 
have a vested interest in what’s happening 
to them. So if one of our authors was origi
nally published in Prairie Schooner we 
send them a review copy. But other reviews 
just seem to happen without even that kind 
of natural connection.

TS: Do you do any lobbying for reviews?
JK: No. But I do decide which magazines 

might he interested, and I send out review 
copies. We give the author 25 free copies 
and we send 25 review copies. We ask them 
for suggestions as to places that might 
review them. And even if a chapbook isn’t 
reviewed, we figure that certain magazines 
will have actually opened the envelope, held 
the chapbook in their hands, recognized the 
name of the press.

TS: In addition to your work with State 
Street you review poetry for the Georgia 
Review, you teach writing at SUNY Brock- 
port, and you write your own poetry and
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Judith Kitchen

essays. Do you find that these different 
areas are harmonious? Do they vie for your 
time?

JK: They certainly do that. I was writing 
before I founded State Street, and I must 
admit that ever since I started really pub
lishing and reviewing poetry, my interest in 
writing it has diminished. I may he holding 
myself up to a critical standard before the 
fact, because I hold those standards as an 
editor and a reviewer. Moving into the essay 
gave me tremendous freedom. But I really 
love editing and reviewing. And that may 
be my real passion. I think a lot of writers 
would hate it. I know they’d hate licking the 
stamps. I don’t love that either. There’s an 
awful lot of that kind of nitty-gritty work 
that goes into this that surely can’t inspire 
anybody.

TS: One effect of running a small press as

successful as State Street is that you are in a 
position to shape the tastes of poetry readers. 
Is there a particular State Street aesthetic 
that you wish to grow in poetry readers?

JK: I realize that there is a little bit of that 
power, but I think I exercise that power 
more as a reviewer. For State Street itself, 
we have four people who are making selec
tions: Linda Allardt, Bruce Bennett, Stan 
Rubin, and myself. Now our tastes coincide 
to some extent, but they also diverge. So if 
there’s anything that characterizes State 
Street, it’s the eclectic variety that we are 
able to produce. The four of us learned to 
respect one another’s tastes, and rather than 
simply living with each other’s choices, we 
all widened our tastes. I think that’s been 
one of the keys to our success. It’s made for 
better readers, better selection, some very 
quirky manuscripts, ones that I myself
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would certainly not have picked, but which 
I later became fond of.

TS: In your introduction to the anthology, 
you said, “State Street writers may differ in 
style but they share many of the same con
cerns.” What are some of the concerns? Do 
the editors share a philosophy or an interest 
in certain subjects?

JK: I would say there’s a concern for 
craft, no question. Whichever direction it 
takes in a State Street chapbook, you would 
recognize that the writer is somebody who 
is adept at the craft of writing poetry. Obvi
ously there is concern for the human condi
tion, but you know that would cover almost 
all poetry. As a group we haven’t been 
attracted to highly polemical poetry, the 
poetry of change or political content. 
There’s maybe a quieter voice that has 
appealed to each of us so that our selections 
fall into what I think of as slightly more 
enduring categories.

TS: In the most recent Poets & Writers 
Directory there are over 4,000 poets listed. 
Do you think there ought to be more places 
like State Street to accommodate these 
poets?

JK: Yes, definitely at least at the level of 
service that we are able to provide, there 
should be a lot of outlets, because publica
tion is the culminating part of the writing 
process. There are good writers without 
publication opportunities. And that seems 
too bad because in the end it’s going to be 
readers who make the decision as to who’s 
good. But the only way the people can vote 
is to have a book to vote on. On the other 
hand, many of the books I review do not 
feel as though they should have been pub
lished. Publication doesn’t always have to 
do with talent. I hate to say that. But I think 
there are too many ways in which who you 
know and where you are and all these other 
factors come into it. It’s unfair; but that’s 
sort of the way it is.

TS: If there were fewer presses wouldn’t 
there be a natural sort of purifying function?

JK: When we look at something like the 
flourishing of modernism in the twenties, it 
feels as though there was one great maga
zine— The Dial. And the few really inter
esting avant-garde presses made incredible 
selections. Somehow the pressure on the 
system was creating the best. But if you 
look at anthologies from that time, it’s sur
prising how few of their top poets are still 
well known. So that great track record at 
The Dial—Pound, Eliot, Yeats, Stevens, 
Williams, Marianne Moore, and Hart 
Crane—was not a coincidence. Those were 
editors who had a real sense of poetry and 
of excellence, especially considering the 
kind of diversity that could print both 
Stevens and Williams.

Things have changed. We seem to think 
of poetry as a career, most poets being in the 
academy. Back then, poetry was their 
lifeblood, but not a career. When I think of

Pound I don’t just think of the writers that 
he supported, but the sculptors and the 
artists. It was a much broaderview of poet
ry in relation to the other arts. I’m afraid 
that now we may have specialized ourselves 
into near extinction.

TS: We do still have poets whose main 
careers are not poetry like Dana Gioia, a 
businessman...

JK: The people I think of are people like 
Wendell Berry, somebody who truly is liv
ing the life first, and writing the poetry sec
ond. I don’t put Dana Gioia in that category 
because I think it furthers his career to be 
“outside.” Wfendell Berry, on the other 
hand, doesn’t care about a career. We can’t 
predict which poets will be studied fifty 
years from now. But I do worry that the 
poets in the academy—and I’m one—could 
dictate the direction of the craft, that it could 
become a sort of lineage. I mean even some
body like Lowell wasn’t first and foremost a 
poet of the academy. When I went to col
lege, there was no resident writer, although 
Robert Frost came to read at the college. We 
did not have this institution and that’s only 
thirty years ago. So I can’t tell what direc
tion this is going to take the art. If you go 
back and read the poems that were popular, 
say, with my grandmother, I don’t think of 
them as very good poems. So we have, by 
moving into the academy, shaped a certain 
kind of taste. But we’ve also lost readership 
at the same time. Maybe State Street and 
other small presses can help to find it again.

Thom Satterlee has been writing short fic
tion and poetry for the last six years and 
recently earned an M.A. from SUNY Brock- 
port, where he now lives. His current pro
ject is a translation of the Danish poet 
Henrik Nordbrandt.
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Crimes and Contortions
A  So n  o f  t h e  C ir c u s

John Irving
Random House, 633 pages, $25 cloth

Mark Shechner
There ought to be a special hell for writ

ers who are rich in natural gifts and use the 
novel primarily to showcase them. When 
the particular virtuoso performance runs to 
633 pages, the reader is likely to feel beset 
by a demonstration that has little to do with 
his or her reasons for reading: entertain
ment or education or, typically, the two in 
one. John Irving’s new novel, A Son o f the 
Circus, is a case in point. It is a novel on 
steroids, pumped up to put Irving’s own 
talents through their paces and lead the 
reader through the armchair equivalent of 
an aerobic workout. Imagine Glenn Gould 
playing 633 consecutive Goldberg Varia
tions and you’ll have some idea of what it is 
like to sit through a John Irving block
buster. Sure there are delights along the 
way, but at a certain point virtuosity 
becomes an infliction and you want the 
gain control turned down a little.

Irving’s taste has always run to the teem
ing, the cluttered, the spectacular, the 
incongruous—the rock and roll of reality. 
Here is a circus, The Great Blue Nile Cir
cus of Bombay India, that serves as a 
metaphor for the primal chaos of life. 
Though he sometimes lets go of the 
metaphor to pursue his central story, about 
a serial killer loose in Bombay, Irving 
invariably comes back to it as though to 
come in under the big top were to be grant
ed a vision of life, or at least Indian life.

Irving’s instrument for moving the story 
ahead is Dr. Farrokh Daruwalla, an India- 
born and Canada-raised orthopedist spe
cializing in bone and joint infections, 
whose special fascination is achondroplas
tic dwarfism. He is on Sabbatical from his 
practice in Toronto to collect blood sam
ples from dwarfs in India, who, resentful of 
being studied, have to be cajoled into giv
ing blood with stories that it is for other, 
needy, dwarfs. Dr. Daruwalla is also a clos
et screenwriter, having scripted, unknown 
to all but the lead actor, the “Inspector 
Dhar” detective thrillers, the latest of 
which, Inspector Dhar and the Cage-Girl 
Killer, is presently making the rounds of 
the Bombay movie houses. In his spare 
time, he is also an amateur detective, and 
most of what we see of him is his detective 
work. A Parsi (Zoroastrian) and a convert 
to the Anglican Church, Daruwalla is an 
alien in both societies, Indian and Canadi
an, and a cold observer of the world around 
him. If he belongs anywhere, it is to the 
medical profession and the Duckworth 
club, an elite social club whose elderly 
doyenne, Lady Duckworth, delights in the 
casual flashing of her breasts, even into her 
seventies. Any reader protesting that such a 
combination of professions, religions, and

habitations strains credulity has possibly 
understood Irving on a more profound 
level than those who take his improbabili
ties in stride. Daruwalla is not a real doctor, 
but a John Irving doctor, who is more like
ly to be found at the circus or the Duck
worth club than in his office or in the oper
ating room, let alone at his typewriter. He 
is a symbolic doctor in an emblematic 
India seen from the odd vantage points of 
the Duckworth Club and the Blue Nile Cir
cus.

The tangled web that does service for a 
plot is Irving’s aesthetic signature. He is 
what the trade now calls a “maximalist,” 
one who imagines the world as a complex 
and abundant place and overloads the sen
tence (“our laddy of the semi-colon,” one 
reviewer calls him) as if to show us the ric
ochets of his imagination frozen in mid
flight. Irving does possess a generous 
imagination that embraces a universe of 
particulars, especially those that concern 
human disfigurements, illnesses, and sexu
al ambiguities. A Son o f the Circus is a 
handbook on achondroplastic dwarfism, 
flanked by broadsides on AIDS, homosex
uality (it is not a “lifestyle” we are 
informed), sexual deformity, and sex- 
change surgery—a brutal, backstreet cas
tration performed in India for the creation 
of hijras, sexually-changed prostitutes. 
This encyclopedism is admirable in Irving, 
who delivers the news, as the best novelists 
have always done, though a certain loss of 
definition comes with that territory.

Take Inspector Dhar, Daruwalla’s cine
matic invention. The actor is John 
Daruwalla, Dr. Daruwalla’s younger broth
er by adoption and the illegitimate son of a 
“tiresomely tasteless” but promiscuous 
starlet named Vera Rose, star of a low-bud
get tearjerker set in Bombay, titled One 
Day We’ll Go to India, Darling. John’s 
father is uncertain but likely to be either the 
bisexual actor Neville Eden, whom Holly
wood has typecast in “Brit-tw it” or 
“sophistocated English gentleman” roles, 
or the bibulous cinematographer Danny 
Mills, who threw himself at Vera’s feet and 
was rewarded for his abjection with mar
riage, the job of raising John Daruwalla’s 
twin brother, Martin Mills, and a lifetime 
of Vera’s infidelities. (Irving’s reflections 
on film, both American and Indian, are 
invariably amusing and penetrating. Alas, 
one has to ferret them out from midden 
heaps of digression.) Imagine each of the 
novel’s 128 micro-chapters convoluted to 
the same degree, and you can begin to see 
how vexing it is to hack your way through 
the underbrush of information, more 
soporfic than entertaining, to reach the 
plot.

A Son o f the Circus is, finally, a murder 
mystery after the manner of the Inspector 
Dhar movies, only complicated to the nth 
degree. Over a period of twenty years, a 
serial killer has been stalking prostitutes

hapless enough to fall under his shadow, 
leaving as his trademark a drawing on their 
bellies of a mirthful elephant with one tusk 
raised. In an anomalous recent murder of a 
golfer at the Duckworth Club, he leaves a 
two-rupee note in the victim's mouth, on 
which is written “MORE MEMBERS DIE 
IF DHAR REMAINS A MEMBER.” 
Detective Patel, who performs the investi
gation, suspects that the prostitute killer 
may be involved. Alone of police in India, 
he has taken a special interest in these 
crimes, because his wife, an American 
woman who had come to India as a hippie 
in the sixties, carrying a gigantic dildo 
filled with Deutschmarks for the purchase 
of drugs, had a close brush with the killer.

There is no point in spilling the beans on 
the mystery, except to say that the killer is a 
summary of the book’s sexual themes, is 
connected to the Daruwallas, and is a mem
ber in good standing at the Duckworth club. 
A national mystery turns out to be a family 
affair.

Suffice it to say that Irving manages to 
sustain the reader’s interest in this plot over 
the long haul, despite a dozen subplots that 
are in competition, as though he had sever
al different novels in mind and decided to 
write them all at once. Profusion becomes 
confusion, as Vinod, the book’s leading 
achondroplastic dwarf and a circus per
former, winds up on his back in the stands 
with a fractured coccyx when his elephant 
act goes awry; as his wife, the “almost 
beautiful” Deepa, falls from the trapeeze 
and Dr. Daruwalla, entering the safety net 
to help her, loses his balance and winds up 
with his nose in her crotch; as Nancy brings 
her dildo in through Indian customs, believ
ing it to be her German lover’s gift of pas
sion for her, and unaware of the Deutch- 
marks inside; as film director Gordon Hath
away suffers from an ear fungus so virulent 
that he walks around with cotton balls 
drenched in gentian violet in his ears, turn
ing them a permanent purple; as Farrokh 
Daruwalla’s father, Dr. Lowji Daruwalla, is 
blown up by a car bomb set off by unknown 
assailants; as Martin Mills is beaten up in 
Bombay's red light district by prostitutes 
who mistake him for Inspector Dhar; as 
Martin and Dr. Daruwalla deliver young 
orphaned beggars to the circus in hopes of 
their finding a better life there than in the 
streets; as Gautam the chimp attacks Martin 
and bites off his earlobe.

In A Son o f the Circus, John Irving gets 
all three rings going at once, plus the 
clowns, the freakshows, the aerial acts, the 
steam calliope, and the marching band, 
hoping to give his long-time admirers the 
accustomed buzz of delighted confusion. 
He might but for the melody: riff, thud, riff, 
thud, thud, playing on and on, long after the 
audience has gone home.

Mark Shechner is a writer who lives in 
Buffalo.
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Wild Earth
Roland Shanks

Wild Earth is not merely a journal about 
ecology, but a journal that is ecological in its 
approach to environmental issues, integrat
ing science, poetry, political strategy, and 
philosophy to address the need for the 
preservation of the Earth. Published quarter
ly by the Cenzoic Society of Richmond, 
Vermont, Wild Earth is decidedly ecocentric 
as well, propounding the view that equality 
among the elements of nature is fundamen
tal. In this paradigm there is a single entity, 
the ecosphere, which includes humans, the 
remainder of the biosphere, and all the other 
natural elements, such as the atmosphere, 
waters, rocks and soils. This all-inclusive 
view of nature suggests that any action 
involving one element of the natural world 
involves all elements, and it implies that 
environmental protection is self-preserva
tion. This same paradigm can be seen in 
some Eastern religions, the Deep Ecology 
movement, and the Gaia movement.

The approach taken by Wild Earth is not 
surprising given its editorial board. Among 
its editorial advisors are Arne Naess, the 
Norwegian philosopher who first coined the 
term Deep Ecology. George Sessions and 
Bill Devall, two major American writers on 
Deep Ecology, are also advisors. Other 
notables on the list of editorial advisors 
include David Brower, former Executive 
Director of the Sierra Club and founder of 
Friends of the Earth and the Earth Island 
Institute; environmental commentator 
Michael Fromme; Christopher Maines, 
author of Green Rage; essayist and author 
Bill McKibben; environmental historian 
Roderick Nash; poet Gary Snyder; and 
Michael Soule, one of the first to use the 
term “conservation biology.”

Dave Foreman, one of the founders of 
Earth First!, is the Executive Editor. He is 
the author of Ecodefense: A Field Guide to 
Monkeywrenching; Confession o f an Eco 
Warrior; The Big Outside: A Descriptive 
Inventory of the Big Wilderness Areas o f the 
United States; and Defending the Earth: A 
Dialogue between Murray Bookchin and 
Dave Foreman. While the term “environ
ment” has grown to include a broad range of 
topics such as wildland protection, wildlife 
conservation, hazardous and toxic waste, 
global climate change, and the protection of 
biodiversity, Foreman has kept his focus 
narrow. After spending some time as a lob
byist for the Wilderness Society, he decided 
the mainstream environmental groups com
promised too quickly, so he and some other 
wilderness warriors founded Earth First!, a 
no-holds-barred wilderness protection orga
nization, which has become closely identi
fied with “monkeywrenching,” made 
famous in the book The Monkeywrench 
Gang by Edward Abbey. After much inter
nal dissent within Earth First! about the 
direction of the organization, Foreman and

others left to form an organization called the 
Cenozoic Society, dedicated to the restora- 
tion/protection of wildlands and biodiversi
ty-

In a recent edition of Wild Earth (Spring 
1994), Foreman characterizes Secretary of 
the Interior Bruce Babbitt as having as 
“much spine as a loaf of white bread,” and 
he puts Bill Clinton in a category even 
lower than Babbitt when it comes to defend
ing wildlands and biodiversity. Foreman 
advises conservationists to study the history 
of the movement during the 1960s and 
1970s to rediscover how to pressure public 
officials on environmental issues. He urges 
conservationists to be “tough without being 
so obnoxious that the door is slammed in 
our faces.”

Foreman warns conservationists to be 
leery about becoming so politically main
stream that they start to compromise their 
ethics. In this regard, he points to the recent 
history of the environmental movement: 
from the most fruitful period of environ
mental legislation in history during the 
Nixon administration, through the extrem
ism that developed in response to the Rea- 
gan-Watt era, to a contemporary conserva
tion movement that has lost its roots and has 
forgotten how to fight.

When I was appointed by Governor 
Sheffield of Alaska to be the Director of 
Research and Development in the Depart
ment of Natural Resources, all of my friends 
in the movement expected me to do the right 
thing for the environment, to be environ
mentally pure. But what they overlooked is 
that principled people in the system really 
depend on activists to keep up the pressure, 
making it politically possible to take vigor
ous action on behalf of the environment. 
Instead, my friends in the movement 
assumed that my position enabled me to 
take care of everything, so they turned their 
attention to other problems. The truth is, 
that simply by joining the government you 
run the risk of violating values that some 
conservationists hold dear: the status of the 
position sets you apart from the egalitarian 
orientation of the movement. In the lan
guage of the ’60s, you become part of the 
problem, not part of the solution.

When I worked for resource management 
agencies, I remember the staffs frustration 
with environmentalists who were character
ized as acting “ like this is some kind of reli
gion or something.” Perhaps the publication 
of Wild Earth formalizes the religion of 
environmentalism. For many people, envi
ronmentalism does fill the role typically 
filled by religion. It provides a sense of 
community, it attempts to answer questions 
about the meaning of life, it seeks to give 
perspective to the place of humans in the 
cosmos, and now as presented in Wild 
Earth, it provides a moral code.

Wild Earth tries hard to foster a sense of 
community among its readers. One of its 
stated purposes is to provide a network

among small, localized grassroots environ
mental groups, assisting readers anywhere 
to find their local contact with the larger 
community.

By espousing a biocentric/ecocentric phi
losophy, Wild Earth addresses the question 
of humans’ place in the cosmos. In the jour
nal’s view, humans are seen as equal mem
bers of Earth’s biosphere, but without spe
cial status. On the contrary, articles in Wild 
Earth tend to emphasize the point that con
servation means keeping humans from 
interfering with the natural order of things. 
While the journal does not explicitly 
endorse monkeywrenching, it does seem to 
offer tacit approval on the condition that 
human life must not be threatened by what
ever direct actions are taken. Thus, philo
sophically and politically, Wild Earth poses 
a bold challenge to mainstream natural 
resources agencies and the traditional 
American view that the wilderness is there 
for humans to conquer.

Roland Shanks is a Ph.D. candidate in 
Natural Resources at Cornell University.
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They lie underfoot, embellished and 
gleaming. They seal off and provide 
entry to an underground world of conduits, 
water mains, power lines, and sewers. They appear by
the thousands in our cities, but very few people ever look at them or think about 
them as art. Manhole Covers documents this singular form of urban industrial art 
and its place in American culture. A subject that at first seems straightforward 
and commonplace becomes redolent and poetic in the Melnicks’ hands, for their 
hieroglyphic reading of manhole covers reveals a chapter of urban history that 
can only be recovered from the logos and markings of these early disks. Mimi 
Melnick is an urban archaeologist who lives in Encino, California. Her late hus
band, Robert, was a photographer who devoted the last ten years of his life to 
documenting manhole covers all over the world.
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A Chinese Geisha
continued from page 5

nearly simpering demeanor. There was 
yard upon yard of this etiquette, like some 
casuistical replacement for life. She also 
began making her clients speak a little 
English, the acme of chic, thus introducing 
such expressions as excuse me, bravo 
rather, and what-ho into the casual chat of 
cruising warlords whose Japanese lacked 
all subtlety. Sometimes, when she felt per
verse, she taught them other phrases, such 
as j'adoube, from chess played in French 
(for when she adjusted someone’s cup) or 
saperli popette, obsolete for My goodness! 
An outsider would puzzle as this little cir
cle of fawning officers lisped and tooted in 
foreign languages while waiting to do the 
deed of kind upstairs with the rumpiest 
girls in Nanking. Scald Ibis had become 
the place’s Plato; the Tent of Orange Mist 
was her cave; and the business zone of the 
four-and-a-half mat room, the Tokonoma 
(alcove) and the Toko-waki (side alcove) 
was her no man’s land. She ruled here with 
all the pique and zest of a baby emperor, 
lecturing bloodthirsty men about which 
gifts to bring, all in a somewhat garbled 
version of Japanese seasonal time: dried 
bonito, cakes, fresh fish,furoshiki (wrap
ping cloth), dolls, postcards, incense 
sticks, molded cakes, a tin of green tea, a 
tin of boiled candies. In so doing she tram
pled over the vital distinction between 
duty gifts (giri) and gifts from the heart 
(ninjoo). The officers indulged her, 
though, without quite knowing her story, 
thinking they had on their hands a slightly 
crazed survivor who was doing her damn
dest to be Japanese, but shredded their cus
toms, categories, and words of elaborated 
courtesy. She stormed into their mental 
presence and brought broken tokens with 
her, anxiously sticking one word after 
another until she had a sentence no more 
like a sentence than a coral reef is an inter
nal combustion engine. She was a ghost, to 
some one of the social climbers (nari- 
aqari) who had attached themselves to the 
upper levels of the Japanese officer corps: 
their only way of surviving the occupation 
but, if successful, requiring their departure 
from China as soon as hostilities ended. 
Scald Ibis knew she would have to leave, 
having acquired a skill not valuable in 
China, at least until pigs had wings. 
Instead of anticipating Japan in any detail, 
however, she thought of a future in 
Malaya, Korea, or the United States, hav
ing vaguely to do with silk, poetry, and 
hyper-refined etiquette, whose study she 
had almost come to put in place of 
anguished memory.

Had she really, still sixteen and in 
December, gone into the frigid garden and 
retrieved Hong’s bubblegum, stark as flint, 
not trapped between his teeth but gently 
lodged as if poised for flight, his hold on it 
relaxed at the last, his toothmarks final as 
something from the Stone Age? Her mem
ory stirred up by violence, she had thought 
of putting the gum in her own mouth and 
soaking up juices that had felt death, but 
she desisted, kept the gum in her pocket, to 
be held onto in moments of berserk trial. A 
well-read girl, she had heard of Sir Thomas 
M ore’s daughter and how she kept her 
father’s head; but she was not that absolute 
a spirit. All she needed was to have it with 
her, as he had kept it with him, knowing he 

, had invested in it something myth- 
inspired. It was historic gum, to be sure, 
and so winnowed of its flavor it might 
have done duty for the oversoul, the 
abstract lattice that all structures have 
within them. She was at the beginning of a 
long saunter in refined frigidity, to be 
counterpointed only by intense learning, 
an almost fanatical dedication to the mias- 
mic world of butterfly women pigeon
footed on vertiginous sandals; gleaming 
ebony chignons, party games, ingeniously 
arranged sprigs of plum blossom, fans of 
gold paper, rickshaws, obi sashes and

piled-up coiffure. Which is to say that, 
highbrow as she always was, she became a 
moonlighting geisha, granting favors every 
now and then for the right price. She kept 
her name, translated, but if she had ever 
become an American she might have 
renamed herself Velmanette or Doryanne: 
fancy enough without spilling over. From 
war to peace she went, never able to forget 
the war, in which, as she felt it, she had 
aged from sixteen to thirty, was it, in 
weeks, then slowing down somewhat, but 
rattling along to doomsday.

She was at the Tent of Orange Mist until 
1945, when she left with two suitcases and 
an uncertain future at the hands of the 
Americans: yet another team of invaders. 
Until then, she walked in the garden by the 
graves; even in the dark the graves were 
ablaze with flowers. Her mind threw 
kimonos over the soil. No invader would 
breach that garden’s wall. No monster 
lurked behind its shrubs. The garden had 
suffered all it was ever going to. Or I 
would have been Starlene, she thought; 
you heard such names in those days, with 
the peace. The men, though, had names 
truncated or circumcised: Harv, Merv, 
Orv, Shep, and so on, officers with oily 
hair and bloodshot eyes, and tanned like so 
many Japanese. She felt marooned in allu
sive introspection, telling herself that men, 
like deer, had strong scent glands in their 
rear ends. Their backbones were made of 
teething rings. The inside of her skin was 
all tattoos, and she had survived only 
because she had turned her life inside out 
as if searching for something. To Confu
cius, son and penis were one and the same, 
the same word: product and producer 
fused. The longer she lived, the less 
chronological her life seemed. An orphan 
changeling knew no time, no phases, hard
ly even cause and effect, but saw phenom
ena as a shower of dabs, a windstorm of 
confetti, the whole of her fast-mutating 
long life having no more architectonic than 
the blossom on a tree. She excelled at suc
cessive improvisations. At the same time 
her mind scooped up unconnected memo
ries, from women reeling silk thread after 
plunging cocoons into boiling water to 
opium and heroin which, initially, pro
longed erection and delayed ejaculation. 
She would always hear the noise of broken 
glass, the hollow cannon-shot of a door 
flung back against its hinges and almost 
coming loose. Had it not been for the 
Americans, she would have become an 
utter geisha, but Americans had no need of 
geishas, not even made-over Chinese ones; 
they had cruder needs, though strewn 
about with sporty euphemisms. Looking at 
a snadragon in any garden, she nearly 
choked; squeezing the flower to open its 
mouth, she saw her own minus its false 
teeth: a hapless oval, just a hole. After 
childhood and adolescence, she had 
bloomed in a fantastic paradise perdu, des
tined for chronic dryness like some diabet
ics. She became a functioning puppet with 
a flashy name, part of the lubricant of 
peace, an injured party made to pay the 
price exacted from those who had maimed 
her. It made no sense to flee, none to stay. 
All that had made sense to her was that 
“geisha” used to mean someone passion
ately committed to the arts, but how did 
you become a geisha in a time long gone? 
She became someone between a geisha 
and a talkshow host, ever willing to prattle 
or even to inquire, yet fractionally falling 
short of consummate snobism, always hav
ing something in common with the 
exploitable common people (and therefore, 
perhaps, though in vain, a link to Mao 
when he came). What a waste. Americans 
loved her, too much, too often. She always 
lacked that frisson of hauteur, that parabol
ical disdain, of the tried-and-true geishas 
who survived on as the last symbolist poets 
in the art of courtesy. Powdered sublima
tion was her goal, but what she arrived at 
was close to the name role in a movie she

saw in her declining years: The French 
Woman, in which Francoise Fabienne, sleek 
and erotic and wealthy, clad always in the 
muted grays of the off-duty geisha, ran a 
call-girl operation, swamped by vicarious 
longings she never catered to. Such a life of 
desiccated prosperity, Scald Ibis thought, 
was mine, in my juiciest years. I was long 
ago made marginal; all I wanted, with sexu
al ardor, was to be safe, wholly under my 
own control, as close to golf as to children, 
as devoted to sake as to marriage. Thank 
God I am living in Japan, a country where a 
woman of sensibility in early old age has a 
role, if she can sing, if she can play the 
samisen and recite—if she happens to be a 
geisha of some kind, whether superannuated 
or not. I am an onsen geisha, as they say, of 
the “hot-spring” variety. Once, in 1982, 
over two hundred of us stormed the local 
police precinct because foreign whores were 
snapping up our business. Whores are ille
gal whereas we are not. And we won the 
day. You have to look after yourself. You 
cannot go dropping atomic bombs on people 
you don’t like. Only countries can do that. 
Ordinarily I despise people who divide 
everything into three (toadies and lame
brains), but I rather admire those who divide 
into four and five (originals and free
thinkers), but I look back, I think, on three 
stages: Happiness, Horror, and Work. It is 
almost as simple, and bald, as saying the 
European Renaissance was based on 
Choice, Privacy, and Literacy. Layers of 
skin, added on like wetsuits. It’s all in the 
way you dress things, present them, as with 
Hayashi, who bore the same name as his 
country’s premier and, for a while, until that 
premier fell, enjoyed a vicarious ascendan
cy over officers senior to him, though he 
was no relative. I forget. Was Hayashi out of 
office before his namesake died at my

father’s hands? In and out in 1937, both of 
them, the premier first. It was enough for 
him to have been, as long as he lasted, a 
Hayashi, at least if he could not be a Hiro- 
hito. An old woman does not need memo
ries, but it is often all she gets. I am lucki
er than most, old hag smoking cigarillo, an 
American habit, smalllensed glasses 
slipped too far down my nose for me to 
read; done up in a thick quilt (it always 
seems to be winter), left hand grinding my 
ebony cane into the concrete. Here I am 
waiting my turn. They dare not speak to 
me, I look so weatherbeaten out of geisha 
garb. Small hands. Truculent eyes. A 
handkerchief of unsurpassable silk dan
gles from my cane-holding hand, but not a 
flag of surrender. No hat. I might be 
watching a cockfight to prove I have no 
emotions left. I am here to throw eggs.

A few months later, Scald Ibis walked 
into a Tokyo courtroom to file suit seeking 
damages for having been shanghaied into 
prostitution at the age of sixteen, fifty-five 
years ago in 1937. The Japanese military 
had recruited and organized tens of thou
sands of Chinese, Korean, and Japanese 
women, most of whom died after 
appalling pain and suffering. Known as 
comfort women, they numbered from one 
hundred thousand to two hundred thou
sand. The only problem, Japanese author
ities said, was that hearings would not be 
possible because the testimony offered 
might violate the privacy of other victims, 
who might wish to remain silent and unex
posed. It was clear, however, that the 
prices charged for a comfort woman had 
been as reported: Chinese, 1 yen; Korean, 
1 1/2; Japanese, 2. Scald Ibis, who tackled 
each day like an imagination new-born, 
was the same person who at sixteen had 
begun to close her eyes before each kiss.


