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There is a startling similarity between a genuine song 
and a noble deed.
—Novalis
Heinrich von Ofterdingen : a novel

Understanding our individual poverty is the key to 
participation in the richness of collective struggle.
—Blase Bonpane
Guerrillas of Peace, Liberation Theology in the 
Central American Revolution

The actor makes a total gift of himself.
—Jerzy Grotowski
Towards a Poor Theater



Toward a Poor Poetry

It has been said that “love that is not political is not love.” 
Obviously this is applicable to Christian love. The poverty of the 
gospel is necessarily political. Because it shows how the two-
edged sword of the Word of God penetrates to the core of the 
structures of exploitation, dominance, avarice, luxury, and 
consumerism that dehumanizes the lives of millions of human 
beings, the life of entire peoples and continents: those who 
terrorize as oppressors, living in superfluity, and those who are 
enslaved as the oppressed, living in hunger.  … Voluntary 
poverty....It means to lose oneself, to lose one’s class, to lose 
respect and security;...It means to accept the risk that 
corresponds to the daily risk of the life of the poor....
—Don Pedro Casaldaliga, bishop of Sao Felix in Mata Grosso, 
Brazil.

Landscape is not a poetry book. It has elements of poetry and 
sometimes even technical stuff like rhymes, etc....And what 
determines the character of the whole, the dominant factor, is 
not the element of poetry....I’m trying to say that I’ve stopped 
being a poet; I’ve become something else.
—Nazim Hikmet, Human Landscape

The bishop and the poet are obviously not talking about 
the same kinds of  experience. The bishop is using the language 
of  religion and talking about how it is possible to escape from 
the confines of  that language, the confines that keep the 
essential message of  Christianity (that it is love not vengeance 
that unites people) domesticated, made harmless to the State, 
and confined to certain hours on Sunday morning or, as is too 
often the case, turned into its opposite, love twisted to hatred, 
the basic commandment to “Love Thy Neighbor as Thyself ” 
turned to “Hate Anyone Different From Thyself.” The bishop 
uses language to escape out of  this safe language into the 
language of  the real lives of  people, poor people, where that 
message takes on its authentic dimension, a wildness message 
akin to that delivered by the Christ who fasted in the desert 
and who drove out the money changers from the temple. The 
good bishop is not a poor person. The bishop has to make a 
real leap of  faith; his involvement in the church hierarchical 
structure is his daily, lived, experience that he must face as a 
limit to his intentions.  



The poet is also talking about escape, escaping from similar 
confines, esthetic categories that limit involvement in reality in much 
the same way religious language has done. The poet is striving for a 
release out of  artificiality, taking art into the real, while at the same time 
writing poetry. The good poet is not language-poor. The poet, though, 
without the obvious opposition of  a structure he has given himself  to, 
has less chance of  success. In its essential character the bishop’s appeal 
and the poet’s statement are little different than other poets’ working 
methodology: Keats’ negative capability, Jack Spicer’s serial poems 
where entry into each occasion of  poetry was like entering into a dark 
room where the poet must face the unknown of  his own language use. 
At least to this extent, I was trying to face up to Spicer’s challenge that 
“you have to go into a serial poem not knowing what the hell you’re 
doing”. But Hikmet is saying something different and more difficult. 
His poetry, his language, makes him something different. That label, 
“poet” is no longer accurate and hence too much of  a burden to bear. 
He refuses to say what the something else might be. And that is as it 
should be. How could he possibly know? Others will be quick to label 
him. I suspect he would simply liked to be called a man, and what we 
can mean by that name is a man who has made himself  vulnerable by 
sacrificing his own experience, the experience of  his own language use. 

In these introductory notes I want to play several ideas and 
disciplines off  and against each other in the hope that I can uncover 
some possible connections, some transferences, between seemingly 
disparate experiences. I am looking for illuminations, points of  
intersection even, where the crossing of  these fields signal integration, 
wholeness: religion, theater, poetry, more specifically Liberation 
Theology, the Poor Theater of  Jerzy Grotowski and some recent 
expressions of  poetics. My hope is that the language of  each field 
provides insights that are not possible otherwise than if  the terms of  
their application are “violated” —religious language speaks to poetry, 
theater speaks to poetry, and poetry enriching the language of  religion 
and the possibility of  providing insight into the process of  what makes 
theater uniquely theater, what makes it possible.

The main point then is that an actor should not try to acquire any 
kind of recipe or build up a “bag of tricks.” This is no place for collecting 
all sorts of means of expression. The force of gravity in our work pushes 
the actor towards an interior ripening which expresses itself through a 
willingness to break through barriers, to search for a “summit,” for 
totality.

Before an actor is able to achieve a total act he has to fulfill a 



number of requirements, some of which are so subtle, so 
intangible, as to be practically undefinable through words. They 
only become plain through practical application. It is easier, 
however, to define conditions under which a total act cannot be 
achieved and which of the actor’s actions make it impossible.

This act cannot exist if the actor is more concerned with 
charm, personal success, applause and salary than with creation as 
understood in its highest form. It cannot exist if the actor 
conditions it according to the size of his part, his place in the 
performance, the day or kind of audience. There can be no total 
act if the actor, even away from the theatre, dissipates his creative 
impulse and, as we said before, sullies it, blocks it, particularly 
through incidental engagements of a doubtful nature or by the 
premeditated use of the creative act as a means to further his own 
career. 

I begin with the last words of  Jerzy Grotowski’s Towards 
a Poor Theatre because for me they are the beginning, the 
beginning of  poetics and religion, poetics because of  their call 
for the kind of  total concentration needed for the vocation of  
poetry and for religion because of  the morality inherent in 
these demands, the total commitment called for.

The impulse, however, for this work, Terra/or is 
explained by remarks Grotowski makes earlier in an interview 
with Richard Schechner. He was asked about “artistic ethic.” 
His reply speaks not of imposed ethics but of something that 
inhere, that is a result of removing blocks that are imposed.

Perhaps we should ask ourselves only which actions get in 
the way of artistic creativity. For example, if during creation we 
hide the things that function in our personal lives, you may be sure 
that our creativity will fall. We present an unreal image of 
ourselves; we do not express ourselves and we begin a kind of 
intellectual or philosophical flirtation—we use tricks and creativity 
is impossible.

We cannot hide our personal, essential things—even if they 
are sins. On the contrary, if these sins are very deeply rooted—
perhaps not even sins but temptations—we must open the door 
to the cycle of associations. 

To this point his remarks could easily be used to 
support the worst of  Confessional Poetry, the laying bare of  
faults, more like confessing to a priest than a viable poetics, a 
least a poetics I have interest in. I took to heart Olson’s 
admonitions against deriving poetry from the “private self  at 
the public wailing wall,” and Grotowski’s further remarks point 
to the limitations of  the using poetry as public spectacle (and 



what scholar has determined the origins of  Confessional Poetry in 
Catholic ritual?).

The creative process consists, however, in not only revealing 
ourselves, but in structuring what is revealed. If we reveal ourselves with 
all these temptations, we transcend them, we master them through our 
consciousness.

Another thing which is part of the creative ethic is taking risks. In 
order to create one must, each time, take all the risks of failure. That 
means we cannot repeat an old or familiar route.

 The Confessional poets, Snodgrass, Lowell, Rich, Plath, etc. 
once, perhaps, maintained the integrity of  their expression as words 
arising from their bodies, at least approximating poetry, but soon they 
expressed only words, domesticated, suitable for the mimicry of  
countless workshop poems.

The first time we take a route there is a penetration into the 
unknown, a solemn process of searching studying, and confronting which 
evokes a special “radiation” resulting from contradiction. This contradiction 
consists of mastering the unknown—which is nothing other than a lack of 
self-knowledge—and finding the techniques for forming, structuring, and 
recognizing it. The process of getting self-knowledge gives strength to one’s 
work.

This impulse, leading to this “radiation,” is what propelled me 
into the poem, a poem that I would write but would not read, either 
privately or publicly, until it was finished and would be then read 
publicly for the first, and only, time. I wanted to avoid the falseness 
that comes easily upon the defenses the self places before the creative 
act to make creation into a thing rather than a process.

The second time we come to the same material, if we take the old 
route we no longer have this unknown within us to refer to; only tricks 
are left—stereotypes that my be philosophical, moral, or technical. You 
see, it’s not an ethical question. I’m not talking about the “great values.” 
Self-research is simply the right of our profession, our first duty. You may 
call it ethical, but personally I prefer to treat it as part of the technique 
because that way there is no sense of its being sweet or hypocritical. 

Terra/or came from the desire, the need, not to be a hypocrite, 
to avoid the “tricks” fostered by the old and familiar, which a re-
reading is, which leads to correcting, re-vision instead of  seeing clearly, 
and to reveal to myself  as well as to the audience the range and the 
limits of  my poetry, my poor poetry.



At the same time I was resolving poetic concerns, which 
more and more were becoming concerns of  theater as well, 
since even re-reading became problematic, myself  as an 
audience for my-self, I was involved in daily activities 
attempting to stop the war our government was waging against 
the countries of  Central America, specifically against the newly 
formed revolutionary government in Nicaragua. These 
activities forced me to challenge my ethical constructs and my 
relationship to religion. I had long abandoned any formal 
religion, yet I admired what religious people were doing in 
Central and South America, re-constructing the religious 
community to challenge the state and to bring about “heaven 
on earth” rather than to defer to the next world the rewards of  
gained in this, which is the greatest cooption of  religion by the 
state. The theorists of  Liberation Theology became, of  
necessity, activists. I had never seen this in religious people, 
except for my friend, Maurice McCrackin, a minister who had 
been expelled from the Presbyterian Church for his work with 
the poor. Words were integrated with act, the Word truly made 
Flesh. And this was different from any religion I had known. 

And what these religious people had attained seemed 
also to be what some artists had attained or at least were 
striving for. And so my involvement, limited as it was, became a 
crisis that had to be involved, if  not resolved, in any poetics I 
was attempting to work through. Charles Olson, the poet who 
meant most to me then, expressed it better than I, just what is 
at stake in this poetics, which is also what is at stake in this 
activity, this ethics, religious activity, religious in the sense of  
ratio, balance. Here the poet speaks with the same urgency of  
concern as the man of  theater: 

(The distinction here is between language as the act of the instant 
and language as the act of thought about the instant.) … But one 
can’t any longer stop there, if one ever could. For the habits of 
thought are the habits of action, and here, too, particularism has 
to fought anew. 
...
If there is any absolute, it is never more than this one, you, this 
instant, in action. 

Which ought to get us on. What makes most acts—of living and 
of writing—unsatisfactory, is that the person and /or the writer 
satisfy themselves that they can only make a form (what they say 



or do, or a story, a poem, whatever) by selecting from the full content 
some face of it, or plane, some part. And at just this point, by just this act, 
they fall back on the dodges of discourse, and immediately, they lose me, I 
am no longer engaged, this is not what I know is the going-on (and of 
which going-on I, as well as they, want some illumination, and so, some 
pleasure). It comes out a demonstration, a separating out, an act of 
classification, and so a stopping, and all that I know is, it is not there, it has 
turned false. For any of us, at any instant, are juxtaposed to any 
experience, even an overwhelming single one, on several more planes than 
the arbitrary and discursive which we inherit can declare. (Human 
Universe)

What is at stake here is not, cannot be, only a personal concern. We 
have an ethics inhering in the act of  writing. But the concentration, the 
full body attention of  the poetics of  theater are demanded, otherwise 
not only false verse but the false self  appears. Poetry becomes a 
responsibility to the community but only if  it is taken as a full response 
from the self, and this full response is inherently political. Olson:

And the more I live the more I am tempted to think that the ultimate 
reason why man departs from nature and thus departs from his own 
chance is that he is part of a herd which wants to do the very thing which 
nature disallows—that energy can be lost. When I look at the filth and 
lumber which man is led by, I see man’s greatest achievement in this 
childish accomplishment—that he damn well can, and does, destroy 
destroy destroy energy every day. It is too much. It is too much to waste 
time on, this idiot who spills his fluid like some truculent and fingerless 
chamaco hereabouts who wastes water at the pump when birds are dying 
all over the country in this hottest of the months and women come in 
droves in the morning begging for even a tasa of the precious stuff to be 
poured in the amphoras they swing on their hips as they swing their 
babies. Man has made himself an ugliness and a bore. 

It is here, where inattention and self-indulgence lead to 
“spillage,” with the resulting harm to natural and human communities, 
that poetry, love poetry, confessional poetry, becomes political. And 
writing is acting, is action. And so it made sense to me, that the politics 
of  poetry was also a liberation theology, a way of  acting in service to 
the community, opposition to the “filth and lumber which man is led 
by.” Writing the poem of  the moment with all the attention I could 
give to it was equal to the reality of  my political opposition to the 
contras, to the politicians who exchanged guns to them for cocaine to 
dump into the inner cities of  our country. And it was also opposition 
to the falseness of  so much of  what passes for poetry, the poetry of  
the prizes, the anthologies, the workshops, even the “political” poetry, 
anti-war poetry.



I was looking not only for what was genuine within but 
for what was false without. The liberation theology theorists / 
activists had explained enough what they were doing and why. 
All of  what they were doing could be seen as living out the 
teachings of  the Sermon on the Mount. The political 
implications of  that message, the turning point of  western 
religious thought by which the god of  vengeance was replaced 
with the god of  love, had never been fully articulated, and 
could only be articulated in political action. I felt fortunate to 
see, and be a small part of, that articulation, that acting out. But 
my main concern was and is poetry. And when I saw the 
debasement not only of  Grotowski’s theories but also Olson’s 
(or Olson’s as applied to theater, for he, too, was an actor, 
trained formally in theater), I felt as betrayed as I did by the 
liberal politicians who refused to support the new government 
in Nicaragua, who distorted the record of  opposition to our 
150 years of  intervention in the lives of  the peoples of  Central 
America, and who allowed the creation and funding of  the 
terrorist armies of  the contras. I knew my enemies, Reagan, 
Bush, North, Secord, Poindexter, et al. Friends were harder to 
find. Just as in theater. The old theatrics were easy to identify. 
But the friends, especially those who invoked Grotowski? I 
looked to the film My Dinner With Andre and saw the artist 
equivalent to the liberal politicians who place expediency above 
principle, who sold out the people’s revolution in Central 
American in order to sell themselves..

The film is made of  two men sitting in a restaurant, 
their conversation being principally about acting, concentrating 
mainly on Andre Gregory’s acting career and ideas about 
acting. And some of  these ideas derive from Gregory’s work 
with Grotowski, hence my interest in the film. The film, itself, 
also compels interest. It was, for a while, something of  a cult 
film, a low budget film that made a lot of  money for the 
producers and made Gregory something of  a hero within the 
west coast art community. One appeal of  the film is its 
simplicity: two men talking, only occasionally interrupted by a 
waiter. Rather, the film appears simple. As Gregory explains, 
the film was exactly scripted and some of  the scenes were shot 
16 times to give this appearance of  spontaneity and 
naturalness. And it is this appearance, coupled with Gregory’s 
invoking Grotowski, that concerns me, concerns me in relation 
to poetics and my poem Terra/or.



A film is, after all, only a film; it is not, cannot be, reality. It is an 
artificial construct designed to foster the illusion of  reality, to re-present 
it. The actor’s job is to further this illusion. And from this position, the 
position espoused by this film, its makers, the actors, there can be no 
criticism. It was just this illusion that so appealed to an audience 
expectant of, even demanding, illusion. And so, like every other 
Hollywood production, the audience is fed what it wants. The 
difference with this film, and hence its appeal to the intellectual of  the 
Hollywood film is that the illusion is called into question by the content, 
Andre’s conversation, establishing this reality (the “authentic dialogue”), 
enforcing the illusion of  naturalness of  the film production. For the 
actor, this illusion, this elaborate trick played on the audience is just the 
opposite of  Grotowski’s Poor Theatre, and the opposite of  authentic 
poetry, the poetry of  Olson, Spicer, or Duncan, H.D., Williams, 
Hikmet, Neruda, Lorca, the poets I studied, as Gregory had studied 
Grotowski (Beckett, as Gregory explains, his “interest” in silence 
derived from Beckett, but this film is, as well, the most anti-Beckett film 
imaginable since even a Hollywood action film pretends less, realizes 
less on the tricks of  theatre both Grotowski and Beckett strove so hard 
to remove from theatre).

When I left the theater after sitting through “My Dinner,” I said 
to my companion, “This is one evil film.” I meant it then, still 
struggling to extricate myself  from the film maker’s illusion, having 
gone into the film with the expectation of  a film influenced by Brecht 
or Vertov or, more appropriately given Gregory’s background, by 
Grotowski. The evil originating out of  Washington, the evil of  the 
businessmen who supplied money to Oliver North and friends to fund 
the contras, the evil of  the U.S. Ambassador to El Salvador and the evil 
of  General Alexander Haig, with their attempts to cover-up the killings 
of  the four U.S. Church women, the support given to the assassins of  
Archbishop Romero, the owners of  the New York Times who pulled 
the reporter Ray Bonner out of  Central America because he reported 
the truth of  the massacre at El Mozote, these people, these acts, this 
was evil, not some film, not some little film that espoused the authentic 
while promoting the fake. Not evil, just an insidious intellectual and 
emotional virus that may, in fact, be the working methodology of  film, 
in spite of  the attempts of  Dziga Vertov, Jean Luc Godard, Werner 
Herzog, which is, after all, the art of  illusion. Film is inherently “Rich 
Theatre,” theatre, as described by Grotowski as dependent on 
everything but the actor and the audience: the sets, the lighting, the text, 
etc. But acting? And poetry? The films of  Vertov were more than 
documentaries, though they were also that. And had not the Soviet state 



strangled his creativity, fearful of  an art that rejected illusion 
and involved the audience in analysis of  the arts of  illusion, 
state power whether the brutal Soviet kind or the seductive 
American, Vertov’s films would have influenced generations of  
film makers and viewers. Film, though inherently “Rich,” would 
have also been a continual questioning of  the reliance upon 
resources exterior to the actor. And the response to a film such 
as Andre would have been ridicule instead of  the promotion of  
it by the Hollywood Hip as some kind of  Zen film. Vertov 
included the camera itself  in the film in order to destroy 
illusion. His was an anti-seduction film, a film that gave of  
itself  the way Grotowski asks the actor to give. Film, though, is 
not theater. But it, too, can ascribe to itself  the simple dictum 
to not tell lies.

And so it is with poetry. It, too, must come from the 
Body. It need not be, nor can it be, as physical as Artaud’s 
Poetry of  Cruelty or Grotowski’ Poor Theatre. Poetry is also 
textual bound, but it is not thereby textually limited. The text is 
the distinction that Poor Poetry accepts; it seeks this distinction 
as much as Grotowski’s actors seek to realize the full 
implication of  the distinction of  theatre: that the actors are 
physically present to the audience. There is no film version of  
Poor Theatre. There is no Poor Poetry that does not 
acknowledge the physical nature of  the text.

Jack Spicer was a supremely aware poet; he was primarily 
a text poet, a writer’s writer. His poetry was never a single 
inspired occasion; it was a book. But it was, of  necessity, more 
than a book. It was a life. As he wrote: “Poems should echo 
and reecho against each other. They should create resonances. 
They cannot live alone any more than we can”. And these 
echoes include the social, the ethical, the choices we make to 
live and write without lying. And my Terra/or was my poem of  
echoes. As only a text it may not even be poetry, not even a 
Poor Poetry. But its performance at the Gates of  Heaven in 
Madison, Wisconsin was an occasion for poetry. The 
performance was a way to pay respect to the text by 
acknowledging its physicality, its objectivity, by refusing to 
partake of  it except upon the moment of  its turn into act. 
Performance as resurrection. It was then a poem; as it exists 
now, as a text, a text that can be read, re-read, with notes, with 
this introduction, it is something else. It is writing moving me 
then and now towards a Poor Poetry. It was a writing of  my 
making, but it moved me along, and it moves me, this text, still.





Terra/or

(July 3, AM )

Across my desk —I’ll stop even here, stop

before I get beyond banality—stop

with words and their simple, yes simple

and paralyzing effect—“Across my desk”

A—ah. What?

What other cross is there?

What other cross in my life?

Than my desk?

And when I wrote these words

my own voice went unheard in its intention—

how easy to mis-hear your own voice!

I thought I heard—didn't I hear it?—

“Damn my desk.”



The mail comes across. And a cross.

And admit it. It is with

some difficulty “a cross to bear”—

most pleasantly! Ah—

admit that too or you

won’t be able

to allow admittance to

any thing that matters, that

matters to you

as a writer.

...

Not only letters come across

my desk. Looking over it

I see the hawk wing. This

gift from Thomas. Extended

as if in flight.

       As if

flying one winged. He said,

To fan the flames.

         To start

saying, the sacred fire.

That gift from Tom, that

gift from hawk. This

this gift—one wing

as balance.

...  

(July 3, PM)



A cross. My desk.

Why should I not be thinking of Suzanne?

I meant to, I meant

to mention in my last letter

and I forgot twice, I was

even going to write it on the

envelope after I sealed it, and

perhaps thinking some puns

thinking some puns are not

not appropriate, perhaps

but all I wanted to say

all I wanted to do was mark

you see I can’t help myself, even

even now I almost said that

“X marks the spot”

the spot above my heart

even now

and what I forgot to say to her

when I received in the mail the cross

from her made by a prisoner in El Salvador

and the very day she must have opened

opened my letter that contained the cross

the tiny gold cross that was mine

my first communion memento, oh



Christ. I wanted to say that

it was a good sign that

while she was off to Managua

and I off, out of my marriage, that

through this separation

we Christ

crossed.

(July 4 -AM)

It doesn’t appear as if I will

I will, I will!—

get these letters across my desk—

(I will, I will)

for the fact—and

before the fact, and

after

is that not the fact

but the poetry

begins here, and

here it ends

in spite of readings

in spite of performance

tape-recorders and video

the word is free in this



writing, free to speak

out, so ... and so ... and

so? to get back to this pre-

occupation—a cross my desk

(and on it now a cheap recorder

playing Monk—He isn’t here,

He is dead. The song ...)

which we do bear across.

While I was writing that

last poem, previous poem,

I thought of a phrase

that was an appropriate entry

not a title just

an entry into this poem, and

I should have written it down

I guess I figured I would 

lose that poem by moving on

to this one and I guess

I figured I could easily re-

call this phrase, obviously

I cannot. Where is it?

Can it be lost if it never appeared?

Who knows? This poem is in any case



a search, an attempt to rescue

this very poem from an unnecessary

wordiness.  And, again obviously

it pronounces its failure as it

attempts to overcome it. But

what might that phrase have been?

That phrase that was to be

the mot juste, entry

into the concise, even memorable

poem, the poem about the war

yes the war poem

about El Salvador.

It is best that I forgot the damn thing!

Those words could never have lived

up to my expectations. All

I wished to do was make this

simple connection through ordinary

language. To allow language in

its seeming transparency

to expand the readers’ perception

(quite naturally, since this expansion

is language, not my imposition) in-

to (in more than two!) another

area of experience that lies out



of, outside of the readers’ ordinary

experience, outside if only because

it comes into that experience 

through the medium of letters

such as the one on my desk

now. An appeal from CISPES—

Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador.

Last year I would have had to write

the name out for my benefit, now

I do it for the readers’, but why

assume any readers (yes why assume any!)

would know my work and not know

what CISPES means? —that appeal

—I’ve never been to Salvador,

probably never will—this appeal

to help stop the U.S. air war

mentions how the U.S. trained pilots

who bomb the “free-fire zones”—

most of us think of Vietnam, another

place most of us never were, but which all

of us inhabit, but the young

they will—unfortunately, with pain—learn

their own history that attaches to words—

who bomb by targeting (there!



not how the CISPES letter reads

“seek their targets” but by targeting!

I found it, not a phrase but one

changed word that recalls a phrase,

a scene from my youth, working

in a department store, by

marking down sale items, tagging them

targeting the brightly colored dresses

with colored pencils, reduced ...)

These pilots know where to drop

their bombs—not theirs, ours—they

are only the messenger, and we ...

we are only ... if that is how, who

we want to be ... —

this is hopeless.

A possible 4 or 5 line poem

that was to draw the comparison

from the ordinary act of shopping

that we in our privilege, our luxury

do quite regularly (let’s forget

that our clothes are made by people

earning pennies a day, let us

forget that, for now) to draw



this connection through language

between shopping for a good buy

(Jesus! a “good-bye” —this language

expansion never stops—some time

it should!) through language

between shopping and bombing,

between buying and killing, oh

those brightly colored dresses, those

even exotic peasant dresses

draw the fire. Fuck it.

It’s not hopeless. I almost wrote that

it was, is. It is not.

I’m almost crying. Not over

some poem never realized. Fuck it.

I hate to say that too, sometimes

it just comes out—right now I’d rather

be making love than writing this poem.

Those letters across my desk. I’ll stop

this thing. These letters. Keep them coming.

Struggle. Real. Reality. Solidarity.

(July 4—11:00 pm)

(July 5, 7:30 AM)

There should be titles

if for no other reason



than to call attention

to these words as

poetry. There should be titles

if for no other reason than

to call attention to

this fact that

we record our experience

then our experience is more

like a wave

than a line, so a title

can point to this crest

a beginning.

a beginning and an end.

This poem, however, is a title

only a way to introduce a need.

A need for play, a language play

not only to call attention

not only to call attention

these words as poetry

but even to label them somehow

label them as song,

for the issue—yes “issue,”

one more pun in this

game to deal with—

for the issue of these notes



is whether song is possible.

Ted. I'm back to you al-

ready. I never left.

I could, I could call

this W/Out Notes— Song?

but when I do so

there is this nagging echo

from saying—No.

A cheap comedian: Get

outa here ya bum.

go a-a-a-w-n-n.

Yeh. On & on.

These notes.

Echoes. The source

is real. So too

is the return of sound

from something equally real

some thing hard

notes rebound.

...

This song. This



“I got you, under my skin.”

“Deep ... deep”

I don’t know how it goes.

“Deep, in the heart of me”?

How does this go?

How does this song go?

Supply the notes

as this song comes across

my desk: There 

there were many people.

There.

There were many people.

(“Deep in the heart of me”?)

There were many ...

lots of children ...

(—invite anyone to sing along,

it’s the only way you’ll get through

the only way through this thing—)

... including lots of children

children with these

these napalm and white

these napalm and white



white phosphorous burns.

And people ... (that echo,

Barbara Streisand—“People

loving people ...”)

They cover their entire body

and penetrate ... and

and penetrate to

the other side

their entire body

and somehow

they travel under the skin.

I’ve got you.

...

(8:10 AM July 5)

Norman Blake singing

“The Last Train From Poor Valley.”

He mentioned how he was sitting

at his kitchen table after talking to

Johnny Cash and June Carter about what

they miss about Christmas—and

he mentioned that of a sudden

“Inspiration struck.”



The refrain—“I saw the last train

from poor valley, taking brown eyed

Betsy, Richmond bound.”

Love and loss.

The poverty of the community.

The desire for something better.

And now as I write, Norman Blake 

announces a song by his wife Nancy 

a song called “Belize”!

Is this not a sign

a sign pointing also to

this connection—what

connection? Song, domestic

affairs, “exotic” tropical

countries, and these notes,

the soft sad repetition

of these notes.

(8:17 p.m. July 5)

Song. Song. Sing.

Song. Sing.

Sing a song about

a song, not

a metaphor



but a metasong.

A song about the singing.

This is a teacher’s poem

about how we teach the singing

and what we learn from it.

“and what we burn from it.”

That was an “honest” mis-hearing

of my own words. It

would have been a lie not

to have mentioned how I heard 

again my own words as I wrote them.

I do not need to exaggerate

the lesson that you or I

might learn from this singing.

Sing then. Song. Sing it.

“Uh, well ...” he said. “Uh, well”

Listen & you’ll see.

How he hesitates like me.

“... the same thing you did in Vietnam.”

And with that word, you can finish

this song. “Vietnam” —it still echoes,



it echoes still in our emptiness.

“We learned from you.

We learned from you ... (notice this

natural repetition, this is the refrain—

aren’t these Latins born singers?!)

“We learned from you the means, like

like blow-

torches in

the arm-

pits

like blowtorches in the armpits,

shots in the balls.”

But these are not the singers—

that Yeats’ poem: “how to tell

the dancer from the dance”?

This is not the singer or the song.

Only the hardy learn to sing.

He says “the toughest ones” —

this has to be translated, not

from Spanish into English, just

translated so we can hear it, it

means the ones who resist torture—



“We have to (“have to”? 

they have no choice? such an urgency

for the song, for the singing!)

“We have to pop their eyes

out with a spoon. You ...

(no choice again?)

“You have to

film it to believe it, but boy, ...

(oh boy, oh boy, oh boy—note

how that echoes—the rise of

excitement, how the song moves

us. Lust.)

“boy, they sure sing.”

(8:49 pm July 5)

(July 7 11:211 AM)

Another quote. All

language is quotation.

No need

to apologize for

another quote.

He said, “All great drawing



is drawing by memory.”

How do I know if correctly

I do remember?

I think. I think.

Somewhere—back there! —

back there —is

is a poem about Suzanne

a poem ending on a pun

on a cross, a christ / crissed

cross, yes the more I write this

poem the more I recall

that other, so now

now I am more certain

certain of the appropriateness

of this, more certain

of this quotation.

Another quote. All language

is a quote. That needs

needs no apology—

from John Berger’s novel

A Painter of Our Time

(a gift from Walter, this too

connects—it does, all ...)



as I listen, Bruce Cockburn’s

Stealing Fire, his songs about

Nicaragua—it all does ...

if we let it, in

the memory.

     And the dates

from this novel / diary—

April 14 & 17, the last

my birthday—perhaps

only to help inform

the seeing—he said: “It is easy

to contrast structure with movement:

but to make structure become movement!”

And on the 14th, this one, this

one a poem for Suzanne

for Suzanne now

in Managua: “If you

draw a series of parallel lines

closely together, and then

another series across them

at an angle, (yes “angel” I

can’t help myself—don’t want to), you

have the simplest example of

the dialectical process. Cross-



hatching as they call it. You

have the first series of line, then

you have the second series in

opposition to the first. But out of

the two you get

a series of diamonds.

“Now, if you look

at these diamonds, remembering

that every one has to be drawn, you

are overwhelmed by the length

and complexity of the task. (You,

yes, I miss you already.) The

diamonds are like the future

we work for. (The New Nicaragua

has already transformed you—us.)

Yet, courage.

The first series of lines is there.

All we have to do (Is this all?

We have. We have.)

is to cross them.”

(3:10 PM July 9)

It’s not the bomb.

It’s not the bomb.

Not that image



my constant fear.

It’s not the bomb.

The bomb is only

the end point

of the logic

of our lives.

The bomb is not

un-reason, but

pure reason.

It’s not the bomb.

There is another one

the image of a nightmare

we haven’t awakened from.

It reminds us of the madness

of what we have become. It is

this picture of a child

his finger gentle on

the trigger of some captured

enemy sub-machine gun.

(11:30 PM July 11)

Toward a poem, one that is gone,



never really formed only

hinted at while walking across

campus on my way to the dentist’s.

I was struck by

how I am struck. Why?

The only way to find out

is to keep writing

writing against this poem

this poem yet formed, a poem

only suggested in thought

not even thought

but an intimation of a word.

Intimation. Intimate.

When I think of what it means

to “push against this poem”

I don’t have an image of violence.

I think more of

“leaning” against you.

Gently. But who

are you? The “Dear Reader”?

Not hardly (but gently, gently ...).

Who are you?



You are gone.

That much

I know.

When I lean against

you. You give

a little. It

is me, you give.

You give me myself.

That’s how I live.

Who are you?

Suzanne? It that who?

Nita. Lorry. Sue. Rene

who I only met today.

Let’s be clear about this much.

Now. Let that image be

specific. When I lean

against you, your skin

the warmth radiates about me

it is the tangle of your hair,

that smile, that particular one.

Remember. I, it is who try 



to remember. I wrote

in my book to you

that I hoped to someday

write that poem

which matched the magic

of your smile.

This is not that poem.

This is only a poem moving

toward you. If

I say I love the reader

I say also who you are

and me, me too

I say I love you.

(July 12 12:45 midnight)

It is safe here.

I can write these words.

No one will knock at my door—

perhaps that woman Rene

who lives next door? No,

I’m just imaging that,

I have no fear

no fear of “security forces”—



“death squads” —or the FBI.

It is safe here.

I can write these words.

Later I’ll read them.

You may hear them.

We might even talk about them.

Words following words.

Like these words I write.

Like these words.

They follow the ones I am reading.

Hurtado.

Not his real name.

He still has family in El Salvador.

He spoke at St. Luke’s Luteran Church

in Minneapolis.

It is safe here.

(July 13 8:35)

He deserted from the death squads

after being caught reading a Bible.

For that he was labeled “subversive.”

But these are only words.

I read them. Then write them.

There’s no risk in doing this.

It is safe here.



Why make—why try?

Why try to make poetry

out of such misery

and in such safety?

He said, he said this—

“The torture chambers were equipped

with stereophonic speakers.

When they torture someone

they turn up the volume all the way

and play music, so nobody

can hear the screams.”

Is this what I am doing?

Using music

as a cover for the pain?

He said, he said

“... then they begin

to cut pieces of flesh

off the fingers ....

They cut off more,

piece after piece,

until the whole hand



is cut off.”

—How do you feel right now

when I say this: “You

have to hand it

to Hurtado.”

Pretty shitty, huh?

There must be a limit to

what we can do to language

in the face of such

fact. There must be.

He said

“Then they cut off this here”

pointing to his crotch. “They cut

off this here,” he said

pointing to his crotch.

“They cut it like this,”

“And ...”

“And they throw it

in the garbage.”

Should I make a literary

convention out of these words?

Why not?



What metaphor, what analogy,

what should I do?

These are only words.

Hurtado’s. Mine.

You can have them.

Do you want them?

Why should you?

My phone rang at 8:30.

I knew it wasn’t you

calling so early on a Saturday.

A Saturday morning.

Especially since we had been out

until 3:00 listening to music.

It is beginning to get more clear

to me just who is

the “you” that I keep using

in this poem.

I don’t want to use you.

(But what does that mean?

I'm enough of a bastard to

use you in any way



I want to—but I

don’t want to. You.

You are my dear

reader. You.)

Strangely it was another

woman named Susan.

She and her husband

had just returned from Cuba.

They wanted me to come over

for breakfast. They wanted

to talk about just how

they can get the information out

about what they experienced.

What can I tell them?

To “get the information out.”

Obviously I don’t know much

about that. I don’t even

know what means “experience.”

This poem demonstrates

the more I try to answer

her plea—and that is

what it was, she



is as desperate as me.

(Just to get those two lines

to rhyme I said “me” not “I.”

And me don’t even like rhyme.

But me must be

trying subconsciously

to rescue this —dis-po-et-ry.)

This poem

this poem illustrates

its own failure.

(8:56 Sunday—July 14)

It’s not yet 9:00 in the morning

and the sweat that earlier

had only been a slight moisture

under my arms and right above

my eyebrows, now I feel

on my chest, back, legs.

An uncomfortable day ahead.

At least I know the most obvious

kind of thing. My body has yet

to lie to me

about such elemental

things: heat, humidity, sweat.



I feel also that this poem

—my Terra, my Terror—

is over. My Terra.

You never really got much

of a place in this poem,

this poem which is now—

wasn’t it always?—is

now notes, notes not

musical but mundane.

Terra. Terra.

Perhaps it really is terror

that is the ground

that we—we?—better

to learn to speak honestly—

Perhaps it is terror that is the ground

I walk upon, that

sustains me. The media

only a minute or two ago

on the radio was a “human interest”

account of a small party of “tourists-

adventurers” who were lost

who found themselves lost—

in the African bush. The commentator



said that after a period of panic

he learned to see again—

a re/vision. Instead

instead of his pre-occupation with

maps and finding his place on them

instead of this

instead of this he was struck by

the beauty—not only

this beauty, but also struck

by his notice, that awareness of

him watching such grace

of the flight of a hawk

of the slow move of shadows—

lost he found himself. No,

accepting being lost then

his way back was revealed.

A way back? More likely

a way forward into the unknown.

It is too damn easy to turn this

account into an allegory,

to see it in terms of

a Biblical parable, or



or to take this story

from the radio—another message

coming from a distance, like these

others I’ve used throughout this

poem—to take it

and to use it

as a literary device

to add an aesthetic dimension

to this poem, to rescue it

somehow—to turn that

lost man’s account into

a literary trick, a hidden trap

to somehow justify this

man’s, this lost man’s

account. A count.

One. Two. ...No.

It adds up to nothing.

It’s over.

The news story I’m listening to now

tells of the terrorist bombing

of the Greenpeace ship.



You can take this statement also

as a literary device. A dramatic end.

If you want to.

I don’t. This next one is

better. On the news at this

moment is a story about

the attacks by the establishment

—the legal, the medical, that

structure infects all organization, that

restriction, oppression—I

I am going to push this a bit—you

can call that structure music—

attacks against mid-wives. Not yet.

It’s not over. A woman

is telling how this other

helped her push the baby out.

The midwife is now talking about

how sometimes the baby dies.

And how important it is

to have the care, the support, the love

that lies outside the oppressive

state structure. Not all attempts

at new life succeed.

They don’t have to.

In the right circumstance



this death, this failure of birth,

is a new beginning.

A living. A recognition

that it’s not over yet.

The news now says that the trial

of this midwife will go

to the jury tomorrow.

Tomorrow this story about midwives

may be turned into a literary device.

Now it is just an account I record.

It’s as real as my body sweat.

It’s one more fact.

And it is not over yet.

(End—9:31 A.M. July 14 / 85)



Notes:

July 3/85 am (early)

Br ight ly    Colored   Dresses

July 3—Woke with the first lines of  these projected poems 
dealing with the dealing with my preoccupation with Central 
America and C.A. is revealing to us who we are as North 
American, as human. 

As much as I admire Ted [Enslin] I still see his position as a 
limiting of  his human response as poet. He views the political 
much too narrowly. This restriction on his human response is a 
way of  surviving—I do understand that very much!—Surviving 
as an artist in America! But at the very least we need to risk that 
survival if  we are ever to be completely human within the 
inhumanizing society that does all it can to restrict us, to 
channel us into narrow images of  who we are, can be.

July 3—10:00 AM
Last night I was momentarily panicked about finances. At noon 
I paid $100.00 for 2 tires for my truck. Since I must keep the 
truck I will have to spend money keeping it alive—today I pick 
up a new muffler to install—so it goes.... This morning reading 
from Witness of  Hope. —Don Pedro Casaldaliga bishop of  Sao 
Felix in Mata Grosso, Brazil:

a quote from the Magnificat —
the arrogant of  heart and mind he has put to rest,
he has brought down monarchs from their thrones,
but the humble have been lifted high.
The hungry he has satisfied with good things,
the rich sent empty away [Luke 1: 46-53].



“How can we, well fed and well established, keep our 
peace of  conscience vis-a-vis the two-thirds of  humankind that 
are not well off  and suffer hunger? 

“In view of  the poverty of  the majority of  humankind, 
the children of  God, our brothers and sisters, is spiritual poverty 
anything else but social sarcasm? Is it anything other than anti-
evangelical blasphemy?

[from a letter Bishop Casaldaliga to Martin Lange]

July 3 11:30 p.m.

Wonder if  I’ll be able to continue with Terr/a/or!? I think it will 
be a continual process? Don’t see how I can escape it; but I doubt 
if  I’ll get poetry out of  it—who knows? Maybe this will come to 
something, perhaps something to read in Madison.

July 4 11:15 [am]

As soon as I finished this poem I wanted to go back! (as if  that 
were really possible—only in writing— as Ong explains better 
than I—is it possible to go back—and Derrida makes it clearer 
that going back in that way is not really possible either!) anyhow 
to go back and read (re / read, since I was reading while / 
writing?) what I had written. Was going to read it out loud. 
Actually my first impulse was to type it (so I wouldn't have to 
struggle with my own handwriting) then “polish it” (!), then read 
it into a tape-recorder and send that to some friends asking their 
opinion —advice— HELP! help for me to figure out just what 
the hell I am doing here. This series of  poems and I did project 
as I started that this would be a series—this series of  poems 
began out of  both the feelings of  frustration,—frustration of  
my own getting clear in the writing itself about how the material 
conditions the poem—in this case my Central America concerns 
and my own reality, not as a direct witness, like Central American 
poets themselves (though as we know much excellent C.A. 
poetry was only written in exile, but that is not the issue now, 
not for) and like someone such as Forche, or even Margaret 
Randall, but as a poet whose experience (and it is experience, no 
less than direct perception is experience) is Central America 
through the media: through TV, radio, newspapers, magazines, 



journals, poems, novels, personal testimony of  friends like 
Suzanne who has been there, is now & for the next two years, 
and through appeals like this one from CISPES directed toward 
me—and this is important TO ME at least because I have been  
active in this whole Central America business of  fighting against 
the U.S. domination / exploitation and for the New El Salvador, 
Nicaragua Libre! How do you write an honest poem about such 
mediated experience? I think that in some ways my C.A. poems 
have been honest —they attempt to respect the mediated nature 
of  my involvement with the experience of  Central America. I don’t 
think those poems are un-genuine, at least as far as my attitude is 
concerned. Also—and quite importantly to me, though I have 
tried to write the poem FROM my stance / experience etc. the 
poems also are written from my future—they carry me towards 
more experience, more involvement & consequently a different 
kind of  poetry—for example, the early C.A. poems made it 
possible for me to be a part of  the Civil Disobedience action in 
Cincinnati, what will these current C.A. poems do?

Our language expression—Poetry —has to operate both ways—
from and toward. So much for frustration! Now I cannot recall 
the other term, the other pole from which this writing bounds 
itself—anyhow, frustration yes, and something else—adventure 
maybe, hoping that the writing itself  would disclose the multi-
faceted experience of  involvement with language in a way not 
otherwise possible. I will back up—turn back the pages of  this 
notebook, back track & read what I wrote about my first 
inclination—to send these poems off—typed then recorded—to 
friends, etc. —But before I reread—Read for the first time 
actually, that is Read while not Writing (though I would have 
been reading with the intention of  correcting, hence reading also 
while writing; while re/ writing), anyhow, before rereading I 
stopped myself  and enacted a mental scenario (damn! IF I do 
this scene I will be re/enacting! ah sweet ironies!) of  reading 
these poems—FOR THE FIRST TIME at Woodland Pattern—
In other words, NOT to go back and read any of  these poems 
UNTIL the reading at W.P.—Why? SO that the first PUBLIC (& 
Recorded) READING will NOT also be a performance (similar 
to the first “reading” of  my Grenada poem—each subsequent 
reading was in a sense acting, which is fine, but it is not, could 
not, be that First experience—why the emphasis on the 
PRIMARY? Because of  its revelatory nature, that’s all. I don’t 



know what it will reveal exactly, but it will certainly reveal something 
about my experience with both the written & spoken language—
perhaps some of  these notes should also be read at W.P.?!—Now as 
I write this, I get a sense of  what I am doing as being something 
like what Jack Spicer talked about in his serial poems. Opening, 
going into a room “blind,” from one darkened room to another, re-
arranging the furniture (language) as you can, but entering each time 
in wonderment (& fear!)—but trying to maintain the integrity all the 
time— NOW, as I write this I recall the other POLE, not 
ADVENTURE (though now I see that that term is also 
appropriate) but MUSIC. FRUSTRATION & MUSIC.

Yeah .... Ted’s Songs w/out Notes was in my mind when I started this. 
A serial poem developing the theme of  the writing experience, 
writing about El Salvador, Nicaragua, Guatemala, turning that 
experience to music—seeing, trying to uncover what that means 
while writing—is this—from PAIN, from murder—even genocide
—to Music appropriate OR is it the worse thing a poet can do? 
AESTHETICIZE = ANESTHETIZE? Or, from the aesthetic to 
liberation? action? Can I keep this resolve NOT to go back and re/
work these poems? After all there is so much pleasure in doing so. 
Isn't that vicarious experience though? JUST (!) a way of  filling 
time / spatializing the process—certainly. 

No. I won’t go back over it. Neither will I go back over these notes
—but I do have to slow down in writing them or I will not be able 
to decipher them ever. Hopefully by summer’s end when Tom & I 
do the reading I will have enough poems to read-- now, I plan to 
read Bloom Blood, “These Sparrow Variations” & this new work. We 
will see just what happens. (12:02 July 4—writing for over a half  
hour!—made the coffee, sent the water through the used grounds 
(used!) but couldn't stop writing to pour a cup.

July 5 / 7:30 A.M.

Can I really keep this resolve not to read & revise these TERR/A/
OR poems? Why not? Funny this anxiety at not being able now to 
“go over” the past work, to re-assure myself  that it’s all right, and to 
occupy my sensibilities—a sort of  surrogate creativity!, instead of  
getting on with more poems!



8:20 / July 5—

Last night finished the bio. of  Oscar Romero by Brockman. Not 
only a truly great man. Or, great because he did not deny himself  
the chance to be a man, to be what a man is capable of  being 
and to thereby alter the conditions of  the structural restraints 
that attempt to keep him only a functioning representative of  a 
system. This bio. does a decent—meaning adequate and polite! —
job of  exposing the church hierarchy, j’accuse! it is not—
Brockman is a priest after all, still— and its complicity in 
Romero’s murder—Pope J.P. II comes off  better than he should
—of  course Brockman wrote this before the pope’s trip to C.A.
—his insulting Nicaragua, insulting Romero’s memory, etc.

8:00 July 6

Wrote Will Inman about the poem series—doubt he’ll 
understand, not sure I do!—I do know I am having a hard time 
not reading these poems! This whole thing is not supposed to be 
a contest of  will—or is it!? Doesn’t this strong urge to go back 
and “worry” these poems point to just the reason why I 
shouldn’t be doing it? That so much of  what we do with poetry 
is merely filling time?
5:45 A.M. July 8

“I walk toward one of  our ponds; but what signifies the 
beauty of  nature when men are base? We walk to lakes to see our 
serenity reflected in them; when we are not serene, we go not to 
them. Who can be serene in a country where both the rulers and 
the ruled are without principle? The remembrance of  my 
country spoils my walk. My thoughts are murder to the State, 
and involuntarily go plotting against her.”

—Thoreau “Slavery in Massachusetts” (1854)

4:00 pm July 9

This other image prompted the poem: the U.S. had just bombed 
Managua, landed troops, began the war on Nicaragua. Suppose 
this happens? Would the death & destruction be any greater than 
what is happening Now in Guatemala? Salvador? Probably not. 
Why would this be for me such a catastrophic event? Would it be 
any more devastating in its trail of  sorrows than the CIA coup in 



1954 against the Arbenz gov.? Who knows? But like that tragedy, 
that 50 years of  destruction we initiated—it would be a 
devastating blow to any sense of  progress—historical 
betterment, working toward a future rather than just acting and re-
acting. And the terms that define the future social conditions 
would be narrowed and made rigid by that U.S. violence—as they 
have been already in Nicaragua today by the legacy of  U.S. 
support for Somoza and the specific effects of  U.S. capitalism. 
—Back to that image. When I hear of  the invasion I walk over to 
Sue’s house. I’m crying. I throw up. We make love. I go to Jail. 
Chauvinistic mock heroics & perverted. The poem could not be 
any good, to come out of  such distorted emotions.

July 11—12:20 AM

How to write the poem—“equal to the real itself ” etc. that 
accounts for—but is not an accomplice to— the centralization—
in all of  its political and military manifestations—of  consciously 
directed action? 

Guttierrez—The center & periphery, Liberation Theology, 
as that way to account for it.

The military change in policy in El Salvador & Guatemala
—increase of  war in countryside, reduce war in the capital 
city for publicity sake.
U.S., U.S.S.R. etc.—are all the enemy to the village. Center 
feeds off  the periphery & destroys it.

July 12, 12:23, past noon

Books arrived from Walter. 20 Name Books & some of  his 
wonderfully done poem / broadsides / foldouts of  the Boone 
poems w/ map. What a treat! 
At one, off  to Kindness’ office for the protest demonstration 
against his support of  the contras.

6:04 pm July 12

Just began reading Charles Clemens’ Witness to War—his story 
about the evacuation under fire during the night of  villagers 
being attacked by Salvadoran military—He administered 
sedatives to the children so they wouldn’t cry & give away the 
position while the villagers attempt to get through enemy lines. 



He says to himself—as he prays they make it—that he hopes 
that if  any of  those children die that they die of  an overdose of  
the sedative he gave them and not from their mother’s being 
forced to strangle them to keep the child from crying and 
endangering all the villagers.

I remember Ed Dorn’s poem in Gran Apacheria where 
the Apaches retreat from an indefensible position. These 
Apaches had no sedatives for the majority to escape they had to 
slit the throats of  the children.

The eternal return?
This image— & its repetition—strikes me with such force—
sadness-rage-terror.

That such a thing will not be possible again—impossible to 
work for such an unrealistic goal. BUT.
That such a thing as forcing such existential anguish on others
—which is what we have done, are doing—making it a part of  
our history—that is worth it—necessary to fight against. If  we 
don’t, how can we live?

July 13—11:45 am

Ita Ford: (letter to her mother)— “I don’t see that we have 
control over the forces of  madness. And if  you choose to enter 
into other people’s suffering, you at least have to consent to the 
possible consequences.”

Incorporation:
The people asked Clemens: Porque un gringo se incorporo?

To join the struggle you incorporate—join their body.

July 14 / after

I still think it is important to read it for the first time in public. 
Now that I think of  it, the constant record of  Time, keeping it 
always in the forefront when the actual writing was being done 
is a way —in the writing—to keep notice of  the kind of  
immediacy I want—This hybrid of  a writing performance that is 
neither writing nor oral in either of  their essential distinctions. 



My Song W/Out Notes  in a way I couldn’t have imagined. It 
doesn’t draw upon Ted’s book the way I thought it would when I 
started and yet it is without notes and certainly without song-
notes! It’s too damn flat to carry any other tune but itself. 

and it is still a song—at least in the sense that in spite of  my 
discarding so many literary devices, the inherent literary quality of  
language still—happily—surfaces to confirm that there is no 
naked song and that neither is song a cover for our discomfort, 
our nakedness, our pain.



Written July 3 - July 14, 1985 Read in 
Madison, Wisconsin, August 23, 1985, this 
long poem, if that is what it is, what it might 
be, was an experiment inspired by Charles 
Olson and Oulipo writers who, like many 
traditional poets, placed severe formal 
restraints on expression. I tried something 
similar to TERR / A / OR with a year long 
poem, THE LINE, writing one line a day, 
mimicking Harry Mathews’ writing ten prose 
lines a day. Some experiments, most, lead 
nowhere. But for literature, not like science 
where there is such a thing as progress, 
nowhere is also nowhere, or perhaps even 
nowHERE. 

Thanks to Mary Laird who arranged 
the reading and to Thomas Rain Crowe who 
read with me that evening along Lake 
Mendota in an intimate old synagogue called 
The Gates of Heaven.  [April 17, 2018]


