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"Gauntlet" offers work from three Philly Free School artists: Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum, Abby Heller-Burnham, and Adam Fieled. 
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Gauntlet (PFS)



PREFACE

At the height of Swinging Philly, all the PFS artists felt it intermittently — a sense of unity, being at one with the cosmos. With so much fertility in the air, it was difficult not to. As has been documented, as the Aughts progressed these feelings deteriorated into (sometimes abject) despair and discomfort. Now, to hold down this particular fort, I have given myself a worthwhile task— to pool the creative resources of PFS and create that feeling of unity/ “one ness” for the audience which has rapidly developed around us. In 2013, it is worth noting that this can be done by creating PDFs, rather than writing and publishing print books. The dissemination of well-made PDFs online is the cutting edge of arts-based publication, and everyone competent at it has their own bag of tricks. I’m no exception— and I’m developing new strategies all the time. None of the technologies around home-grown (rather than, say, government) PDFs are perfect or perfected— but that’s part and parcel of the excitement of the process. Still, there’s a price to pay for residing on the cutting edge— all the old money old guard around the arts in America, many of whom are entrenched and still have money to burn, are (must be) in alignment against us. Everything about PFS is a threat— from our unrestrained passions to the city we called home and our newfangled methods of dissemination. It’s never fun to be ignored (even when one is winning); but I’m also bemused by the willingness of the cultural sector of Rich America to attempt to sweep us under the rug. Looking at the markingtime twaddle in “Art Matters,” “Art in America,” and “Modern Painters” (not to mention “APR” and “Poetry”), it’s clear that these publications have become (if they were ever anything el se) dead weight— but, the way human society works, dead weight backed by gold can perpetuate itself endlessly (if also fruitlessly). As of April Fools Day, 2013, the vast majority of print media in the United States have at least a hinge to being dead weight. The Philly press corps are the funniest— a miscellaneous brood of twits out of a Monty Python sketch, bludgeoning themselves with hammers to convince themselves that the pathetic Philly they created still resonates to readers. They shan’t touch us with a ten-foot pole, and the city will suffer for it. Since online is clearly in the ascendency, it won’t matter much in the long run. Now, as to this PDF: it seems important right now for there to exist a repository offering the best of myself, Abs, and Jeremy at once. What the three of us define is a vast expanse of aesthetic turf— centuries worth of European influence and, through Mr. Tenenbaum, the breezy surfaces of post-modern America as well. Modernist and Romantic impulses are accounted for too— and the balance between these competing impulses is original (especially when the portraits of Abs are taken into account). The dead weight American print world can ignore this all they want— a gauntlet this unsparingly and imposingly sublime has not been laid down in two hundred years. You don’t want to stay on the surface with us. We were meant to be dealt with, even Jeremy, in the depths. That’s what this gauntlet is about— a twenty-first century which both answers to and demands depth, and a New America to go right along with it. For a depth starved populace, nothing else can suffice. Adam Fieled, 2013



HAND IN GLOVE: PHOTOGRAPHS (JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM) AND ESSAYS (ADAM FIELED)



PREFACE

Though we enjoyed working with him in PFS, the darkness around Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum was profound. Expressed astrologically (though Jeremy himself considered astrology a pseudo-science), Jeremy was born with the sun in Cancer; and the planet Saturn was also in Cancer, forming a tight conjunction with his sun (6-27-74). Translated into practical terms, no matter how much artifice he joyfully and willfully imposed on those around him, there was always something eating away at his peace of mind. He was never comfortable, nor was he willing to comfort anyone else. He wasn’t a drug abuser, but he was a heavy drinker— and, when he had wheels, he drove drunk. Many times I refused to get in the car with drunken Jeremy at the wheel— Mike and Nick didn’t, necessarily. The three of them weren’t always moored to any healthy shore; nor did they feel they had any special reason to value their lives. Jeremy’s obsession with adolescents and adolescence was also creepish— he was compulsively opposed to adult behaviors and concerns. Still, in this handful of photographs, we see all that was best in Jeremy— the offhanded and effortless ability to shock through novel perspectives and compositions; an electric charge around bisexual eroticism and even troilism; and a sense of Philadelphia itself as a love object, to be wooed, fondled, and bedded. I named this collection “Hand in Glove” after the Smiths’ song; and it needs to be said that Smiths/ Morrissey fandom was an extreme fetish for Mr. Tenenbaum. He was known (he hastened to tell anyone who inquired) as one of the great Smiths authorities on the Eastern seaboard. Every time Morrissey released an album it was an event— more than once, I celebrated the occasion with Jeremy in Manayunk. Jeremy was a man of compartments, and the Smiths/Morrissey compartment was a large one; the “murderous desire for love” from “The Boy with t he Thorn in His Side” was his too. It also needs to be noted that Jeremy began as a poet. At Villanova University in the Philly suburbs, under the tutelage of Dr. Eli Goldblatt (who later migrated to Temple while I was there and briefly served on my committee), he studied Modernist poetry intensively, with a special emphasis on Ezra Pound. Jeremy was at home with Pound’s Cantos and “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley,” and never lost a Poundian bias where poetics were concerned. Around the turn of the century, he was twice published in the Columbia Poetry Review, a mid-level avant-garde print journal out of Columbia University Chicago. What he thought of my books I’ll never know— by the time the books began to appear, he had disowned me. He had also stepped up his drinking and grown portly. I learned through the grapevine that he was working on an epic



novel, under the twisted, cacophonous influence of Thomas Pynchon (“Gravity’s Rainbow” was another fetish for him) and John Barth. I knew Jeremy was on a downward trajectory and guessed the novel would never appear, and it didn’t. He probably counted (knowing his perversity) on posthumous publication. For me, these photographs trump anything Jeremy accomplished in literature (at least, so far). Posturing is kept to a minimum, and what we have is an eye for quirk, oddity, and what chance circumstances create which is worth capturing and preserving. If we never quite see the “murderous desire for love” emerge, Jeremy might’ve left something in his files to take care of that later. However painful and tawdry the end of his life might’ve been, there is still the sense, for those of us who knew and intermittently loved him, that Jeremy, with his penchant for generating shocks and surprises, might have more worthwhile material waiting for us somewhere. Jeremy approved of the Pynchonian trope of the secret underground conspiracy and/or system, and perhaps his is only beginning to operate.



Adam Fieled, 2013



On “Portrait: Two Girls in a Bed” by Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum

Shock, Sigmund Freud wrote, is the necessary precursor to orgasm. I do not remember the source text, or the context. It is interesting to consider the implications of this remark — why, if we grant Freud his premise, sharp and pungent sensations experienced by the brain can produce correspondingly extreme physical reactions. One implication concerns art, whose task it is to create and sustain sharp and pungent brain sensations, which can resound physically as well. What could be more shockingly sharp, and pungent, than queerness doubled, then redoubled ad infinitum? Here, in Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum’s “Portrait: Two Girls in a Bed,” queerness has the potentiality not only to signify lesbianism but the queer, as in the strange, the eerie, the noir, even (from the perspective of stability and standardized portraiture expectations) the disconsolate. This is, to paraphrase Barthes, not a work of standardized



pleasure but of forceful (perhaps fearful), shock-inducing bliss. The foreplay it forces is to watch singles double and significations in general multiply (as questions self-generate, it is easy to imagine the photo a newfangled Grecian Urn) — whether the girls are lovers or not, and why one is fully dressed and the other nude; why the artist has created, out of his own shocking perversity, a perspective from which the girls are watching something we can’t see, what it might be and what their shocks are against ours; how the exterior, red walls of the bedroom (which are shocking to begin with) have metaphorical, physical and metaphysical doubles in several directions (once the triangle is formulated of the artist and the two girls); and the pure, blunt attractiveness of the nude wrapped in a bed-sheet in the foreground, whose bulging blue eyes have in them an intimation which splits between physical violence and orgasmic release (and over whom a projection of “butch” or “butchness” may or may not apply). The girl in a bed-sheet covers one level of singular meaning— that she is the muse of the photo. She is, in fact, a muse worthy of Manet — frank, but with a streak of coyness which elevates her over Olympia; and as breathtaking, in this context, as the mistress of Luncheon on the Grass. If she, and this piece, resonates as contemporary in 2013, it is because photography as a medium, particularly American photography, is customarily not rich enough, formally or thematically, to carry the nuances, innovations, or multiple meanings of classic and classicist European art. Multiple meanings and nuances don’t have to create a sense of the ponderous (as Americans are wont to suggest); here, as in Abby Heller-Burnham’s “The Walls Have Ears,” the shock tactics employed engender not only arousal (sexual, emotional, and/or intellectual) but giddiness, the aesthetic equivalent of a line of cocaine (the sight of which was no stranger to Freud). To speak in the parlance of Center City Philadelphia, it can get you high, and off. The evidence is irrefutable— no one who has ever been shocked into an awareness of their physical sexual instincts is unfamiliar with queerness. Sex is strange. While you gaze at your lovers, they’re looking at something or someone else. Another jolt into awareness: who has more power, the nude or the clothed? Intermittent or partial nudity has many shocks built into it— one reason Tenenbaum makes Robert Mapplethorpe’s nudes look unimaginative, cold, and clinical. New York’s cocaine buzzes around the arts have always been cold ones; Philadelphia in the Aughts (when this was taken) was warmer, stranger, and giddier. The seeds it planted towards further multiplications have only begun to blossom, against the American grain and producing the necessary friction for meaningful conception to occur.



Adam Fieled, 2013



“ON “SOUTH PHILLY POWER LINES” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM”

To conventional wisdom, the poetry of the American urban landscape is that there is none. The average American metropolitan area is an ugly mess, and built for the convenience of commerce, rather than for the delectation of cultivated eyes. Philadelphia is a Gemini city — and the inversions and ironies about the way Philly looks up close are profound and twisted. Cursed for a century with a self-hating, self-defeating press corps, Philly becomes as famously ugly as Detroit, Houston, or Phoenix (“it’s a working class city” blurts idiot Garrison Keillor on NPR). The truth is that Philly may be the most ambient city in America. There are too many visual feasts which Philly presents (and that are conspicuously absent in New York, Chicago, etc) to dismiss comparisons not only to the rest of America but to Paris, London, and Prague. Speaking of “ambience”; it’s a term with French connotations, as i t signifies a certain ineffable charm places can have, and rational, thoughtful Brits (if not my blood-fellows, the Irish) do not care for the vagueness of raw sensation and charm. You could call ambience “visual mojo” and it would mean the same thing. Philly’s visual mojo works profoundly on many levels— one key aspect is that, in some neighborhoods, Philly makes dilapidation look ambient. This is especially the case if a practiced eye selects and captures a synecdoche of the visual mojo, as Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum has done in “South Philly Power Lines.” The issue of chance and composition is important here— that, as sophisticated flaneurs know, daily life has in it vistas opening onto the gorgeous and the spectacular, if you know where and how to look, and the manner in which you look can spontaneously create painterly compositions par excellence. This “found” composition is bizarre, and unique to South Philadelphia— horizontals and verticals (including gaudy holiday decorations) set against a crepuscular sky (which creates its own ambience of expectation and natural dynamism) in such



a way that all the urban detritus is etherealized and thus made delicious and sublime. It also oddly balances humanism and naturalism— the sky and the power lines achieving consummation and fertilizing each other. South Philly, especially the Italian Market neighborhood where Jeremy took this, has the visual stock-in-trade of glamorous dilapidation— the streets and shops look pleasantly weathered, and there has been little renovation over the past halfcentury. The ambience which subsists in the Italian Market is timeless, and closer to the earth than almost any neighborhood in Manhattan. The twentieth century encouraged extreme renovation in urban America— certain parts of Philly saw the wisdom in rebuffing the trend from the inside. You can still buy fruits, vegetables, fish and fowl from street-stalls in the Italian Market on weekdays— renovation and modernization have left its folkways intact. Having an eye which actually chooses to see the city you live in is a folkway which has largely been lost over the last half-century in America— and that sense of ocular interest merits some renovation. What “South Philly Power Lines” does is to create a sight matrix around Philadelphia, and challenge other artists in other places (particularly in once-vaunted, fading New York) to see if they can artistically encapsulate other sight matrixes. I myself don’t know if this can be done anywhere in America other than Philadelphia. I’ll wait wi th some eagerness to see what New York does in response. If New York, with its wonted bloated pomposity, chooses to ignore this, it will languish, because Jeremy’s pictures (and other PFS work) are a watershed moment in American art. This particular piece has the uncanny charm of making the humble grandiose. Adam Fieled, 2013



ON “PORTRAIT OF MIKE LAND” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM

To say something about the relationship between Mike Land and Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum— I don’t know how far it went. They might’ve been lovers. That’s certainly what this portrait suggests. When we were together as a threesome without Nick, we would sometimes do queer-consonant things. Upstairs at the Khyber, they had a DJ night in the midAughts called “Feytality.” I went once with Mike and Jeremy. It was the Smiths, the Kinks, Belle and Sebastian, and New Romantics stuff. Where Mike Land and queerness were concerned, there was no doubt about it— he was active. With Jeremy, I could never tell— he had all kinds of wistful boy-crazy fantasies, but also liked to keep his options open about what he was willing to divulge and what he wasn’t. What this portrait expresses to me is tenderness and reciprocity between the two artists. Mike could be tender in more than one sense — he could express a caring kind of tenderness towards others, and he had sore points and needed to be handled gingerly, too. Jeremy was a raving lunatic in comparison— he expressed tenderness in his art if not his life. All those levels were awkward for me, both towards Jeremy and Mike— most of my tenderness was directed towards women. When I first met Jeremy, years before PFS, and he would suddenly act flatulently gay, I’d get embarrassed. But I also suspected he was faking it, and gayness for him was just another artificial posture. In hindsight, I still don’t know if this was true. So much of this history and its participants is now lost in the bars of Manayunk and Roxborough that it may never be retrieved— Jeremy was loud, but conversely by far the most secretive of the four of us, and his posturing was used to willfully obfuscate whatever was



really there. Mike, in the right context, would hit you with his bisexual seduction routine in twenty minutes flat. As twisty as his wallet was, with sex he was an above-boards player, an all-purpose one, and a consummate one too. When Mike and Jeremy were “on,” Nick became a comically ne rvous child. I, a firmly straight man with an intellect and a college (in the UK, university) education, was a palliative for him then, up to and including our visits to Woody’s, where Jeremy’s hamming was used to cover…what? Make no mistake— at Woody’s, Mike was the meat man. Jeremy would be happy to tell you how jealous he was, so you would know he really wasn’t, and would chunder on like Oscar Wilde, not that he was like Oscar Wilde, etc. Mike’s moves always fed part of Jeremy’s soul and made him garrulous. My trick at Woody’s (I taught it to Nick) was not to look anyone in the eyes too long; bury your head in your drinks. I was comfortable, but wary. Jeremy was right— Mike was entertaining to watch. Mike was entertaining to watch with girls, too. He was good at taking calculated risks— what his hands were doing was the secret. I never saw him make a pass too fast, or too slow. He was graceful and agile, and, the way their unique chemistry worked, Jeremy would (for once) hold himself in reserve and talk to others as he watched. The panic button for me was this: if Mike makes a score, I get left alone with Nick and Jeremy together (a handful of chalk and a handful of cheese). It was like trying to mediate between Oscar Wilde and Charles Darwin. I wonder if Jeremy’s left any records of “did he or didn’t he.” Knowing how querulous he was about staging ambiguities, probably not. Ambiguities and artifice were part of his crab shell; all those hidden Manayunk side-streets were a rather formidable crab-shell too. In art, Jeremy was certainly Mike Land’s lover. He could express the tenderness he may or may not have been able to express physically (to Mike or anyone else). The truth is rarely pure and never simple— perhaps sometimes he did and sometimes he didn’t. Or, perhaps the breeder here should just shut up. Adam Fieled, 2013



“ON “AT THE MANAYUNK TRAIN STATION” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM”

Three of the four major Free School guys were based in Center City Philadelphia. Jeremy was the only one based somewhere else— in Manayunk/Roxborough, a section of the city hinging on the Main Line and northern suburbs. Manayunk has a special glamour against both the suburbs and Center City— although the whole of the ‘hood consists of one thoroughfare (Main Street) and a dozen side streets running perpendicular to it. Main Street has posh boutiques, restaurants, bars, art galleries, and even a pool hall— all standard stuff, but torqued towards enchantment by how Main Street looks. New York has no parallel, nor does L.A.; Chicago has Wicker Park and North Milwaukee Avenue (the best, most precise analogue I’ve seen to Manayunk); D.C. has Adams Morgan; and London, Convent Gardens. Main Street, for a popular section of an American metropolis, is charming and quaint; none of the buildings which constitute the block are more than two or three stories high— and because Main Street does not sport many chain retail outlets, many of the facades and awnings are distinct and unique. It would be an exaggeration to say that Manayunk has its own art scene — sort of. When I moved to Philly at precisely the turn of the century, Jeremy (the first of the three other foundation Free School guys I met; had, in fact, met in Manayunk in ’97 on a semester break from PSU) was trying to jump-start Manayunk on this level, with a crew of poets and artists



around something called ‘d’ magazine. Jeremy had already set himself into a mold— he liked to create a scenario around him in which he got to “play papa” to a brood of adorable, borderline-twee young aesthetes, with tastes groomed and adjusted by him. This was one reason PFS was never that satisfying for Jeremy— as a Cancer, he liked to stay sequestered in Manayunk/Roxborough, and we were in Center City— and Mike and I were running the show. When Jeremy attempted to “play papa” with us, we just ignored him; and, with me at the helm, PFS was never going to be twee. As soon as PFS ended, Jeremy jumped back into a context not unlike ‘d’ magazine. Still, Jeremy had a magical Cancerian quality for me of embodying the quaintness of Manayunk’s charm and glamour. The magical vista Jeremy creates in “At the Manayunk Train Station” is a collusion of the sacred and the profane, to create a startling composition, whose verticals and horizontals do a majestic trick against the starkness o f the blue sky. Jeremy’s flaneur streak meant that he had a scattershot approach to art and photography — he liked to leave things up to chance. He always carried around a digital camera with him, and whenever we’d drink in Manayunk, he’d snap and click away. I had my own quirky feelings about Manayunk— for some reason, it only “worked” for me during the spring and summer months, especially spring. Main Street Manayunk in May is one vision of heaven I have. Jeremy had an uncanny ability in Manayunk to blend into the scenery to such an absurd extent that he might as well have been one of the boutiques, after one of which I named one of my best songs — “Worn Yesterday.” “La Tazza,” where Jeremy set up shop on Cotton Street, was also one of the last places on the East Coast Jeff Buckley performed before he drowned in ’97. In Center City, it was never as good. Jeremy, also, was only at his best in Manayunk, where I saw him many times— I’m not sure Mike or Nick ever did. The sadness of Manayunk, if its there, is that small places tend to engender small lives— and, if you aren’t willing to make an effort to expand, if you just submit passively, your life may contract into nothingness if you remain there. The shell which protects also confines. Yet Jeremy had his moments and his visions, and if I can make the good ones stick, I see no reason not to. Adam Fieled, 2013



“ON “MIKE LAND AT THE DIVE, SOUTH PHILLY” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM”

The specter of alcoholism did loom over the Philly Free School— less so for me than for Mike, Nick, and Jeremy. Mike and Nick were perpetual barflies— it was a lifestyle choice they made (not only was Anna Land also a barfly, the whole Land clan had booze in their blood). The bar scene in Aughts Philly did have a hinge to glamour (I often wondered if it did in preceding decades), and, if you hit the right bar at the right time, you might think you’d foun d a racy version of Shangri-La. That’s what I get from Jeremy’s portrait of Mike at The Dive in South Philly in the late Aughts— a sense of celestial peace. Given the contexts in which he lived, it was an odd quirk of Mike Land’s character (not shared by A nna) which I often noticed— he could be peaceful and, given the right congenial reception (especially if it included free drinks or weed), knew how to relax. He was also openly critical of my workaholic approach to the arts, and was wont to laugh at how overextended I was. On the other hand, I would note to myself, he was only too happy to take advantage of my workaholism and make his mark as my numero uno wing-man in the Philly Free School. Where bar-stool savoir faire was concerned, I couldn’t compete— Mike Land had “it” and I didn’t. Though it skirts viciousness to say so, Jeremy really didn’t have either— he was only creative intermittently, and his bar-stool style was too bizarre and blubbery to attract many acolytes (Mike and Nick, especially together, were never at a loss for acolytes). He’d appear to be digging in to some obscure French literature and repeatedly shoot nervous glances in all directions. In some ways, Jeremy never got over being a narcissistic adolescent — he always



acted as if everyone was watching him. If I had a bar-stool flaw, it was lechery. If I saw a woman I fancied, I’d get twitchy, wanting to approach her and being paranoid that someone would beat me to the punch. Mike Land was more casual and less urgent about such biz, and Nick was relatively lust-innocent. By the time Jeremy snapped this portrait, the square had collapsed utterly. When Mike would visit from L.A., he kept a low profile. I’m guessing (though I don’t know) that Mike and Jeremy ran into each other at The Dive by chance. Jeremy, by the late Aughts, was a blubbery character in general. He was desperate enough to call his then-newfangled reading series “Toiling in Obscurity,” and affix the tag -line “even our minor accomplishments are overshadowed by our utter anonymity” to ads for it. It seemed to me he never recovered from the Free School years; nor was he big or mature enough to admit it. Jeremy was a slave to emotions he pretended not to have. Mike, who was raised by a therapist mother and had a candid streak, less so. Mike’s gaze here is candid— it seems to be a moment of respite from worldly concerns for him. The animating contradiction of the portrait is between earthiness and ethereality. That the peace of heaven could descend upon a bar in South Philly is interesting— Mike’s facial expression and the perfectly balanced (and painterly) composition have something ineffable in them. It’s a captured moment of visual ecstasy with many levels of torment behind it. I never saw Jeremy in an ecstatic mood— he was supremely self-conscious, and went out of his way to impose his vision of artifice on everyone. Jeremy’s camera eyes were better than he was. This is a night which I would’ve ruined for Jeremy had I been there. I was already doing grown -up things like putting out books and reading in foreign cities. Some of my books were being taught at major universities (I mentioned this in a conversation I had with Jeremy at around this time). By being grown-up, I had broken Jeremy’s sacred faith of Peter Pan -ism. We mutually considered the other’s gold foolish. Adam Fieled, 2013



HAND IN GLOVE PT. 2: PHOTOGRAPHS (JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM) AND ESSAYS (ADAM FIELED)



PREFACE

It’s Easter Sunday, 2013. I’m sitting in a Starbucks in Conshohocken, Pa, thinking about Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum and this pdf I’ve assembled. The first pdf in the projected series “Hand in Glove” was issued little over a week ago, and the response has been terrific. I would go so far as to say that “Hand in Glove” has touched a nerve. The magnetic appeal PFS ha s right now is based on a fundamental difference between us and other American artists — a difference which covers both class and aesthetics. None of us were set in place by our families, and our work is all legitimately created. The fraudulence of America has always been the secret India hiding in the top sectors— a mysterious and endlessly obfuscated caste system of wealthy families and old money. The general public is not supposed to realize how little in the American high sectors is idealistic and how much bought and sold— nor are we encouraged to note that, behind idealistic rhetoric, America was largely established to increase the profit margins of already-wealthy investors. Let me be candid: to some extent PFS can be bought and sold, because anything can. I will thusly perpetuate PFS in the most reasonable possible manner. But for myself, Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum, and the rest of PFS, buying and selling must be less essential (and exciting) than the processes of creativity itself. In other words, the art must come first. In America, this is a revolutionary approach. The in-bred monotony of American art at high levels was always meant to be disrupted if anything or anyone more thoughtful, organic, and passionate showed— PFS is happy to provide the disruption. Jeremy was disruptive— he was impossible to miss in any room he entered. He spoke quickly, and urgently; approached social situations from twisted angles; and loved to be the center of attention. He exuded more raw vitality than any twenty American rich kids— and, like everyone in PFS, was a carnivorous participant in sex games and intrigues. PFS was a passionate context — and, no matter how far our work goes into the public domain and/or into certain canons, the passions which were ours must follow us around. Jeremy, being Jeremy, shot his passion through with artifice — but the wellspring of action and dynamic emotion was alive in him, and, being devilish and angelic at the same time, profit margins simply never seemed as important. I wouldn’t say this collection is a startling advance on the first “Hand in Glove”— it’s a worthwhile and worthy continuation. My two favorites are the ones representing people, rather than “sites” or specific places— “Alien and Lovely” and “Red Room #4.” Both have something to do with sin and salvation— interesting for an artist who was skeptical at best about organized or even disorganized religion outside the arts and expressed creativity. One (“Alien and Lovely”) can be taken as a cry of joy, of being “saved,” in a contradi ctory way, by passion and carnality; the other, a howl of agony from some purgatorial abyss. Jeremy, like many Cancers, was wont to cover things over— but he clearly had a soul, and knew it. That’s why the Center City bar-circuit and all the malingering meshigas around PFS didn’t break him, and he was able to continue creating on high levels. He was stronger than even I gave him credit for at the time— he was just circumspect about showing it. Even the self-pity of “Toiling in Obscurity” wasn’t what it appeared to be— Jeremy was casting a shell over the pure artistic will-to-power of his best photographs of the late Aughts. He was protecting himself. Adam Fieled, 2013



ON “ALIEN AND LOVELY” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM

Intimacy is dangerous. One great casualty of the post-modern era is intimacy in works of higher art; especially intimacy like we see here, where the angles and composition suggest not only intimacy but “duende.” Moving beyond the rote quiddities of the innocence/experience binary, notice how the female subject seems not only to be seducing but orgasmically receiving the intrusion of the lens into her personal space. The miniature, rather dainty little cross she’s wearing (aligned in a pure vertical line with her face and head) makes explicit that the carnal for her has at least a touch of the godly in it; and a touch of sanctity makes her aura more adorable. The evidence suggests that Jeremy took this picture in the South Jersey Philly suburbs where he was raised— for this South Jersey, inverse-Madonna to



become an international carnality-signifier, all you have to do is look, and she knows that. She’s Catholic, as was Jeremy’s taste. South Jersey’s form of transgression is working class, abrupt, and made raw by the hopelessly material (and materialistic) nature of Catholic spirituality. When this protagonist falls, she falls onto crosses; and the lowliness of her human flesh, in a contradictory way, deifies her beyond all belief. It’s not just that Jeremy’s genius was to take a camera to bed; his “eye” is more mad e flesh than any in American history. Jeremy has translated South Jersey into France. Notice, however, that this Muse is no beauty queen; she’s not precisely humble, either. She’s willfully cute. Her flesh is accessible. Look how she appears, from the camera angle, to be in the midst of rolls and tumbles— you want her, and you’ve got her. From Marilyn to Britney, America is all about mannequin sexuality; this, however, is image made flesh. Yet, as Jeremy was shrewd enough to notice, sex is strange, “alien.” The you that’s fucking, that tastes the sloppy bittersweet-ness of raw flesh, is another you; it’s not the you that eats, shits, or creates. It’s an essential you that nonetheless keeps slipping off into nothingness, and the congeries of all these elements stays sloppy. Perfect moments in this context are accidentally so; like our inverse-Madonna’s cross and face. What’s alien in intimacy can also be lovely, even in the muck of derelict/Frenchified South Jersey. Everything about this shot is a revelation of Otherness— including the unique sense of arrested motion which hits our guts with intimations of Lorca and European ambience being pierced and split in half. That’s why this Muse is mischievous— as the camera doesn’t know, it’s capturing multiple and contradictory realities. The Muse’s body is an embodied crossroads; and the action (crucially) is transpiring in the full light of day. Nothing is to be hidden. The full revelation of alien loveliness has no alienation in it; all is smoothness and moisture. The smoothness and moisture are in the depths as well as the surface; and what erupts from the necessary friction is that genuine salvation is (or can be) skin, and is equally available in France or South Jersey, hidden or not by shadows or night. We are all rewarded because Jeremy poked a hole in America. Because America and American art prizes fame and despises anonymity, he pierces past this cultural folkway and creates a novel America, both fertile and anonymous, sublime and obscure. All he had to do was interrupt a make-out session and snap a few pictures— the fortuitous cross on which Old America is redly nailed, was probably not his idea. It didn’t need to be— he received as he thrusted too. A collusion of miracles had to happen to take our Word and make it flesh— if you believe in miracles, art, or the interstices between them, like the wood-slatted bridge between France and South Jersey.



Adam Fieled, 2013



ON “RED ROOM #4” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM

Introspection is another issue which split PFS down the middle. Of the four main guys, Mike and I were the introspective ones. Jeremy loved to play the role of the tortured genius, but heavy soul-work, involving emotions, relationships, and his early family life, were not for



him. He even discouraged his friends and acolytes from believing in the existence of the soul. That’s one reason I laughed when I stumbled over “Red Room #4.” Whether he realized it or not (he might’ve been channeling subconscious energy), Jeremy had painted a self -portrait of his soul in purgatory. The unnatural position of his head and neck, the unusual angle from which its shot and the heavy “paint it black” shading give him an extremely demonic appearance. It could even be his soul in hell, rather than purgatory. As has been mentioned elsewhere, Jeremy grew up in South Jersey surrounded by Catholics — his tactile hell was, I’m sure, partly internalized by osmosis. That’s something I learned from the Free School years too— a sense of sin. Some of this was about carnality, even more of it was about gossip, and it added a sheen of final (and metaphysical) judgment to the dispersal of the square in ’06 -’07. Yet, for Jeremy and I, the judgment was providential — we were about to do our best work. As of 2013, there are certainly reasons for some of us to repent— especially because, for many Free School participants (including Mr. Tenenbaum and Mr. Gruberg), whatever final judgment subsists for human souls has already been faced. Knowing Jeremy, however, there would have to be levels of irony and tongue-in-cheek in his own miniaturized Dantean vision. Unlike the PFS classicists (myself, Mary, and Abby), Jeremy wasn’t completely repulsed by post-modern prankishness. Jeremy here explores his identity in the post-modern manner (maybe; as always, Jeremy teases the situation into potential contradiction))— is art inherently demonic, and is the artist a demon figure; or is the artist-as-demon a stale joke there to be resuscitated for cheap laughs and comfort food? By resolutely playing the midd le in “Red Room #4,” Jeremy again creates a dangerous context, for post-modernists and everybody else— safe only if you stay on the surface. However much he disdained introspection (and, from Mike and I, the psychobabble which went with it) in his life, art allowed Jeremy a vista where he could open up and create what he wanted from his insides, which were considerable, and devoid of the rich-kid pampered snobbishness which drained the life out of post-modernity from the Factory forward, and which we rebelled against. One thing we never got from Jeremy was his life’s story— he’d unearth fragments of his childhood here and there, but the master narrative of his early life was not one he cared to share. I never got over the hunch that the buried pain for him was overwhelming— I know, for example, that Jeremy’s father was a phantom figure for him. I couldn’t even determine if he grew up lower middle-class or poor— that he went to Villanova and was never slovenly seemed to suggest lower middle-class. None of the four of us were obsessed with money— what Jeremy and I especially wanted was cultural capital. I came into a lump sum of cultural capital faster



than he did, and he never forgave me for it— he obviously and blatantly felt banished to the hell of obscurity and toiling there. When Jeremy took this self-portrait, he had no way of knowing whether anyone would see it. By this time, I was publishing books and was also assured I could reach a reasonable audience whenever I wanted to (blogs helped, too). In retrospect, I admire Jeremy’s gumption, and the possible acknowledgment (which was very much the truth) that he was asking for it, on a number of different levels. Part of his legacy must be the fearof-no-legacy; and a reaction to this fear which bordered on the infernal.



Adam Fieled, 2013



ON “LIGHTS #34” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM

Of the stable of PFS artists, Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum was the only one who found kitsch and Americana germane. This, “Lights #34,” is as close as Jeremy ever came to William Eggleston territory— and, like one of Eggleston’s major photos, it resonates with a quirky sense of harmony, oddity, and beauty salvaged. Talk about salvaging — it is worth discussing Jeremy’s own Flickr account, for a number of reasons. His Flickr account name is “typical genius,” which is just Jeremy being arch, or is it? Jeremy, as was his wont, does several confrontational dances at once— he’s to the left or right of meaning what he appears to be saying (that he’s a typical genius), but also to the left or right of implying that any unique, autonomous genius could be “typical”; and he may or may not take for granted that “genius,” in this day and age, is something that could accrue to any artist. But “typical genius” the account name is, and there are better than a thousand photos under that aegis.



The “Tenenbaum Thousand” are an epic, sprawling mess. The ones I’ve chosen to write about and disseminate are my favorites— but, because the others are bound to be discovered (and some of them skewered or celebrated) eventually, I thought I’d put in my two cents here. The big heroine/Muse of the T.T. is Jaime Fountaine, Jeremy’s companion in putting together the “Toiling in Obscurity” reading series. To make a long-ish story short (about Muses, conventional good looks, odd good looks, who does or does not have camera magnetism, etc), I don’t like her looks, and the several hundred shots involving Jaime are shots into the dust to/for me. Others might not agree; and, as the rest of the T.T. are discovered, we may hear their voices. Another large chunk of the shots don’t aspire to the conditions/rigors of art— shots of barbeques, fireworks on July 4th, etc. Jeremy was a Cancer, and had a fetish for documentation. Conversely, the “Rain Stained Awry” series are all nice and well -executed— I’ve chosen a few limbs to represent the whole body. There are more interesting shots of the doe-eyed Muse of “Two Girls…” and “Alien and Lovely,” and the same rule applies. This South Jersey Muse and the landscape of Philadelphia itself were artistic good-luck charms for Mr. Tenenbaum. The shots, featuring Ms. Fountaine, taken at “Toiling in Obscurity” (that’s another cool hundred) were clearly set in place to build espirit de corps and are a bore. It also needs to be noted that much of Jeremy’s best visual work didn’t make it into the T.T.— particularly the fliers he put together for the Free School shows, which I should’ve kept but didn’t. Jeremy also dumped (somewhere, I’m guessing) the hundred or so good shots he used for the First Friday gallery opening he curated (and I introduced) in Olde City in ’06— particularly erotic shots of another decent Muse of his, Rosanna Lee (we called her “Rosie”). Graphic art in Philly in the Aughts was a big deal— it wasn’t just Jeremy and PFS who produced inventive, artistic fliers. All the DJ series which ran from the Last Drop, like Making Time and Snacks, produced good graphic art to promote their events. Jeremy was the Mucha of the bunch; and his presence validated the whole endeavor of live art performance in Philly. Abs and Mary never descended to the level of graphic art, though Abs had the chance to do so with the Bad News Bats. As the Aughts progressed, there was a gradual shift in Jeremy’s ego energy— the visual began to take precedence over the written or spoken. He spent the decade earning money by drafting proposals and other things for the architect Robert Venturi, who was based on Main Street, Manayunk, and who I met in ’05. Everything Jeremy did had a hinge to the arts. If he had a problem after PFS, its because he wasn’t particularly gifted at running his own shows— some of his tastes were exquisite, some tawdry. “Lights #34” is an interesting case in point, because it’s both. Adam Fieled, 2013



ON “MEMORIAL DAY #7” AND “UP 65” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM

There are very few American photographers of note who haven’t attempted to bring urban American landscapes to life. Jeremy was certainly no exception. “Memorial Day #7” and “Up 65” are both bravura and very successful stabs in this direction. It’s interesting to me how



the painter’s eye for coloration differs from the photographers’— how Abby, for example, invents where Jeremy preserves. You could take photography itself as a discipline as a potentially high-minded, Americanized answer to classicist Europe and its illustrious, solidly built history. Photography in some senses etherealizes what painting solidifies and concretizes. These two cityscape portraits of Jeremy’s have a sheen of otherworldliness which chafes against the confines of their subject matter— the represented objects are bequeathed an auratic glow, a halo. Much of this has to do with freakish accidents of coloration — like the sky in “Memorial Day #7.” It appears to be such a bold shade of purple, that the way its light comingles with light cast by the streetlights in the picture, it could be a Philip K. Dick vision of a future, post-apocalyptic world, or even a civilization’s remnants on a foreign planet which loosely resembles planet Earth. The pungent (half) realism of this world would be difficult to capture in paint — the ethereality of Abby’s “Skaters” comes close. I don’t even know precisely where this was shot— my educated guess would be Southwest Philly, perhaps on Bainbridge in the 20s. What’s also interesting to me is that the eerie light effect Jeremy captures is (in a contradictory way) delicious and enticing; it makes the receptive viewer want to be there on Bainbridge Street pre-dawn and walk on the extraterrestrial terrain. Most American photographers blow their chances to make American cities interesting by playing the game too straight— Jeremy, of course, was incapable of playing any game too straight. He was too fiercely proud of his queerness to do so. The visual subtext of “Memorial Day #7” is odd delectability and glamour; what “Up 65” does with New Jersey’s Tacony -Palmyra Bridge has more to do with a profound sense of ruefulness and “the blues,” which make the portrait much less about surfaces and more about depths. We are clued in through visual depths that the picture is being taken from inside a moving vehicle which is about to cross the bridge; and the “double” here has to do with bridges crossed and connections made which nonetheless have gloominess built into them somewhere— perhaps through tragic flaws revealing themselves or irreconcilable differences appearing in insurmountable forms. The poetry, as they say, is in the pity— how the overwhelming and merciless grey sky dwarfs our little human constructs, whether they be bridges or attempts to represent the same (second bridges derived from the first). Further interest is added by an implicit narrative— since the shot was snapped from inside a moving vehicle, one wonders what the protagonist’s relationship to the driver is, and if the metaphoric arrow lands there. Whether or not it does, the narrative gap which opens is wide enough for innumerable answers to fill it. That’s the



hinge “Up 65” has to the infinite. Since it begins from the American egalitarianism of capturing a vista which was already there to begin with, the classicist bent of PFS is balanced by Jeremy’s anti-classicism, which borrows enough depth and multi-dimensionality from standard and standardized classicism to measure about to world standards. The crossroads site for this conglomeration of sensibilities is Philadelphia and its environs — the secret Paris of the East Coast, bluffing and dodging like the Gemini it is, ready to be seen and revealed by the right eyes at the right time, and passed along to those interested.



Adam Fieled, 2013



ON “RAIN STAINED AWRY #s 8 & 43” BY JEREMY ERIC TENENBAUM

Beauty in decay is a theme I’ve always been attracted to. Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum was, too. Beauty in decay is one of the glories of Philadelphia in general, from the mansions of West Philly to how Broad Street looks as it passes through North Philly into the ‘burbs. I’ve always had a special predilection for the Divine Lorraine hotel, where, as my Dad told me when I was young, you used to be able to get decent cafeteria meals on the cheap. Decay is the inverse side of another one of Jeremy’s key facets— a love (skirting lechery and decadence) for youth



and beauty, the charm and glamour of them together. The “Rain Stained Awry” series can be taken a number of different ways— the interpretive vista of beautiful decay could just as easily be construed as a critique of urban space, or even the fall of urban America into Recession and entropy. I like beautiful decay best, because that gloss seems most simpatico with the Jeremy I remember— an artist who, like me and against the post-modern grain, cared deeply about beauty and ways and means of salvaging beauty from the contexts life presented us with, against or with our will. “8” is especially beautiful to me for its peculiar composition and ambience of abject desolation. The process towards a shot like “8” having pa rticular significance for us speeded up after ’06-’07— both because the social structures which had supported us had eroded into a shambles, and because our shambles mirrored the national and international scene. To the extent that a work of photographic art can haunt, “8” is haunting. Its forms are misshapen and obscurely pleasing at the same time— and Jeremy again finds a novel angle to play. I want to say “8” is a representatively American image, but I can’t— festoons like these are used all over the world, and that the forms together express a certain depth involves “8” in Europe and a profound past. In numerology, “8” is the number of Saturn, and there is something saturnine about the shot— it is more sober and hushed than was Jeremy’s wont. It signifie s, with great visual truthfulness and candor, a party about to end. “43” looks like it was taken in Upper Darby, a section of North Philadelphia notorious for its gnarled appearance. The figure under the overpass provides a center for the composition, but the focus of the shot is the street open-faced itself on a rainy day, decay overlaid on decay (to paraphrase an image from the I-Ching). The shot does one of Jeremy’s inversion tricks— it makes Upper Darby look delicious, enticing, and glamorous by setting lineation (horizontals and verticals) in harmonious motion around the hooded figure who occupies center stage. Harmonious motion is another agent to place against erosion in dynamic relation— erosion, which implies stasis, balanced and mastered. There is more than a little Tao in Jeremy’s methods— forces he channels allow him to represent natural polarities in the process of balancing and completing each other. It all happens in the context of clouds and cloudiness— the sky’s decay into being clotted. These two shots represent the imposition of harmony from sheer force of will onto unpromising materials. Is the best art a manifestation of sheer willfulness? Jeremy, like myself and the rest of PFS, was willful but thoughtful about his willfulness, in a way American artists haven’t been before. Post-modernity amounted to the imposition of willful mindlessness, through which it knowingly guaranteed its own obsolescence. Thoughtless art generally doesn’t last; nor do thoughtless cultures. To make fair-grounds from waste lands, first in thought, then in form— that was one major PFS trick. No one among us did this trick with more panache than Jeremy Eric Tenenbaum. Adam Fieled, 2013



ABBY HELLERBURNHAM: A COLLECTION



Preface

To define the aesthetic evolution of Abby Heller-Burnham in Philadelphia in the Aughts would be an elusive task. Abby was enigmatic— an odd blend of modesty and arrogance. As often happens with outstanding artists, she was misunderstood and underestimated in her time, which is only recently passed. Abby had extremely definite likes and dislikes, and wasn’t afraid to voice them— her favorite epoch for painterly art was nineteenth century France— but about her own development, especially towards the mid-Aughts when her talent



blossomed into genius, she wasn’t particularly vocal. Part of her reticence was almost entirely circumstantial— what she was doing was novel enough, and truly so, that, as often happens, no one was particularly there to herald her; and she had no family wealth behind her which could buy her the accolades she deserved. In a niche angled against her, she had to remain a cool customer to survive. Accepted arrogance without family money behind it in American art has always been non-existent. In the history of artistic geniuses, Abby Heller Burnham is among the most vulnerable. She was gorgeous, but physically tiny; brilliant, but unconventional in a way that many found unsettling; and temperamental enough that she had a knack, also, for alienating friends and lovers of both sexes. Mary and Abby and I were up and down with each other for the whole period of the Aughts. By the end of the decade, I was stunned by Abby’s transformation from typical young PAFA formalist to idiosyncratic, visionary, beyond categories, one-of-a-kind genius; but the last time Abby and I spent a solid chunk of time together, in August 2009, Abby was distraught enough to call herself suicidal, and there seemed to be little I could do to console her. She knew then what I later realized; that after an extremely fecund period in the mid-Aughts (Abby would’ve been in her mid-twenties), all her vulnerabilities caught up with her and she was never the same again. Abby was doing odd jobs to earn money, but she wasn’t painting much. All the while, grants and fellowships were being bought for untalented artists who had the right connections, family or otherwise. Abby had never bothered to earn degrees for herself; her PAFA certificate was where she stopped; so the University Fellowship I earned at Temple, which included a stipend and insurance coverage, could not have been available for her. She would occasionally do commissioned work, but that was it. If I fell out of touch with Abby after ’09, partly because she had a nervy, aggressive streak and made it known to me that she did not want to be helped, I did begin to use her paintings on my blogs and circulate them other ways. It was a small beginning for us together. What this collection is a testament to is that Abby’s mid-Aughts fertile period was rich enough to create a permanent niche for her in American and world culture; also, that sometimes the best high art does originate and develop this way, from a brief rush. The American, backed-by-family-money model encourages audiences to believe that a large oeuvre, created and disseminated over a long period of time, is the road to permanent artistic relevance, and it isn’t. To use a literary analogy, Abby’s mid-



Aughts period resembles Romantic poet John Keats in 1818/1819, during which time he wrote all his Odes and his other major poetry. Abs, like Keats, was big on intensity, and the ability to imaginatively dissolve into what she was painting— and, like Keats’ Odes, Abs’ best paintings dazzle not only with their intensity but with strangeness, moodiness, depth, and complexity, both formal and thematic. If Abs birthed a vision and version of Romanticism, it is urban and more about urban than “natural” space; but the visionary tinge, raised above issues of culture and history, is there. Abby was and remains a major shaman of the American tribe; and the whole coming century will be animated by her visions. Adam Fieled, 2-17-13



Nine Paintings by Abby Heller-Burnham



Preface

In the continuum of visual art, an oeuvre of nine paintings is not particularly significant unless the nine paintings happen to be masterpieces. With Philadelphia painter Abby Heller-Burnham, this appears to be the case. The limited oeuvre here on display encompasses a dazzling array of formal and thematic material— precise attention to painterly nuance and detail balanced with an idiosyncratic (intermittently “queer”) vision of urban life in early twenty-first century America. A painting like “The Skaters” embodies this vision— the moody chiaroscuro of the scene, its ambience of desolation, which is a specifically urban (in this case, Philadelphian) ambience; balanced with meticulous formal execution which is nonetheless skewered against conventional painterly representation; create a complex construct which is too formal to be aligned with post-modernism, but also both too dark and too strange to be aligned with middle-of-the-road pictorial art. To be short; “The Skaters,” and Heller-Burnham’s other masterpieces, are something new under the sun. All are illuminated by the painter’s keen and quirky sense of multiple meanings, of representations whose import multiplies when observed closely and carefully. “The Walls Have Ears” presents a maze of possible meanings and levels of interpretation— the most obvious level concerns sexualized love between women; but the picture finds many ways of being queer, as the games it plays with identities and perspectives are blisteringly intense and complex. It’s a complexity which doesn’t disavow absurdist humor and irony. Compared with what is typically seen in New York galleries, it’s a narrative feast. Many of these paintings are narrative feasts— “The Lost Twins” could be taken as an art-related allegory, or a critique of allegories; a humorous indictment of the process of artistic canonization, or a humorous portrayal of the artist’s vulnerability in the face of time and canonization; a self-portrait, or a parody of self-portraits; or all of these things at once.



This is what Heller-Burnham’s paintings have which has frequently been missing from New York art; a sense of absolute formal and thematic richness, and of boundlessness in richness, resultant from the exercise of intense (newly, American) imagination. “On the Other Hand” is a narrative feast in another direction— the social mores of American “indie” culture meeting the transcendental religiosity of Renaissance painting. The juxtaposition is bizarre, and uncanny— it collapses many centuries together in a novel way, to lampoon hipster culture; but this lampoon is executed with the absolute technical authority and mastery of the Renaissance masters themselves, and so winds up transcending its status as a lampoon. Not since Picasso has a visual artist fulfilled this many imperatives at once— that the painter is female, and queer, is a triumph both for American art and American feminism. Yet, Heller-Burnham’s scope as an artist is too broad to be tied wholesale either to formalism, the American (in its novel Philadelphian form) or queer politics— as with all superior artists, there is a universality to her creations broad enough to align her with the most durable humanism. If the oeuvre of her masterworks is small, it is a smallness which the paintings themselves belie— each painting represents an incision into the aesthetic consciousness of the West in 2013. Like Picasso, Heller-Burnham has her way of enacting phallocentrism— and her uncompromising originality is as brutish in its sharpness. HellerBurnham not only enacts, but is, an American artistic revolution. Adam Fieled, 2013



“The Lost Twins”



“The Walls Have Ears”



“On the Other Hand”



“Learning to Dance”



“Frozen Warnings”



“The Skaters”



“Ghost of Day”



“The First Real Top”



“Meeting Halfway”



SEVEN PORTRAITS OF ABBY HELLERBURNHAM



SIX ESSAYS ON ABBY HELLER-BURNHAM



Preface

As may or may not be obvious from the essays which follow, I’m not a trained art critic. Where visual art is concerned, I’d call myself about half-trained. I often fall back, in these contexts, on the dialects of literary theory; and there are many nuances of art theory I only half understand. Nevertheless, if I venture to write about Abby HellerBurnham’s paintings, partly it is because the manifest aesthetic superiority of her vision is so blatant that even a half-seasoned sensibility can do it some justice; the other, more salient reason and purpose behind these essays is just to initiate a discourse which can be developed by others with more competency to do so. That having been said, my basic supposition regarding Heller-Burnham’s work may pass muster as relevant— that, formally and thematically, there is no equal for Heller-Burnham after Picasso. HellerBurnham’s work is rigorous on a number of different levels— formally, in the double handful of her major paintings, she never repeats herself, and employs the entire history of Western art as a reference point (Abby always especially praised Ingres and David); thematically, it is not in character for her to be singular, but instead to tackle three or four major themes simultaneously. “The Walls Have Ears” takes queerness, turns it inside out and expands it— the figures express not only the vagaries of female sexuality but the role of art in exposing and exploring these vagaries, and the manner in which art and life are forced by uncomfortable circumstance to overlap— it is subjectively confessional and objectively a meta-painting at the same time. Whenever Heller-Burnham deals formally in abstraction, as in “Ghost of Day,” it is always meant to accompany solid and substantial forms, rather than to stand on its own— I take “Ghost of Day” as a self-portrait dealing thematically with the artist’s intellect, and intellectual enlightenment. The abstract, ornamental forms discussed in the essay which links Heller-Burnham with Picasso and Klimt, serve to represent a balanced intellect at peace with itself; it can be taken as Heller-Burnham’s echo of Shelley’s “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty.” The emotional resonance is with exultant joy— and within her dozen masterpieces, Heller-Burnham covers the gamut of human emotional range beautifully. It may be that, for this contemporary epoch, “The Skaters” will become Heller-Burnham’s signature painting— a dark, moody, simultaneously convex and concave exploration of urban space, which can be taken as a synecdoche of America’s Recessional entropy, but also works formally as just particularly what it is.



As for these essays— putting Heller-Burnham against Picasso, Klimt, Degas, Wyeth, and Nauman served a useful purpose— to demonstrate (with Picasso and Degas) those from visual art’s past who have at least parity with Heller-Burnham, and how their visual tropes recur in Heller-Burnham’s work; and also, to restate my oftenargued hypothesis that most twentieth century art (literary and visual) is derelict, and veered either too much towards the ditch of emptiness and stasis-in-irony on one side, and of platitudinous complacency on the other. Abby Heller-Burnham’s paintings have invented their own avant-garde— a congeries of new forms and compulsively multiple and multiplying themes. What’s strong in these brief essays is a kind of boldness, born from assaying something new and unusual; I hope their lack of development, intellectual and otherwise, will be forgiven. Sometimes, the imperative must be to act, and let the pieces fall where and when they may. Adam Fieled, 2013



Ornamentation: Klimt, Heller-Burnham, Picasso



Among many, two key concepts were lost in late twentieth century art which have animated the arts for the whole length of human history: joy and beauty. Joy and



beauty were largely lost, in the modern and post-modern eras, in new imperatives towards irony, humor, nihilism, disjuncture, minimalism, absurdism, and combinations of all these. The three paintings I have thrown together here; “Ghost of Day” by Abby Heller-Burnham, “Woman Reclining with a Book (Marie-Therese Walter)” by Pablo Picasso, and “The Kiss” by Gustav Klimt; are what I would call “ornamental” works of art. They explore to find vistas of joy (which is simple to understand) and beauty (which is very difficult to understand indeed, and changes from era to era and context to context). For Klimt, there were few vistas he opened that didn’t have to do with joy, beauty, and ornamentation (like Matisse); for Picasso and Heller-Burnham, exploring the ornamental was a way of balancing oeuvres which lean heavily on darkness, edginess, technical and thematic innovation, and profound seriousness. Heller-Burnham’s piece is a self-portrait; what seems to lend joy to her construct is a sense of “roundness” or wholeness which, from the fact that we see her head and not her body, implies an engagement with the intellect and intellectual beauty. Picasso’s vision of his mistress Marie-Therese Walter is more overtly sexualized; her own joy and bodily relaxation is balanced by the roundedness of her body. Picasso’s trick of facial inversions by the time he painted this dictated that Walter’s face express a sense of being “de-centered”; but the painting expresses a centralized harmony issuing from a rounded, relaxed, sexualized body and the dusky wholesomeness of solid blues, greens, and grays, all “spring” tones. Major artists have to be well-rounded; a single imperative repeated ad nauseum has never sufficed. If Heller-Burnham emerges as a major twenty-first century artist, it is because she has refused to ignore a plethora of imperatives which the late twentieth century ditched just to fit a cramped, one-dimensional, joyless and unbeautiful mold.



Dance, Song, and the Festive



What Abby Heller-Burnham’s “Learning to Dance” and Picasso’s “Old Guitarist” have in common is a strange and intricate architecture, oriented around the celebratory aspects of human experience; in this case, dance and song. The composition of Heller-Burnham’s painting is positively giddy; the motif of a spatial “double,” one slightly taller than the other, repeats almost infinitely, through every figure to every slightly smaller figure and through the form of the building too. In Heller-Burnham’s case, the “doubles” are all verticals; just as dancing is done vertically. In Picasso, the ecstatic nature of the piece expresses itself in dozens of vertical to horizontal harmonies; lineation infused with the harmony of song. Though this Picasso piece is from his blue period, the old guitarist expresses a certain amount not only of harmony but of dignity in his elegant posture and limbs. Likewise, Heller-Burnham’s dancers are lean and graceful, even as the color range she employs is dusky. If chiaroscuro were absent in either case, the paintings would lose a sense of balance and edge. Part of the festive expressed here is that the darkness is included. When everything is balanced, solidity emerges in both cases which enables all the optic tricks to work their magic without being cloying.



Innocence and Experience



Conveying the transience of innocence and the richness of experience has always been one task of serious artists; but, very noticably, this imperative-to-represent was missing in twentieth century art. Experience was very highly prized over innocence, and the delicate transitions between the two represented scantily. One thing Abby Heller-Burnham’s paintings do is to make a formal and thematic advance on the best paintings of the nineteenth century, while bypassing the detours of abstraction and superficiality which make a trivialized travesty of the twentieth (with the notable exception of Picasso and a few others). Two paintings are presented here: the “Blue



Dancers” of Edgar Degas, and Abby Heller-Burnham’s “The Skaters.” If Degas’ work has in it here a cutting edge, it’s that the gracefulness and harmonious interaction of the three dancers is undercut by the shocking rawness of the blue coloration. Not just a blue is used but almost a livid blue, suggesting pain and discomfort, but also contemplation, meditation, and spiritual growth out of this discomfort; in other words, the process of growing up. Heller-Burnham’s skaters are bound together by the stark desolation of an urban setting; but the chiaroscuro around them suggests the freedoms and intermittent joys of urban adolescence. Rather then Degas’ interlocking limbs, we have Heller-Burnham’s sliced-and-diced spatial contours, which pair figures with open passages and trails to follow. Neither picture conveys what the experience of childhood and adolescence will deliver to each set of three kids, or shies away from recounting the darker edges of maturational processes; what we experience is a world multifarious enough in possibilities to grant that experiences gained in innocence may lead to interlocking harmonies or blueness, opened passages or shadow.



Doubles: Pablo Picasso and Abby HellerBurnham



Sometimes, I think I have a greater understanding than I did in my twenties of why Jacques Derrida was led to talk “around” painting. The deconstructive approach to symbolic representation cuts and cuts until only shards are left; and these two symbolic representations, by Pablo Picasso and Abby Heller-Burnham, are so rich in possible interpretive “additions,” especially in the chiasmus between them, that it is painful for one who wants to propel two sequential centuries forward simultaneously to think of the cutting process; or, as old blues songs would have it, to walk the killing floor. One reason to talk “around” the two paintings together is because the chiasmus enriches two representational symbols already thematically and formally loaded with ore; another (which I will partially cop to) is pure intellectual laziness, in a state of dazzled befuddlement. Picasso’s “La Vie,” from his blue period in 1903, has, in the robed female on the right holding the child seemingly stripped from his parents, a figure who may be taken as pure allegory among a host of doubled symbols; the meta-painted couple clinging together in their nudity for the fore-grounded couple also doing the same; and the meta-painted kneeling man, lost in thought or slumber, doubling the child in the arms of the robed woman. If the crux of the painting seems to be the robed woman in blue, and the painting is called “La Vie” (“Life”), the robed woman in blue is a figure allegorically representing human life in some essential way; the human animal reproduces, and the child grows away from his parents, and the cycle repeats



infinitely, or until the curtain closes on humanity as a species. The rhythm of the composition flows into the standing man’s pointed finger, and into the robed woman, suggesting his psychological awareness of how the life cycle works, and the woman’s gaze follows his gesture. It’s the acquisition of wisdom from grief; that is one major subtext of a painting that carries many levels of richness. The grief acquired in Abby Heller-Burnham’s painting is also grief in a process of multiplication; but it is grief is a multiplication of selves, rather than in the process of reproduction. The painting’s narrative splits down the middle once the ambiguity is made visible that the twins may be in fact an ocular illusion, or one person seen twice. Because it is set in an art gallery, Heller-Burnham’s painting has just as much of a hinge towards being “meta” as Picasso’s does; but “meta” here is a restaging of what is already happening when we view the painting. The maze Heller-Burnham creates has more convolutions and doubles in it than Picasso’s does; and because we are viewing a “twinned” figure, or twins, viewing a series of three paintings in which woman are shown in the midst of contradictory activities, the basic allegory seems to be that the painter/narrator is representing a sense of confusion about the ”staging of the feminine”; specifically, the staging of the feminine within the aesthetic. But with light pouring in at either end, and with the addition of two seemingly random figures in both openings, the symbol has a hinge to nullity and absurdity even in the context of the painting, which has the contradictory effect of staging not merely the feminine but self-transcendence within the feminine.



Post and Post-Post Modern SelfPortraiture



During the heyday of post-modern art, from about 1965 to 2000, audiences would look at a minimalist piece like Bruce Nauman’s “Self-Portrait as a Fountain” (pictured above) as representative of a certain cutting edge, away from depth and towards surfaces and ironies. If we take Abby Heller-Burnham’s “The Walls Have Ears” (also pictured above) as a kind of self-portrait, we get sleek surfaces, ironies, and even the kind of absurdities which animated Nauman’s most famous works (look at how the composition places Heller-Burnham’s head, in a picture on the wall, ensuring super-humorous “meta-consonance” in the painting, opposing in diagonal rhythm the head of the seated girl in the foreground). If something makes Heller-Burnham’s selfportrait richer than Nauman’s, it’s that she manages to work in a complex narrative, as Nauman does not; are the figures in the painting Heller-Burnham’s lovers (thus charging it with homoerotic intentionality and import), or ex-lovers, or lovers of merely her art, or merely her body, and how do they all relate to each other? HellerBurnham has a Trickster’s eye for how to exploit spatial dimensions to her



advantage; the women, and the way spaces are sliced and diced, suggest that the artist finds herself in confinement in relation to the social, sexual, and artistic circumstances around her. Nauman is just an impish kid in comparison. And there’s no real reason to view “Self-Portrait as a Fountain” more than once. “The Walls Have Ears” is so endlessly suggestible that to do it justice either formally or thematically could fill a long expanse of well-spent time.



Abby Heller-Burnham and Andrew Wyeth



Abby Heller-Burnham and Andrew Wyeth are both painters associated with the Philadelphia area. Heller-Burnham’s “Frozen Warnings” and Wyeth’s “Christina’s World” share a concern with open spaces, negative spaces, and the spatial dimensions of human consciousness. What is most striking in the contrast between the two, is that Heller-Burnham manages to work into her narrative a sexualized element; the two figures in the painting being a young man and a young man. Both Christina and the two figures Heller-Burnham represents are set in a bleakly desolate, pastoral landscape; Wyeth’s is a scene which could be spring or autumn, Heller-Burnham’s is decidedly and defiantly wintry. But because Heller-Burnham also builds in a level of sexuality, her painting seems, in a contradictory way, warmer and less forbiddingly solipsistic than Wyeth’s (the solipsism being both in Wyeth and in his Christina), more attuned to depths and dimensions of humanistic interest and representation. The two compositions are strikingly similar enough that HellerBurnham was clearly thinking of her fellow Philadelphian when she painted “Frozen Warnings”; if, ultimately, her painting is richer, it is because her two characters are involved in a more complex narrative than Christina is; both dealing with the interiorized harsh landscape of their relationship and the harsh physical landscape, while Christina is more one-dimensionally focused on outward, exteriorized forms, bleakly desolate but simple. ***All pieces written by Adam Fieled***



Apparition Poems Adam Fieled



Apologia

Though no sustained narrative buoys it up, “Apparition Poems” is meant to be sprawling, and epic. An American epic, even one legitimate on world levels, could only be one made up of disparate, seemingly irreconcilable parts— such a state of affairs being America’s, too. The strains which chafe and collide in “Apparition Poems” are discrete— love poems, carnal poems, meta-poems, philosophical poems, etc. Forced to cohabitate, they make a clang and a roar together (or, as Whitman would have it, a “barbaric yawp”) which creates a permanent (for the duration of the epic) sense of dislocation, disorientation, and discomfort. This is enhanced by the nuances of individual poems, which are often shaped in the dialect of multiple meanings and insinuation. Almost every linguistic sign in “Apparition Poems” is bifurcated; either by the context of its relationship to other linguistic signs in the poems, or by its relationship to the epic whole of the book itself. If “Apparition Poems” is an epic, it is an epic of language; the combative adventure of multiple meanings, shifting contexts and perspectives, and the ultimate despair of the incommensurability of artful utterance with practical life in an era of material and spiritual decline. It is significant that the poems are numbered rather than named; it emphasizes the fragmentary (or apparitional) nature of each, its place in a kind of mosaic, rather than a series of wholes welded together by chance or arbitrary willfulness (as is de rigueur for poetry texts). This is the dichotomy of “Apparition Poems”— epics, in the classical sense, are meant to represent continuous, cohesive action— narrative continuity is essential. “Apparition Poems” is an epic in fragments— every poem drops us, in medias res, into a new narrative. If I choose to call “Apparition Poems” an epic, not in the classical (or Miltonic) sense but in a newfangled, American mode (which nonetheless maintains some classical conventions), it is because the fragments together create a magnitude of scope which can comfortably be called epic. The action represented in the poems ranges from the sublime to the ridiculous, from the heroic to the anti-heroic; there are dramatic monologues set amidst the other forms, so that the book never strays too far from direct and directly represented humanism and humanistic endeavor. The American character is peevish if not able to compete— so are the characters here. Life degenerates into a contest and a quest for victory, even in peaceful or solitary contexts. Yet, if the indigenous landscape is strange and surrealistic, it is difficult to maintain straightforward competitive attitudes— consciousness has to adjust while competing, creating a quandary away from the brazen singularity which has defined successful, militaristic America in the world. Suddenly, American consciousness is beleaguered by shifting sands and multiple meanings— an inability, not only to be singular but to perceive singular meanings. Even as multiplications are resisted, everything multiplies, and often into profit loss, rather than profit gain. The epic, fragmentary narrative of “Apparition Poems” is a down-bound, tragic one, rather than a story of valor or heroism. The consolation for loss of material consonance is a more realistic vision of the world and of human life— as a site of/for dynamism, rather than stasis, of/for multiplicity, rather than singularity. “Apparition Poems” is a vista into “multiple America” from Philadelphia, its birth-place, and a city beleaguered also by multiple visions of itself. No city in America has so much historical heft; nor did any American city



suffer so harsh a demotion in the brutally materialistic twentieth century. Yet, as “Apparition Poems” suggests, if a new America is to manifest in the twenty-first century, it might as well begin in Philadelphia. If the epic focuses on loss followed by more loss, rather than eventual, fulsome triumph, then so be it. And if “Apparition Poems” as fragmentary epic imposes a lesson, it is this— the pursuit of singularity in human life is a fool’s game; the truth is almost always, and triumphantly, multiple. If multiple meanings are difficult to assimilate, there can still be no recourse to anything else, for the scrupulous-minded and cognizant. Adam Fieled, 2013
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1



Black-shirted, bright eyes in dream-blues, parents dead of a car crash, I kissed her so long I felt as if I would crash, South Street loud around us, lips soft—



#1065



#1066 A patch of white light appeared on my wall late last night. It was no shadow. I thought it might be a cross, I thought it might be a sign, but by the time I turned my head, it was gone. I thought #1067 I want to last— to be the last of the last of the last to be taken by time, but the thing about time is that it wants, what it wants is us, all of us wane quickly for all time’s ways, sans “I,” what I wants— 2



#1069 There comes a time history’s viability in impressing us goes out our mind’s eye, we are ghosts then, we join the “rest of,” until someone’s lips hips us to secrets, in case we forgot, that nothing ever happed, nothing ever got writ. #1070 I said, “I can’t even remember the last time I was excited, how can I associate ideas?” She pulled out a gun, a tube of oil, and an air cushion, and it was a spontaneous overflow, powerfully felt, in which we reaped together—



3



#1080 If I had Neko Case for one night, I’d dip her red hair in red wine, suck it dry, bathe her in honey, dive into what’s pink and blue, roll out the red carpet. If I had Neko Case for one night, I’d part the Red Sea to make her come, come pangs, needles, she’s stiff from ecstasy, I’m freckle-fucked. If I had Neko Case I would never leave my bed again; I’d lay, awake to music, voices, ether, never doubt Heaven exists on Earth, between throats, notes, legs.



4



#1083 Is art slightly less stupid than everything else? I am more moved by flesh, and stupidly, how easily some skin peels off layers of text— “company of blood,” Lucy on a bed with diamonds— #1084 Poems are train-wrecks that move— to stand on tracks, to do so solidly, is suicide of a high order— to die by force of wreckage— #1085 Metaphysics of Facebook— how many pictures can one woman upload? She sits on a shag carpet, or, in a leotard, dances, or drinks a beer, arm around a disheveled mate— all possible selves captured for Net priceless and free discrete but not—



5



#1089 I love you, I love you, I love you— clouds are moving in behind us, storms are forming in front, blue sky purple, green grass yellow, all things pale to this dark— #1103 As a child, I reached up, towards my Mother; as a man, as I reach, I am deep down in earth, or I reach out to find air, nothing to mother me, emptiness, soot & ash.



6



#1117 Sometimes you write from ocean’s bottom, blue waters bury you, an octopus comes to give you ink, tentacle words, fortitude for battles to get back on the surface, where you must fight to get past jellyfish blocks, tears—



#1121 How I wanted her! Everything pointed me into her— gossamer silk over her belly black panties head turned towards me— I nailed her to my wall, I nailed her— she never forgave me



7



#1134 It is by dint of great labor that lines heap up on one another (enjambed or not), it is by dint of great labor that they take on the cast, die, substance that sticks, it is by dint of great labor that poets must forget this, because to stick means not to stick, it means to loosen perpetually out of grooves, let things topple into place, let shapes manifest slowly, let life meander, be rolling— #1145 The Tower of Verse is a Babel, no one pays their rent, many leap from windows to sure death, many leave, yet there is a strange sense of satisfaction given to those who stay, and it is merely this— clean windows allow us to see wisps of smoke, (grey, red, turbid) rise from ashes—



8



#1148 September sunlight, elegiac as collapsed ruins, festival ashes, nooks where hidden lovers laid, tasting wine on one another’s breath, piercing silk layers, springing up, ruddy, fulsome, like little flesh harvests—



#1155 September leaves hang on— loads about to be blown into black concrete wombs fretted by windy displacements #1168 The essential philosophical question is incredibly stupid— why is it that things happen? You can ask a thousand times, it won’t matter— nothing does, except these things that keep happening, “around” philosophy.



9



#1180 I went with her on a daytrip inside her head; there were kids’ toys, storybooks, red monsters, fire trucks, silver streaks, stairs, rooms everywhere, it was a funhouse, but in each mirror she looked different, and I couldn’t see myself—



#1209 Poems with “I” and “she” are older than the galaxy, have power to rivet me, because there is no “I” for me without a “she,” even if I feminize this highly vaginal computer screen, my seminal hands—



10



#1223 She was seated at a desk, giving a dramatic speech (pronounced with acidic bitterness), glaring at me, I was punching a telephone, trying to reach Dominique who had given me a phony number, while two young, androgynous sprites made love in a chair, Leonard joined my committee— she was seated at a desk, her voice rose to a pitch I couldn’t tolerate, but also it brought me to the verge of orgasm, because she was sucking myself out of me, doing it psychically, when I woke up, she was updating her Face about lost sleep—



#1241 Why does no one tell the truth? Because the truth is (more often than not) absurd. No one wants to look absurd, so no one tells the truth, which creates even more absurdity; worlds grow into self-parody, systems grow down into gutters, whole epochs are wasted in perfidy; Cassandra finally opens her mouth, no one listens, they want her to star in a porno, set her up with a stagename, she learns not to rant, visions cloud her eyes, cunt—



11



#1249 Despite what I write, there’s not much sex in the world— walk down Walnut Street, take an inventory— how much sex are these people getting? This one fat, this one ugly, this one old, this one a baby, a couple married twenty years, or ten, or five— not much sex in these lives. But media, movies thrive on representing this tiny demographic: single, young, promiscuous. Crowds come.



#1261 If I were a rock star, I’d take a flight to Singapore, hoist you up to “Imperial Suite” in a swank hotel, turn on a Jacuzzi, order up some caviar (which I don’t even like, but no matter), we’d take our clothes off, conceive a child right there, which we’d raise from Imperial Suite, and my World Tour would begin right there, would go on forever—



12



#1281 You can take for granted lots of God-awful garbage in places deemed important by fools; this goes for every thing, including poetry. Why? Because the world runs (has, will always) on mediocrity, so safe, so comforting, like a mug of hot cocoa on a winter’s night, or a mediocre simile, people want others to be mediocre, to be fools, that’s just the way things go, people are nothing to write home about, or (if you are writing to God) nothing to write about at all, the world is no mystery, all the mystery is in the night sky, looking up.



#1288 Times you get bored with the process, but worse are times when words are little deaths, wrung out like sheets, draped over hangers, out in a damp yard on a cold autumn day, as wind rises to pin them to your hopeless breast.



13



#1303 Philly: I duck punches, land them from a pinkflesh moon. Fists don’t know me, hung like an Exit sign. This city hell I write against, windows shuttered up, visionary deadness, decayed tufts, I’ll ride it out in needles poised on waves, poison apples bitten into like so many razors in disguise, silver. Tumble into light shafts, ratty entrances out.



#1307 She hovers above planet Earth, making strategies for safe landings, but not able to see that she is also on planet Earth, watched like a crazed cat, a mazerat, or a tied-up mime, I cannot save someone so high up or far down, it’s like a black thread about to snap, as it strains past breaking point she reaches for champagne, to celebrate— bubbles lunge up to break.



14



#1313 we can’t stop trying to conceive, even though our bodies are dead to each other, and nightly deaths I took for granted are razors in a part of my flesh that can never live again— certain possessions possess us. #1316 Hunters get smitten with their prey, but to kill is such an amazing rush who could possibly resist, I’m into these thoughts because you dazzle me away from words into your red pulpy depths, which I resent, but I can do nothing about, because you have nails in your cunt and crucifix in your mouth, when I come I’m a perfect personal Jesus, but the gash is all yours, did I mention I love you?



#1326 Before the sun rises, streets in Philly have this sheen, different than at midnight, as the nascent day holds back its presence, but makes itself felt in air like breathable crystal— no one can tell me I’m not living my life to the full.



15



#1327 She said, you want Sister Lovers, you son of a bitch, pouted on a beige couch in Plastic City, I said, I want Sister Lovers, but I’m not a son of a bitch, and I can prove it (I drooled slightly), took it out and we made such spectacular love that the couch turned blue from our intensity, but I had to wear a mask because I’d been warned that this girl was, herself, a son of a bitch— #1328 The girl on the trolley had pitch black hair, eyes to match, I got her vibes instantly— so, what do we want to do? Do we want to do this? Is it OK? took her back here took her clothes off took her not gently I’ll never take the 34 again—



#1330 When the sky brightens slightly into navy blue, “what’s the use” says the empty street to parking lots elevated four stories above.



16



#1335 terse as this is, it is given to us in bits carelessly shorn from rocky slopes, of this I can only say nothing comes with things built in, it’s always sharp edges, crevices, crags, precipice, abrupt plunges into “wants,” what subsists between us happens in canyons lined in blue waters where this slides down to a dense bottom, I can’t retrieve you twice in the same way, it must be terse because real is terse, tense because it’s so frail, pine cones held in a child’s hand, snapped.



#1339 house with ivy wooden door, yellow kitchen, clunky dresser on which she displayed all kinds of tricks, nights were young, strong, climactic in this place, sex, green buds, all this here, I’m a kid, as a man, I look at this, can’t sense much who I was, why I ended this, if it is an end—



17



#1340 Arms folded over chest (as the man on the four of Swords), she paints inside a box-like carven space, (dank edges only seen on the outside), light filters in from small square windows, I hover over her, I’m this that she wants, but what she needs is to once again feel what avalanches can’t reach this head so full of color, ribbons, blueness.



#1341 Secrets whispered behind us have a cheapness to bind us to liquors, but may blind us to possibilities of what deep secrets are lost in pursuit of an ultimate drunkenness that reflects off surfaces like dead fishes at the bottom of filthy rivers— what goes up most is just the imperviousness gained by walking down streets, tipsy, which I did as I said this to her, over the Schuylkill, two fishes.



18



#1342 What’s in what eyes? What I see in hers is mixed greenish silence, somewhat garish, it’s past girlish (not much), but I can’t touch her flesh (set to self-destruct), anymore than she can understand the book her cunt is, that no one reads directly, or speaks of, there’s no love other than “could be,” but I think of her throat cut— that’s her slice of smut.



#1343 This process of leaping happens between lines, like a fish that baits its own hooks; heights in depth, depths of height, all colliding in a mesh of net cast only for a fish to bring it down on itself, so that others swim out past— I don’t mean myself in this.



19



#1345 Two hedgerows with a little path between— to walk in the path like some do, as if no other viable route exists, to make Gods of hedgerows that make your life tiny, is a sin of some significance in a world where hedgerows can be approached from any side— I said this to a man who bore seeds to an open space, and he nodded to someone else and whistled an old waltz to himself in annoyance.



#1470 I leaned out into the breeze (no cars impinging on any side), did not spit but let myself be blown back, knowing that vistas opened when I did so, appreciating what was infinite in this small moment, an old song on the radio, a breeze, a moving car (me at the wheel), all simple, succinct, clear, crisp, cutting, what blood came out was nourished by the open air, came back in again.



20



#1473 Passages that shudder between blackness between legs between what moves (taps head) between us like this (taps head again) hints she may not be the animal bride I’m looking for (by this I mean seed carrier, not the same as mother-for-kids, almost), what’s between what used to be between us, what now is, is between her, others who have more claim to be animal brides, but she’s here, that’s the key, here now, actually, which may be all that matters, if to matter is to lie back, legs apart, between being, becoming, moving, removing all barriers, fences, boundaries, expenses to move again.



#1476 Days follow days off cliffs— do these things we do have any resonance, do they rise into the ether, or are they to be ground down into pulp, briefly making earth sodden, then dissipated dust scattered over plains too vast, blasted with winds, rains, storms, to be counted or harvested?



21



#1480 How horrendous, to realize there are people in the world with no soul, walking zeros, hollow spaces, dead end interiors, permanently frozen faculties, how horrendous to watch how they borrow words of others to sound profound, but each echo reveals there’s nothing behind it but the kind of charred silence that comes after a corpse is burnt— how horrendous, how it makes some of us cling to what we feel, how we feel, that we feel, and that everything we feel is so precious, specifically (and only) because it is felt, and stays felt.



#1488 liquor store, linoleum floor, wine she chose was always deep red, dark, bitter aftertaste, unlike her bare torso, which has in it all that ever was of drunkenness— to miss someone terribly, to both still be in love, as she severs things because she thinks she must— exquisite torture, it’s a different bare torso, (my own) that’s incarnadine—



22



#1491 To wake up in frost, ineffectual sun up in blue sky bruised gray, is to huddle into these words, burrow down in them until you hit a spot of warmth, like memories stuck like bark to roots, of this or that, of she or her, if this trope is overworn so be it, I’ve had enough of pretending this crux isn’t one, so I’ll lean into it, again—



#1497 nothingness grows vast, nothingness tastes sweet only for ten seconds— of this, depth without depth, crass substitute for realms of total glory she effaces (once spilled milk cries) like a chalk-stain on blue jeans, a just-smoked joint.



23



#1506 New Years Day— sky is same as its been, perched in perfect beauty in search of a better place (power lines cut it off), it hurts to know all other places exist than this, visionary as this deadness is.



#1507 The importance of elsewhere, Larkin wrote, but didn’t name money as the reason for none (no elsewhere), iron brutalities forge fences around my words— these buildings are neuroses, I can’t see them without a desire to take pills, drinks, anything to free me from ugly hegemonies—



24



#1509 Myths are made of us, we who spin myths from this happenstance life, which is hewn of rocks, books, lies, truths, loves, hangings of all these things, in myths we are heroes, braggarts, martyrs, rogues, angels, murderers and assholes, but myths go on sans us, who only wanted slightly more than Gods gave us, & so made ourselves Gods, bugger any odds against us.



#1510 Sky of mud, what we have placed in you is much more rank than any rapist ever put in prone woman— like a race of rapists, we have prowled earth in search of womb-like comforts, sent vapors into ether just to get someplace sans loss of time, expense; for us, no defense, death— as rapists, caged, gored.



25



#1511 steps up to my flat, on which we sat, tongues flailed like fins, on sea of you, not me, but we thought (or I thought) there’d be reprieve in between yours, for us to combine, you were terribly vicious, this is our end (here, amidst I and I), does she even remember this, obscure island, lost in Atlantis? #1512 Do you know I tried to reach, I did, but you’re a far away planet, I can’t, its rings all around, I can’t see surface, I want to, can you change orbits for me once? 26



#1514 You can’t get it when you want it, but when I want it I get it; she rolled over on her belly, which was very full, and slept; its just shadows on the wall, I thought, dark.



#1516 I climb over you, onto me, but me is not the “I” I want it to be, climb down, rafters heave, wood slats, fences, all this is you, already over & beyond, is this fairness?



27



#1519 She says she wants babies from me, she sends this to me, nudging my body in a straight line I recognize for its blue streak, I’ll give her a baby, I say, it’s part of a plan, indecipherable—



28



#1520 This posse wants “success,” in all the wrong ways— down by the old corral, I had a shoot-out with the leader, who gave his girl black eyes, battered thoughts, but she’s devoted, because she counts “success” on the wrong fingers, I hated to see her get trampled by a buffalo herd— anyway, ten paces, I nailed him right in the heart, but wasn’t bothered, that part of him never worked to begin with. Eat dust, I said in parting, write about how it tastes, you might “make it” after all, but keep it in your mouth.
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#1524 Poems: do this every day, it becomes like roulette without being (or seeming) Russian; if you go here what happens, if you move your knight onto a new square can you take all the pawns (at once, even, why not be ambitious?), not everyone is simpatico, the knights often say they’re kings, the board is clay.



#1529 I’m having a better time now, I told her, its unfortunate that you were happier fifteen years ago, but you certainly had your chance, those days we sat next each other different places, and of course your best friend the idiot, Queen of Sheba, now here you are back hot to fool around, suddenly I call the shots, I’m a real hot-shot, there’s a shot we might actually shoot each other, because violence is what you want— she unzipped her dress, frowning.
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#1533 So much gets involved with this that isn’t this, that what this is gets lost, whatever it is, which no one knows, but that “I” is in it somewhere (no one knows where), there must be a “you” (if it’s art, as it may or may not be), so two bases are covered, like two breasts of a mother weaning her young, and whether or not we are made young by this is another good question: we may be, maybe.



#1536 Facebook girls commit acts of virtual adultery every day, wanton acts of exhibitionism, sucks of minor stars in tiny firmaments, I’ve got them (Facebook girls), in virtual corners in virtual states of undress virtually shagging my arse off— stick it in, like a screwdriver into a keyboard, in & out, in virtual light & heat.
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#1542 “This art game is funny, it’s all about staring at walls at night, connecting blue dots of consciousness, fitting in pieces to your own puzzle that may or may not be at all comprehensible,” I didn’t wait for him to listen I was watching the walls



#1543 What could be more crass than a round-trip ticket to Los Angeles? Nothing but beds of starlets, flawless in perfect color harmony but vomit stains in the toilet, I don’t know what could be more crass, in fact I don’t know anything anymore, I think the sky is marvelous. #1546 What a tussle it was, I could only see her eyes, tiny bits of red above, stark, blank blueness, I felt animal fear between us, but a poltergeist was pushing our bodies into one another, dead flesh inhabited by spirits, for the time nothing came from our mouths, dead liveliness, deep into the wolf’s hour this went on— our eyes couldn’t close. 32



#1549 Think of these in terms of vertical movements— what goes up or doesn’t. Does this go up? It may, if it creates something I feel is not “in the world” yet, but it must also have solid roots in the world to be something else, it must acknowledge what can be called horizontal. The best poems are zigzags, lightning bolts, that go from side to side, up at the same time. This is a meta-bolt, but whether it “goes” is up to you alone.
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#1550 I’m in your house: your husband, kids not home. A voice (yours) follows me around, playing on my body, until I’m in your bathroom, smoking butts on a sunny spring day. Your body doesn’t appear. It seems to me you’re suspect, Steph, it seems to me you want too much. Then, you always said I was a dreamer. What do we have past dreams anyway? What else is love?



#1552 Your name grows, as it grows your fame grows, as it grows it becomes clear you’re not who you are, you exist in people’s heads as something Other, I heard this from someone at a time when I did not exist, now that I exist I exist as something Other, but I can see into some people’s heads, and the “I” that I am is amused by the “you”: an otter (might as well be), ox, fox, dragon, dog, pig, jackal, hyena, anything but an actual human.
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#1553 I see her head, not yours, on my pillow, dear, but I don’t really see either one of you except as you were when you had no interest in my pillows: isn’t it sad?



#1557 Since you are a scorpion that stings herself to death, after so many stings, redness never leaves my joints, I feel zilch. I call this your passionate time, as I have no intent of tempting the scorpion again. I’ve seen nests for you all over Philly, from Front Street right up to Baltimore, and you know what? You might finally get the death you want. A sultry night, desert all around, legs akimbo. #1558 This is meant to be level on level, layer on layer, like insides of mountains, but I only have so many, & when something takes over, I drop a little lower, my guts drop too, and days I could reach out for you have gone. Well, I call that level hell.
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#1562 “In Your Eyes,” the song goes, “the resolution of all my fruitless searches,” only what I see in your eyes is fruitless, and what Shelley might have called “luminous green orbs” look like turbid wastelands, capable of ruining any day I might have you nipping at my heels. This is what I think about her, but don’t dare say, she’s too young to know anything about wastelands, I’m an old scorpion with mud of my own.



#1563 If poetry makes nothing happen, there is no “great political poetry tradition,” so I yawp no “O anything” to anyone who is not my captain, and whose position is not in any way tenable; no one (that I know) has any excuses, we forge ahead regardless, Nero’s fiddle is sounding in the distance, personal habits of Romans have entered our lives, but I have this time to write this and if you like it, is it enough?
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#1565 Since no one wants to eat shit, we give our shit to the Earth, it’s still shit, to eat it means that’s what we think of Earth (less than us), Earth is more God to us than anything— who wants to hear the truth of this? #1571 To cut right to the bone— there is no bone in this, it’s mirrors, echoes, bits, more than play, less than life, but anything limiting this needs to be chucked like fruit rinds into a bin, any arbitrary signifier that knows itself to be arbitrary can work as mirrors, echoes, bits, if you have faith that what’s ineffable counts, is.
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#1573 This guy thinks he knows what’s really real, writes a book, I do the same thing: but whoever says this is in a chain of unreality which reality will quickly undo: I know whoever says this is lost in a maze of illusions, which must be stymied: it’s something you only say if you’re deluded; but then it means you know you’re in a maze of delusions, which is what’s really real: a bitch.



#1574 There you are: towel-headed, toweled, milling through large crowds, slightly self-conscious but convinced of your uppity superiority— this you is me, I push through crowds (antique book stores, solicitous clerks, I can’t tell if they mean me when they speak), stumble up stairs, nobody notices the freakishness of my appearance, as I am you— having lived your life, I’m past your death— cogs cut, dusted.
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#1576 Who told poets to be poets? Nobody tells anyone things like this anymore— Poetess, she comes to me with “this,” it’s all wine and roses for two nights, but I’m left dizzy— is this the end of poetry? There’s a war between poetry & sex, it’s always sex’s dominance we fight, she tells me this, but we still make love. And it’s good & hard. I’m pure in this, I tell myself. I know what I’m doing. I do, too, in ways limited by perspectives, of which this is half of one. Is it enough?



#1577 The poets around me say one thing repeatedly: “not enough,” and with force I used to not be able to take, but what their enough is is all pride, prejudice, lies, all sorts of cowardice, dying limbs, fried brains, the lot of Satan’s syndromes, and I (being lowly wise), stay as low to the riverbed, listening to sphere-music they can’t hear, but who cares about us?
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#1580 “Waiting for the heavens to fall, what can I do with this call,” this asinine pop song was written by me in a dream of you where you called me (obviously), took to be already granted what I haven’t given to you yet, but experience, my love, is the only thing worth giving, and I’ve got that from you in spades, so when heaven falls we’ll catch it, lay it between our sheets, dirty as they must be—



#1582 To send bodies up into ether (what does this no one knows) all flesh become hands that can clasp (ecstasy of joining things), to be joined to a part that you suspected evil of, but is really only love, is to give thanks for raised curtains which (sadly) are doused in your own blood, & as I join this exultant spirit, doused in white light, I’m steeped in my own darkness, death, excrement.
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#1583 I was on Pine Street outside the Drop, I looked, saw this girl (maybe nineteen, twenty) in black (not morbid black, just normal clothes), I turned for a split second, then when I looked she had disappeared— this (for once) was visionary life, but the Drop was still the Drop, I walked out with the Yeah Yeah Yeahs on my I-Pod, as I grow richer every thing, everyone deteriorates: I wore black the next day. #1584 “The condition of being kidnapped by angels: that’s what good art must impose on a willing audience.” Who was this guy talking to? Are we meant to believe this Romantic bullshit? Ah, who cares, it’ll pass. He was walking his dog, thinking. It was a sunny day in suburbia. The concrete really was (and I mean this) concrete. But this is the thing: I do believe what this guy says, his Romantic bullshit. I see things, you know what I mean?
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#1596 I was talking to a dude I knew from school, I said, “I see the levels from sleeping with psychopaths, that’s how I get them,” levels were (I meant) places between souls where spaces open for metaphor, “but when I carry them over to my bed, every psychopath levels me.”



#1601 What words get sent up on sharp frequencies are fractious, bent from pain, Hephaestus in iron-groans, what goes up sticks around, so that base/top get covered, all things resonate like pitchforks, tweaked by conductors before their final, triumphant performance for a hall empty of bodies, filled to capacity.
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#1602 I stepped like a mantis off this ship of fools, felt around for prey, found a plate of ants to put in a microwave, I saw how they scurried briefly, put it into text that had the heat of ovens in it, shipped this text across vast oceans, it preyed on suspicions, was placed on plates, now that I have prayed, I am (or may be) redeemed, but every step I take feels like a scurry, as the fools are more numerous than I thought, just like ants.



#1603 “Be careful what you handle,” I told her, “you can get to me even if you touch another,” it happened in an office shaped like the foyer of a huge hovel, built of mud, etchings of bugs on the wall, perfect perverse kids scampering among clods. “You know what I want, and how I can get it,” she replied, as she took another out, put me in, but only inside a brain used amiss to find a level that, shaped like a foyer, was past office, into brick, sans mud.
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#1604 Here’s where shifts (red shifts) happen in perspective, I thought, slopping dark meat onto my plate, here’s where angles converge to put me past the nest. General laughter over pictures, womblike spaces, but I was in hers as I was in with them. It hurts, but he’s dead, I never met him. It’s a shame, I never met him. Blood moves through air: between her, me, them— leaves on concrete.



#1605 This killer wears a tight black shirt, glasses. There are noises of digging happening from the bathroom, she’s in bed, hands over her mouth, frozen upset. Then, the mirror is dug through, his face appears in a wall with a square cut in it. The face is there, hovers there, just sits, it has the promise of action that kills. This is the tableau I watch every time I’m in the bathroom while she’s in bed. And smile.
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#1607 Every live body has a dialect: to the extent that bodies are in the process of effacing both themselves, what they efface, I move past dialect to the extent that there are no no-brainers here, what’s moral in this is the belief that properly used dialects emanate waves to hold bodies in place. As to who’s saying this, I heard this on the street last night after a few drinks with an ex at Dirty Frank’s. It was a bum who meant it, it worked.



#1613 Follow Abraham up the hill: to the extent that the hill is constituted already by kinds of knives, to what extent can a man go up a hill, shepherd a son to be sacrificed, to be worthy before an almighty power that may or may not have had conscious intentions where hills, knives, sons were concerned, but how, as I watch this, can I not feel that Abraham, by braving knives, does not need the one he holds in his rapt hands?
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#1617 Philosophy says that poets want to lose. What are conditions of losing: to whom? The conditions (to whom they concern, to unrepresented phantoms, mostly) are colors, which, to transcribe, require a solid core of nebulous necromancy which philosophy calls (for its own poetic reasons) “loss.” I took this from one strictly (which necessitated looseness towards me) for himself, took several median blended colors and painted a razor on the roof of a red building. Then I fell off. But I lived.



I’m looking at the sky, writing like a man writes when the sister lives in an apartment with a husband three blocks away, casts her body over here to do what cannot be done ad infinitum; and that the evil I saw in this family was hers, the scourge who ruined my life. That night I had her in summer’s sweat, what it should’ve been, what it was, the sting of it lingers, all in the sister, & for once I don’t dare bifurcate myself, they do it for me, naturally.



#1620
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#1622 Poor Schopenhauer’s axioms: all in the will is a fight to beat other wills. I see him in his meager room, his will bent not to do much, save himself the trouble of fighting these ineluctable battles, but not able to refrain from eating, breathing, shitting, fucking, all those simple acts that are will-to-survival, but Arthur casts himself into a future of power, not knowing when it arrived it was to be a crass joke, ended with face in turtle soup.



#1625 The “I” that writes cannot be (he told us, perched on a hill of flowers which he crushed, but, of course, incompletely, and not all of them at once) strictly for-itself as it has no substance: a student walked up, pricked his forearm (the back side of it) with a small razor, he cringed but only briefly, leaning forward so that a row of buttercups doused him yellow. The “I” that writes has a relationship that is very much for itself, but it has a strictly independent existence, so that what constitutes a human “I” has no meaning for it. Now, you need to know this: I was not the student with the razor, but I supplied the razor to the student that cut the professor’s forearm, but you will never know how I got it, or why. 47



#1625 I ask you this here, while I look down on you, as you look up at me, and the different ups & downs of us play themselves out, so that if, while being in this state, we are in and out of each other, all streaks of blues, grays, blacks can be edited out, and voiceovers take the place of our raw voices. Voices that I trust, cherish, but these voices are too crude that around us cast nets, so that we become crabs in and out of ourselves, so that I remark to you (you’re on top now) that things that need to be asked can only be answered with skin, redness, pinkness, dots, this.



#1626 If it builds, she thinks, I’ll do this, I’ll get out. Is it that she’s so stuck she can’t move? The baby needs looking after, but, she thinks, so does her soul, and to the extent that it’s not being fed, she needs a new bed somewhere. But the money isn’t hers, it just isn’t, and she walks the dog thinking these thoughts in loops. And this is where I intercepted her, in this alley, with the dog, with fallen traces of one who falls. That I didn’t acknowledge her speaks to the places I’ve fallen as well.
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#1627 He says that these have an “aura.” To the extent that words on a page can, they do. He said these things, but then they were up on a site that has its own aura, the poems become composites. Whatever, I thought this, not out loud, these auras only work in three dimensions, and I’m already in three dimensions, I’m already art to begin with. Besides, who cares? I quickly made a left onto Broad, the radio was turned off and I opened the window, it was a cold, breezes danced around my face, in words.



#1628 Mrs. Trellings was in bed with her husband of fifty summers. Now, it was winter, & the smell of his farts, the sound of his snores, all these things took her on a soul’s journey to Pluto, in a deep freeze of no sleep she would linger. It’s a story (Mrs. Trellings thought) of reverse things: reverse providence, reverse encounter, all things that should culminate ending in anti-climax. But it should be noted that Mrs. Trellings was quite intelligent, it was a week before Christmas & she saw turkeys everywhere. They had five kids. She thought of them, left it at that. And didn’t sleep.
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#1629 This party was too much, she was dancing, she moved away from me, she wanted this other guy, they danced, I sat watching guys go into the bathroom to do blow, I looked out at the palms, realized we were all caught in a net of perfect safety, circular perfection, getting what you want when you want it, why is it that from Pascal to Hollywood, perfection kills? Then he felt he was already dead, headed for the bathroom himself, cold & comforted.
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#1638 She was eating lunch, I was watching her eat lunch, I started having all these thoughts about how people reveal themselves, even just how they eat their meals but it was such a nice day and I had a few drinks and I just kind of got lost in it all, the food was really good but there was this sense that nothing could really last, everyone has these great cars and these great lives but nothing really lasts, and I start to worry even just about eating lunch like this, isn’t there something better I should be doing? Isn’t there something more important than this? I don’t want to get all existential about this cause it happens all the time, but I’m telling you this cause I know you have these feelings too, and it doesn’t matter how we communicate as long as the basic gist of things comes through, in fact I’m kind of eating lunch right now and kind of having the same feelings, I get depressed in the afternoons here because everything is so still and perfect, so even though I have to live in this perfected state (some people say it’s exalted, I don’t think it’s exalted, I don’t even know what exalted means) it just doesn’t work. I guess the lesson is that we should all skip lunch, I know it’s completely absurd but it might be better just to eat breakfast and dinner, but you know, people in this town have to do certain things at certain times which is why I treasure this, but hold on a sec I just got a text from somebody, do you mind if I call you back, if not today tomorrow, I really want to hear your thoughts on this?
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#1639 Look, it’s not like I could’ve raised you any other way. The rules are the rules and you know the way this town is, I don’t want to see you there sitting there sulking like you don’t enjoy these things. My deal is over, I’m an old bitch whose worn out my welcome on every conceivable avenue, my tits sag, my breath stinks, the guys I have left can’t get it up half the time. You have to use it, kiddo, you have to use what you’ve got, and if I push, it’s just because the reputation you make now is going to follow you around forever, and yeah, you don’t have to use eyeliner just to cross the fucking street, you don’t have to wear fur to buy cigarettes, but I’ve given you all this shit specifically to use, and I don’t necessarily mind (though I’m tempted to barge in and steal some of that cock for myself) hearing your bed-springs creaking at five in the morning cause it means you’re doing good business and that’s the whole point of living here, you do good business or you don’t, and you’ll see what it’s like when you’re doing this, you go straight to hell and have to live through the little cunts like yourself, but you’re my little cunt and I’m not going to see you waste your little cunt while you still have all that juice running between your legs like I use to have, and this needs to become a family tradition because family is all I have left. So just keep going where you need to go, but don’t complain to me about love, there is no love, there’s only skin, blood, cum, spit, phlegm, & lots of it.
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#1642 People need to understand that you can make a difference these days. Alright, so the system’s trash, we make a new system. Or, if we don’t, we change the system. People don’t realize that there is a “we” but I’ve seen it with my own eyes, this really is still (no matter what anyone says) the greatest country in the world and you have to be a part of it and you have to try and change things. It’s not like I condone all my own methods, but I’m a woman and you have to use what you have, and when you see these guys with their pants down (and I’ve seen all kinds of guys with their pants down), you really get a sense of the humanity of America and Americans and how all the threads really do tie everything together and my methods work for me, there is no judgment though some may insist on judging. You have to understand what the important judgment really is: are you an American or are you not? Do you care or do you not? Not everything I do can be as perfect as I want it to be but the important thing is, I’m building, I’m going somewhere with this. There’s a place for me somewhere in this administration and I just have to find it, and I’m a determined American woman with a big heart and it’s not like others don’t do the things I do. There are times when I’m in the middle of these things and all I can do is visualize the American flag because it still means something, that red, white, and blue is woven into my entire body and my whole brain and everything else. The times where anyone can say screw it are over and done with, and it’s time for the real Americans to stand up and do what needs to be done so that the red, white, and blue don’t fade into the kind of blackness I see all around me in Washington. To think, I could’ve wasted my life.
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#1645 The father’s gaze (depending which gaze you happen to be referring to) is panoptic. It goes in without leaving traces. So if you have several fathers that leave no traces, & merely invisible gazes, there is or maybe a sense in which you have no fathers. I saw all this happening to me, along with every thing else, many years ago, before I could visualize the cell I was in, before I knew how the walls stank of fresh paint, or saw that I was getting smeared at any juncture. But, as I saw this, my father who was my father turned, spoke down to me in such a way that I listened. I took what he said, gazed at my cell, and watched the paint dry deep into the night before I busted out to watch the dawn break over the Delaware.



#1646 A ring of retards, she said to herself, a ring of retards. It was her turn to speak, speak she did, but she watched herself the whole time, thinking how dumb the whole thing would look to one of her old friends, in the days when she (and they) ruled the world, because the world was so tiny and they could encompass it. She gets up to piss, and notices nothing. She’s still gorgeous and she knows it, that’s that. Yes, I saw this happen, I was down there with them. But then, you don’t know who I am, do you, and does it matter?
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#1647 She told me I love boy/girl poems, love scenes in them based on a deep degeneracy inherited from too much heat around my genitals, as manifest in tangents I could only see if I was getting laid. She told me this as I was getting laid in such a way that any notion of telling was subsumed in an ass as stately as a mansion, which I filled with the liquid cobwebs of my imagination. There was grass outside being smoked in a car in which another boy/girl scenario played out in a brunette giving a fine performance of Bolero in her movements, and I immediately flashed back to the deep genitals of my first girlfriend and the way she used to implore God’s help at certain moments, who was certainly watching this. That’s it, that’s the whole spiel I have on boy/girl poems and why they are hated by the dry dunces who love them.
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#1649 Oh you guys, you guys are tough. I came here to write about some thing, but now that I came, I can’t come to a decision about what I came for. What? You said I can’t do this? You said it’s not possible because it’s a violation and not a moving one? It’s true, you guys are tough. You know I have tried, at different times, to please you in little ways, but this one time I had this student that was giving me head and she stopped in the middle to tell me that I had good taste and you had bad taste, and I’ll admit it, I believed her. She was your student too, maybe you’ve seen her around. She’s the one with the scarves and the jewelry and the jewels and the courtesy to give the teachers head who deserve it. Do you?
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#1651 What’s this about making moves, said the apprentice? I’ve got irons in the fire with all these pieces, isn’t that enough? To have mastered how the fire works, so that each piece burns right down: it’s not the only move that matters, but as I just made a line of rooks rather than pawns, what else could possibly get my goat? The master heard this, appearing limber, but quite chained to the voices that were taking away the tools he used to put his apprentices in their places. I have nothing to say about this, he said, as he wiped beads of sweat from a brow that furrowed so intensely that all his enemies insisted he had dark ties. Just make rows of rooks instead of pawns, and you will find yourselves kings and queens. They all left him that night, after dumping the ashes in a river that ran in back of the workshop, into a black sea. #1654 The traces of this woman, who is a woman, go all over the world, as I don’t objectify what I have no need to objectify. Can you guess who she is? Can you guess why I would need to write in code so that all the little poets don’t place me in brine vats? I heard him say all this, and let me tell you, it was sickening. Haven’t we heard how bodies in text are obsolescent? This is where I jumped in, and I am the final eye, that sees all. Black and white impulse, red veins. Pleasures.
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#506 I have seen something other than what I am it is open as air, it is closed to a tee, it is a picture of me as me in a movie of me that’s a vision of me as an “I” in a picture of an old movie #507 I am is, in saying, like being in woods, like leaves, like trees, like a place to rest after you know what I mean.
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#508 O life, O time, dark dark dark & all that, that bit, where you confront all that won’t submit, it’s nobody’s favorite bit, it’s a bloody miracle we ever get anything else, yet you never hear talk of it except in art, & it’s gone out of fashion, right from Milton’s front page into the dark dark dark, but it’s still dark as a mudslide, & as dense



#509 There are gusty showers in Philadelphia, showers that beat up empty lots, down in sooty Kensington, you could almost believe what the books say about being-in-the-world, I mean being in a damned world, it really does seem that way on greasy days in Philadelphia. #510 Whaddya know, she said, you’ve coined a phrase we can all use, just by keeping your mouth shut, just by whistling past the dust-bins, hat in hand, hand in glove, gloved from tyranny by a left-handed smoke shifter, a bloody miracle, she said 59



#511 It’s all so anxious, this living, panting realizations of what isn’t, could never be, sky doesn’t care, earth doesn’t care, mud-soaked leaves—



#512 as if I would strike you, as if I, myself, were pushing your face away, fists livid against yr soft, wasp-y cheeks. in some other world my parts bear nectar, my hands clasp your own like wonted shelter. in some other dream your eyes don’t freeze but melt, sugar cubes smashed by light.



60



#521 It is in the thing that impels hands forward, what curls into fists, coiled laughter, shaded disclosures, every inflection of every emphatic shove of feeling into flesh. It is consciousness behind, above, below me, only me, as I am writing an “it” that is me, that crosses arms in healing flamelit gestures, that creeps down echoes of creeping vines, recollected in affinity with an “it” that is it, being me. #522 Your arms oppress me; my deep exhaustion plagues you like tax-forms. Think of waves of honey, tides of butter, all melting into a dense, impregnable bind— if this is the lease, I’ll sign.
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#524 Dressed to kill, I go insane as I think of killing you in undressing, a sense of weird lightning bottled inside me wells up spontaneously, I'm tearing at my body's corners, I can't stop thinking of jumps into ether, memorandums, just love, whatever it means, whatever it is, whatever it wants to be inside us, a harlequin, a moose, a daffodil, a way of explosives going off in a row & corn being mowed in Iowa, Illinois, or "I." #528 What will the poem, a wary protuberance, say to admixtures of green grassy gardens sprung sans respite, & hood winked dudes? Not to implicate you, but someone must choose, truly, when this linzer tart stands eating my plate, in spite of all spite withheld, beyond all dreams you can measure, near a fracas which seems risible. Not that I care.



62



#533 Lawyers I know do blow. Every line is crass. Books line their well-ordered flats that look out on views that might as well be New York. Amped up, 13th St. gleams like Central Park, Woody’s like a petting zoo for fruits. I watch for lines of truth. Tomes, philosophy— queer. What would Marx say here? That jobless attorneys stave off ennui by nose-dripped ecstasy, made a commodity?
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#534



Oh, she was really cute, but she just doesn’t get it. I mean, she has these perfect little blue eyes, and our feet were almost touching, but she kept talking about other girls. It didn’t help that I had to hear her whole stupid life story about growing up in fucking Reading. Now she wants to open up a shop with sex toys and a café. I mean, that’s fine, but it was all about her, I couldn’t get a word in edgewise, and now I can’t go into the bar where she works because I sort of don’t want to see her. But I’m still attracted to her too. I swear to God, all these fucking hick girls come to the city and they can’t handle it. I wanted to tell her, listen, sister, don’t mess around with a girl that’s been around. You’re cute but I could fuck you over if I wanted to. I’ve got skills that you don’t. What’s the point? She’ll learn soon enough.
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#535 I was fucking this girl in the ass, late at night, and I looked out into the parking lot across the street and moonlight glistened on the cars, I thought, that’s it, I don’t give a shit anymore, you can take your America, shove it up your ass just like I’m doing here, that’s when I came, and it was a good long one.



#536 I stood naked, a disappeared text, dissolved in more text that was done in French, smudged lines, heart-shaped erasures, crossings, a witch, not such a bluebird as she was when I listened to her in a bar, stoned in Rockford, letter stored in her belly, tugging.
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#541 Like the lamp by your bed with no shade and the Stein books you never read on your shelf and the sweat that rolls down the crack of your ass when we fuck (the smell of driven slush), Like the granules these things are or may be, as I tell you what it is you like about me discussing in bits your bits that form a kind of trinity hovering above the places you place plants, but it is not nor shall ever be like anything else again, as there is no simile for the marks of incredibly bright weakness around your eyes as you lounge around in your panties, two blues, guess which?
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#542



Angie did not arrive to white me out— alone in bed, 3 am, I smoked butts, blue lights, hazelike, spinning, an angel’s halo— I felt dirty, upbraided by blueness, as if it showed me what I was past entanglements, redness in me atrophied— I would have been better, I thought, inside Angie, butt-fucking. That’s what was in dreams once the haze left.
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#545 Words are spirits, words wording through us like savored pulp. Words, strained or comatose, plucking laurel for some lucky fuck. Substantive spirit words, cored & pitted, wait to be bit like knowledge of good & evil, stems. Not a cask or a flask— some vessel from nether regions of Venus. Easy to be dispirited, cored, yet stem systems are permanent. Say them. #547 Spirit melts, leaving butter particles strewn along leaf-veined avenues— how absurd, that it should be in poetry, hiding there like a cat in a dry bath-tub, like water in a drain, like so much dark moon.
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#549 I’m conscious of freedom, how it flares against brick, how it stirs. Yellow backs of combatants, & chain-gang commerce in armor, mind-forged manacles scraped, muscle-displays in time’s diaspora. Lastly, they turn away from facts, look instead at trunk-scissions, leafy morasses, all over smalltown America, steeples chased. I’m conscious of this, of my own yellow writing it down, seated.



#552 Guns are connected to power; you want to shoot because you are shot, you want to kill because you are killed, you like nature because it happens to be easy. Your mouth, as you kill, is a waft of rodent-dirt, you rats. I see myself as a kind of tree behind all this, not that I’m solid or stolid, just that I can absorb the prickly twitch of your whiskered faces. I have no problem with ferreting out small animals. What if it turns out they want to be elected; hope?
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#553 I’d love to enter you this way— go, stop, go; go, stop, go; until I could fill your canvas w/ presence; I’d love to turn you onto yourself; you, who, yourself, are, spatially, two-in-mouth, knees-at-hip, entered. #555 Wood-floored bar on Rue St. Catharine— you danced, I sat, soused as Herod, sipped vodka tonic, endless bland medley belting out of the jukebox— you smiling, I occupied keeping you happy, un-frazzled— suddenly sounds behind us, the bar wasn’t crowded & a patron (rakish, whisker-flecked big mouth) lifted a forefinger at beer-bellied bartender bitching back, soon a real fight, violence in quiet midnight, I, scared, got you out of there but you had to dance, you said, had to dance so we paved Plateau, tense steps, found nothing, you started crying & stamping your feet like a child, I grabbed you & dragged you back to our room you stripped, curled into fetal position, beat your fists against the mattress, in this way you danced through the night, dozed & woke ready for more— 70



#564 in your “not-I” saying is sex phonemes go fricatives fill in space for “I” it’s all I said (was I saying anything red for yr blood in you at all for being me?)



#565 Battle for deliverance, struggle for salvation, Christ’s passion condensed into ten fluid seconds, sections of flesh leaving, sense of “Geist” overhead. Yet you’ve shrunk before Romance into “posteverything entropy,” so even the love of one’s life becomes another show, rigged like a government’s actions, glommed onto deadly ennui. Christ.
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#567 Oh, to be half in love in New York— moments of almost caress in Union Square, almost embrace in Alphabet City, almost consummation on Brooklyn F Train— remembering confessions at Fez, Lafayette Place, eruptions of late-night mania on Broadway, lusts at Ludlow Street’s Living Room, I wonder what half of us could’ve fallen— now, I’m half at ease w/ memories of half a love, half lived in livid, lurid Times Square, also smog-red Hudson sunsets spent on half-lit banks, hand-in-hand, hoping for an omen from doldrums of a half-dead city— #571 Of course, there had to be a pretty nurse— this one was pale blonde, thin, always in jeans, fat iron cross affixed to breast-heavy chest. I couldn’t ignore eye-teeth that made her look like a vampire. In my pill-popped dementia, I saw her kneel beside my bed, swill blood from my neck, nourish herself on my sickness. In swoons, a Christian vampire seems no weirder than enforced Twister, watched Monopoly, or face-painting forty-year-olds: she fit right in. That’s the bin.



72



#572 On the bus to fifth grade, eleven years old, I couldn’t breathe, they had to call an ambulance, put me on oxygen. My father arrived, shaking and crying; “First my mother, now my son.” I loved him so much, it didn’t seem strange that, upon leaving the hospital, he returned me to school in time for math class.



#562 I see you foraging through weeds in a field; it’s spring, air streaked green. I’m with you in the field: I’m mud, or grass, I’m beneath your nails, held fast. Bark flakes off me. You pass on, satisfied. Branches sway, flecked by tongues— look at my garden’s sprawl; do you see me here, or in the air?
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#577 You can only transcribe by dying, the things you transcribe are dying, the way you transcribe is dying by the time you transcribe, so if you must transcribe, you must die, or die trying
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