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            ‘One by one, the so-called important books of our time will be forgotten, but Joe Brainard’s modest little gem will endure.’ Paul Auster

            ‘I would make a case for I Remember as one of the twenty or so most important American autobiographies, important for its air of unimportance and for its mingling of cultural bric-a-brac with sexual frankness and self-revelation.’ New Yorker

            ‘Completely original.’ Edmund White

            ‘Buy it, for everyone you know … I can’t think of a more original or lovely book.’ Olivia Laing

            ‘Joe Brainard discovered a memory machine.’ Siri Hustvedt

            ‘It’s a great work that will last and last – in other words, it is literature.’ James Shuyler

            ‘Elegiac and sly, sad and sexy, simple yet deeply affecting, I Remember is a work of true singularity and a book impossible to forget.’ Stuart Evers
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            A Sissy Pillow Book

         

         Let’s picture Joe Brainard in 1969: a gangly, bespectacled Oklahoma kid who’d come to New York City at the age of twenty and established himself as a prolific and accomplished artist. He’s twenty-seven now, living on the Lower East Side, and an idea has seized him. It’s very simple, and like some very simple things, it encompasses the world.

         What he does, his great revelation, is to compile a list of statements starting with two words: I remember. The effect is something like a magician drawing silk scarves from an unsuspecting stranger’s ear. I remember roller skate keys. I remember “necking”. I remember “Love Me Tender”. I remember pig-latin. He’d viiidiscovered the open sesame to the memory vaults, found a way of retrieving the lost and scattered data of the past. At once incantatory and quotidian, surreal and hyper-specific, I Remember is a time capsule of one particular life that also functions as a strange and profound meditation on memory and time.

         What does Joe Brainard remember? Like all of us, he remembers the society he emerged from and the experience of growing up within it. He remembers cultural artefacts, the sample stock of pure Americana, and he remembers the experience of being Joe Brainard – infant, boy and adult man – and his shifting fears and fantasies, desires and dislikes. This constant slip-sliding from the internal to the external without regard to time is one we all engage in, and it makes I Remember a much more deft and accurate way of capturing a life than the tidy chronology of the traditional memoir or biography.

         As an artist, Brainard’s preferred mode was collage, often compiled from tiny fragments of found material, particularly of flowers. The literary equivalent used here is parataxis, the accumulation of not-necessarily sequential material to form an intricate pattern. The items Brainard selects are often ixstrongly visual. From green grass knee stains to big yellow mums to tiny tins of pink deviled ham, it is clearly an artist who is gathering and sorting these particles of time past. But the litany is also shot through with emotion, particularly around scenes of shame, humiliation and desire. In both ways I Remember is totally, abundantly, lushly queer.

         The word ‘queer’ is first used on the third page: I remember when, in high school, if you wore green and yellow on Thursdays it meant that you were queer. Along with ‘sissy’, it forms a refrain. In the first example, it’s situated as an undesirable identity, something to conceal, a source of mockery and jokes. And yet along comes young Joe, a few lines later: I remember that for my fifth birthday all I wanted was an off-one shoulder black satin evening gown. I got it. And I wore it to my birthday party.

         This, right here, is the central knot of I Remember, the tension between the society recalled and the shy, stuttering, totally subversive person inside it. Sex and shame both have a tendency to irradiate experience, burning it into the memory. In allowing his attention to linger on not quite seemly things, from rubbers to necking to sex itself, Brainard is doing xsomething reckless, indulging in a transgressive activity that has the potential for exposure as well as pleasure. I remember when I tried out to be a cheerleader and didn’t make it. I remember “baskets”. I remember jerking off to sexual fantasies involving John Kerr. And Montgomery Clift.

         Oh Joe! Right before your eyes, he’s producing a sissy pillow book, in which every memory is subtly or not so subtly lavender-tinged. Even the tone – intimate, confiding, chatty, self-mocking, nerdy, playful, ultra-precise – is sissyhood squared. I remember fantasizing about being a super-stud and being able to shoot enormous loads. And (would you believe it?) (yes, you’ll believe it) I still do.

         
             

         

         Despite its unique qualities, I Remember did not emerge from nowhere. Brainard was a member of the second generation of the New York School, a close and gregarious circle of poets and artists who worked and socialised in the city around the middle portion of the twentieth century. Key players included the poets Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, Barbara Guest and Kenneth Koch, alongside artists like Joan Mitchell, Fairfield Porter, Grace Hartigan, xiJasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg. The second generation (many of whom, like Brainard, hailed from Tulsa) included Ted Berrigan, Ron Padgett and Anne Waldman.

         Though not all the participants of the New York School were gay, there was a decidedly queer sensibility to their experiments. The project, put broadly, was to take European modernism, and especially abstraction, and reinvent it in a loose-jointed American lingo. At the same time, there was a shared desire to let the air out of pompous or earnest notions of what constituted real or serious art. As the (heterosexual) confessional poetry of Ann Sexton, Robert Lowell and John Berryman dominated the mainstream, the New York School were engaged in a campy counter-project, expanding the domain of the poetic to encompass more and more (and more!) elements of both the recherché and the everyday.

         I’m not sure I Remember would exist without Frank O’Hara’s deceptively causal Lunch Poems, first published in 1964. From chocolate malteds to aspirin tablets, O’Hara’s conversational verses were packed with items that had never been considered the proper stuff of poetry before. They opened the way xiifor Brainard to reconsider the specific iconography of his own 1950s childhood, the penny loafers and fancy yo-yos, the Oreo cookies and Easter chicks. I Remember can also be understood as a kind of parallel project to that of Pop Art. Like Warhol, Brainard was engaged in a raid on childhood and popular culture, gathering up humble and disregarded items to reconsider in the more rarefied domain of art.

         The book you are holding now emerged fast but in parts. It started life as a series of small-press volumes. The first three were published by Anne Waldman’s Angel Hair Press, starting in 1970, while the fourth, a Christmas special, was published by the Museum of Modern Art in 1973. In 1975 a collected edition of all four books was published by Full Court Press. Though it feels like the memories drifted out freely as soap bubbles, this naïve, dreamy air is a total illusion. Brainard was a perfectionist, and every version was closely worked and scrupulously edited, with multiple entries discarded.

         To remember something is to recall the past, which is to say that which is no longer occurring, is lost or extinct. Brainard himself died in 1994, at the age of fifty, from Aids-induced pneumonia. His xiiilitany of lost things is itself salvaged from a crisis that obliterated the queer art world he inhabited. Bizarrely, magically, his most ephemeral memories have long outlived him.

         What do you remember? What will you find in these pages? What of the past is still lodged inside you, a lucid poem of once-lost things? I remember when the floor seemed a long way down. I remember trying to visualize what my insides looked like. I remember Saturdays. I remember “Suave” hair cream. (Pale peach.) 

         
             

         

         Olivia Laing, 2025 xiv

      

   


   
      
         
xv
            Introduction

         

         I can’t remember how many times I have read I Remember. I discovered the book soon after it was published in 1975, and in the intervening three and a half decades I have gone back to it once every few years, perhaps seven or eight times in all. The text is not long (just 138 pages in the original edition), but remarkably enough, in spite of these numerous re-readings, whenever I open Joe Brainard’s little masterwork again, I have the curious sensation that I am encountering it for the first time. Except for a few indelible passages, nearly all of the memories recorded in the pages of I Remember have vanished from my own memory. There are simply too many xvidetails to hold onto over an extended period of time, too much life is packed into Brainard’s shifting, swirling collage of recollections for any one person to remember it in its entirety, and therefore, even if I recognise many of the entries the instant I start to reread them, there are many others that I don’t. The book remains new and strange and surprising – for, small as it is, I Remember is inexhaustible, one of those rare books that can never be used up.

         A prolific visual artist and occasional writer, Brainard stumbled upon the simple but ingenious composition method of I Remember in the summer of 1969. He was just twenty-seven, but a highly developed and accomplished twenty-seven, a precocious boy artist who had started exhibiting his work and winning prizes as a grade school student in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and had landed on Manhattan’s Lower East Side before he turned twenty. By 1969, he was a veteran of the New York art scene, with several one-man shows to his credit, participation in numerous group shows, cover designs for dozens of small literary magazines and books of poetry, stage decors for theater pieces by LeRoi Jones and Frank O’Hara, as well as comic strip collaborations (most of them xviihilarious) with a long list of poet friends. Collages, large and small assemblages, drawings, and oil paintings – his output was varied and incessant – and on top of that, he also found time to write. Before the miraculous breakthrough of 1969, Brainard had published poems, diaries, and short prose pieces in a number of downtown literary magazines associated with the New York School, and he had already developed a distinctive style of his own – charming, whimsical, unpretentious, frequently ungrammatical, and transparent. Those qualities are all present in I Remember, but now, almost by accident, he had hit upon an organizing principle, and the writing takes off and soars into an altogether different register.

         With typical nonchalance and acumen, Brainard described the exhilaration he felt while working on his new project in a letter written that summer to poet Anne Waldman: ‘I am way, way up these days over a piece I am still writing called I Remember. I feel very much like God writing the Bible. I mean, I feel like I am not really writing it but that it is because of me that it is being written. I also feel that it is about everybody else as much as it is about me. And that pleases me. I mean, I feel like I am xviiieverybody. And it’s a nice feeling. It won’t last. But I am enjoying it while I can.’

         I remember … It seems so obvious now, so self-evident, so fundamental and even ancient – as if the magic formula had been known ever since the invention of written language. Write the words I remember, pause for a moment or two, give your mind a chance to open up, and inevitably you will remember, and remember with a clarity and a specificity that will astonish you. This exercise is now used wherever writing courses are taught, whether for children, college students, or the very old, and the results never fail to summon up long-forgotten particulars of lived experience. As Siri Hustvedt wrote in her recent book, The Shaking Woman or a History of My Nerves: ‘Joe Brainard discovered a memory machine.’*

         But once you discover the machine, how do you use it? How do you harness the memories that come flooding through you into a work of art, into a book that can speak to someone other than yourself? Many people have written their own versions of I Remember since 1975, but no one has come close to duplicating the spark of Brainard’s original, of transcending the purely private and personal into a xixwork that is about everybody – in the same way that all great novels are about everybody. It strikes me that Brainard’s achievement is the product of several forces that operate simultaneously throughout the book: the hypnotic power of incantation; the economy of the prose; the author’s courage in revealing things about himself (often sexual) that most of us would be too embarrassed to include; the painter’s eye for detail; the gift for story-telling; the reluctance to judge other people; the sense of inner alertness; the lack of self-pity; the modulations of tone, ranging from blunt assertion to elaborate flights of fancy; and then, most of all (most pleasing of all), the complex musical structure of the book as a whole. 

         By music, I mean counterpoint, fugue, and repetition, the interweaving of several different voices throughout the nearly fifteen hundred entries of the book. A theme is picked up for a while, then dropped, then picked up again, in the same way that a horn might sound for a few moments in an orchestral piece, then give way to a violin, which in turn will give way to a cello, and then, all but forgotten now, the horn will suddenly return. I Remember is a concerto for multiple instruments, and among the xxvarious strings and woodwinds Brainard employs in his free-floating, ever-changing composition are the following:

         —Family (more than seventy entries), such as ‘I remember my father in a tutu. As a ballerina dancer in a variety show at church’; ‘I remember when father seemed too formal, and daddy was out of the question, and dad too fake-casual. But, seeming the lesser of three evils, I chose fake-casual’; ‘I remember the only time I ever saw my mother cry. I was eating apricot pie.’

         —Food (a hundred entries), including butter and sugar sandwiches, salt on watermelon, chewy candy in movie theatres, and repeated allusions to ice cream, as in ‘I remember how good a glass of water can taste after a dish of ice cream.’

         —Clothes (roughly ninety entries), including pink dress shirts, pillbox hats, and fat ties with fish on them. (Brainard’s earliest ambition was to become a fashion designer.)

         —Movies, Movie Stars, T.V., and Pop Music (more than a hundred entries), including references to Perry Como, Liberace, Hopalong Cassidy, Dinah Shore, Tab Hunter, Marilyn Monroe (several times), Montgomery Clift, Elvis Presley, Judy Garland, Jane xxiRussell, Lana Turner, the Lone Ranger, and umpteen others. ‘I remember that Betty Grable’s legs were insured for a million dollars’; ‘I remember rumors about what Marlon Brando had to do to get his first acting job’; ‘I remember Gina Lollobrigida’s very tiny waist in Trapeze.’

         —School and Church (roughly a hundred entries), such as ‘I remember how much, in high school, I wanted to be handsome and popular’; ‘I remember an American history teacher who was always threatening to jump out of the window if we didn’t quiet down. (Second floor.)’; ‘I remember the clock from three to three-thirty’; ‘I remember two years of cheating in Spanish class by lightly penciling in the translations of words.’

         —The Body (more than a hundred entries), ranging from intimate personal confessions – ‘I remember examining my cock and balls very carefully once and finding them absolutely disgusting’ – to observations of others: ‘I remember a very big boy named Teddy and what hairy legs his mother had. (Long black ones squashed flat under nylons.)’

         —Dreams, Daydreams, and Fantasies (more than seventy entries), often pertaining to sex (‘I remember xxiisexual fantasies of making it with a stranger in the woods’) but just as often not, such as ‘I remember daydreams of being a singer all alone on a big stage with no scenery, just one spotlight on me, singing my heart out, and moving my audience to total tears of love and affection.’

         —Holidays (fifty entries), centering around Christmas, Thanksgiving, Easter, Halloween, and the Fourth of July. ‘I remember after opening packages what an empty day Christmas is.’

         —Objects and Products (more than 130 entries), including driftwood lamps, pop beads, beanbag ashtrays, pearlized plastic toilet seats, jeweled bottle openers, ‘Ace’ combs, roller skate keys, Aspergum, dented ping pong balls, and miniature Bibles. ‘I remember the first ballpoint pens. They skipped, and deposited little balls of ink that would accumulate on the point.’

         —Sex (more than fifty entries), detailing early heterosexual fumblings in high school – ‘I remember the first time I got jerked off (never did discover it for myself). I didn’t know what she was trying to do and so I just laid there like a zombie not helping one bit’ – later homosexual experiences and glimpses xxiiiof gay life – ‘I remember not liking myself for not picking up boys I probably could pick up because of the possibility of being rejected’ – and more general (often touching) remarks: ‘I remember early sexual experiences and rubbery knees. I’m sure sex is much better now but I do miss rubbery knees.’

         —Jokes and Common Expressions (more than forty entries), including sick jokes, Mary Anne jokes – ‘I remember “Mommy, Mommy, I don’t like my little brother.” “Shut up, Mary Anne, and eat what I tell you to!”’ – traveling salesmen jokes, and phrases such as ‘to coin a phrase’, ‘See you later alligator’, ‘Because I say so, that’s why’, and ‘I remember, when babies fall down, “oopsy-daisy”.’

         —Friends and Acquaintances (more than ninety entries), which tend to take the form of small narratives and are generally longer than the other sections of the book. One example: ‘I remember my parents’ bridge teacher. She was very fat and very butch (cropped hair) and she was a chain smoker. She prided herself on the fact that she didn’t have to carry matches around. She lit each new cigarette from the old one. She lived in a little house behind a restaurant and lived to be very old.’ Another xxivexample: ‘I remember Anne Kepler. She played the flute. I remember her straight shoulders. I remember her large eyes. Her slightly roman nose. And her full lips. I remember an oil painting I did of her playing the flute. Several years ago she died in a fire giving a flute concert at a children’s home in Brooklyn. All the children were saved. There was something about her like white marble.’

         —Autobiographical Fragments (twenty entries): a less insistent theme than the other subjects explored by Brainard, but fundamental to our understanding of his project, his life. We see him arriving in New York for the first time, learn of his stuttering and shyness, witness his initial encounter with the poet Frank O’Hara, are informed of his poverty and destitution during an early stay in Boston (‘I remember collecting cigarette butts from the urns in front of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston’), are told about his short, unhappy stint as a scholarship student at the Dayton Art Institute (‘I remember in Dayton, Ohio the art fair in the park where they made me take down all my naked self-portraits’), are given a full account of his draft board physical and his rejection by the army after he declared himself xxvto be a homosexual (even though he was a virgin at the time), and are exposed to his self-doubts as an artist, which surely played a role in his decision to stop exhibiting his work during the last fifteen years of his life, as in this laconic but poignant entry: ‘I remember when I thought I was a great artist.’

         —Insights and Confessions (forty entries), most of them about Brainard’s inner life and character, his overpowering self-consciousness (‘I remember that I never cried in front of other people’; ‘I remember being embarrassed to blow my nose in public’), his awkwardness in social situations (‘I remember, at parties, after you’ve said all you can think of to say to a person – but there you both stand’), and, here and there, instances of almost blinding emotional clarity: ‘I remember that life was just as serious then as it is now’, which could be the most important sentence in the book, the reason why the fifteen hundred fragments of I Remember ultimately cohere to form a solid and integrated work.

         —Musings (more than thirty entries), which track the various stray thoughts that come flying in and out of consciousness, the bafflements and perplexities of someone trying to make sense of the xxviworld, the bizarre questions all people wind up asking themselves at one time or another. ‘I remember not understanding why people on the other side of the world didn’t fall off’; ‘I remember wondering if girls fart too’; ‘I remember wondering how turtles “do it”’; ‘I remember thinking once that flushing away pee might be a big waste. I remember thinking that pee is probably good for something and that if one could just discover what it was good for one could make a mint.’

         Such are the various themes and threads that comprise the totality of I Remember. Among its many virtues, it is a book that dwells with great focus on the sensuous details of somatic life (what it feels like to have your hair cut in a barber shop, what it feels like to ‘turn around and around real fast until you can’t stand up’, to hear water swishing around in your stomach for the first time and think you might have a tumor), that lovingly records the banal and trivial details of the American landscape of the forties, fifties, and sixties, and presents us with a portrait of a particular man – the modest, self-effacing young Joe Brainard – that is so precise and uninhibited in its telling that we as readers inevitably begin to see xxviiour own lives portrayed in his. The memories keep coming at us, relentlessly and without pause, one after the other with no strictures regarding chronology or place. One moment we are in New York, the next moment we are in Tulsa or Boston, a recollection from twenty years ago stands side by side with a memory from last week, and the farther we advance into the text, the more resonant each articulation becomes. As Brainard himself understood as he was writing I Remember, it is, truly, a book that belongs to everyone.

         It is also interesting to consider what is not in Brainard’s book, all the things that most of us would probably feel inclined to put in if we were to sit down and write our own versions of I Remember. No memories of sibling conflict, no memories of cruelty or physical violence, no eruptions of anger, no impulse to settle scores, no bitterness. Aside from fleeting references to the Kennedy assassination, ‘Korea’ (in quotation marks), and the ‘I Like Ike’ slogan of the Eisenhower presidential campaigns, there are no memories of political, public, or national events. Mondrian, Picasso, and Van Gogh are all mentioned, but there is nothing about Brainard’s development xxviiias a visual artist, and except for telling us that he read all of Dostoevsky’s novels in Boston, no memories of discovering the work of other writers, even though Brainard was a passionate reader of fiction. No grief, no rage, and very few tears. Only one entry (‘I remember throwing my eye-glasses into the ocean off the Staten Island ferry one black night in a fit of drama and depression’) gives any hint of emotional suffering or deep inner turmoil. Brainard’s book was written at the precise moment when so-called confessional poetry was dominating the American literary scene. Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, and John Berryman (all suicides) were in vogue, and the private rant had become an acceptable, even lauded form of poetic discourse. Brainard confesses, but he does not rant, and he has no interest in mythologizing the story of his own life. He seduces us with his gentleness, his lack of pomposity, his imperturbable interest in everything the world offers up to him. He begins and ends small, but the cumulative force of so many small, exquisitely rendered observations turns his book into something great, something that will become, I believe, an enduring part of American literature.

         
             

         

         Paul Auster, 2010

         
            * Henry Holt, New York, 2010.
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