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NORMA COLE AND A CONTINUOUS MAKING


dale m. smith


of this / all things / speak if they speak the estranged …


—GEORGE OPPEN, “THE LITTLE PIN: FRAGMENT”


AN EVENT SPONSORED ONLINE by the New York–based arts magazine The Brooklyn Rail on April 29, 2020, just as the world uneasily moved into a new era of pandemic, inspired the making of this book. Norma Cole had edited the magazine’s “Critics Page” for the April issue, inviting myself and thirteen other poets to contribute. Her editor’s message, titled “From the Threshing Floor,” addressed the unresolved dissonances and catastrophes proliferating in the discourse of a conflicted and confused public. “For some reason,” Cole said, “I had no words. I had some words but they would not settle into a rhythm. A bodily rhythm hadn’t come yet. Instead, coming at me were flying objects fast & furious—‘climate crisis,’ ‘migrants,’ ‘separation of children from parents at borders,’ ‘weapons,’ ‘incarceration,’ ‘solitary confinement,’ ‘corporate takeovers,’ ‘fascists,’ ‘the technological singularity,’ which kept Stephen Hawking up nights, you name it.”1


To introduce the “Critics Page” forum she had assembled, Cole pursued the unique terms “threshold” and “experiment,” seeking “progression but not progress.” She explored how pathways, motion, and discontinuity associate with improvisation and experimentation. In “threshold,” with its border concepts limen (from Latin) and porog (from Russian), we find an entrance to a room. Here workers sit, engaged in the task of separating cereal grain from grass. Conversation and song and imagination, in antique histories of human labor, have thrived in forms of work that lead from the threshing floor, ultimately, to the making of bread, nourishment. The threshold opens to a space of culture, not just survival. To be in the exchange and in the making of an ongoing determination of what Walter Benjamin understood in relation to history, “the subject of a structure whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now.” Quoting Karl Krauss, Benjamin asserts, “Origin is the goal.”2 Or, as Cole herself has written, “Someone had opened the door from without. The word and the fact of bread. Experience does not care, for it comprises all time and in the while. It begins once.”3


I had long known Cole’s writing and shared with her a connection to the Poetics Program at the New College of California, where we had both studied poetics at different points in that program’s history. Her work inspired my thinking about the immediacy of poetry as an art of making, thinking, and feeling through the terms of the complex environments we variously inhabit. Beginning in 2018, I had come to know her more intimately as a correspondent, and we would visit in San Francisco, Toronto, and Paris as occasions allowed. The timing of her “threshold” statement in The Brooklyn Rail opened a way for me to think anew about my own work. At the same time, I began searching the secondary literature on Cole’s writing. Because she was an independent force in North American and European poetry for several decades, I expected to discover plenty of scholarly essays devoted to her. Instead, I found mostly book reviews and interviews focusing on her work in the public press and in smaller subaltern literary contexts. As the pandemic increased our physical isolation, I began to consider the importance of putting together a book devoted exclusively to her writing. At first, I anticipated a fully scholarly collection. But once I put the call out for work, I was gratified by the enthusiasm of responses from scholars, poets, translators, and visual artists. I soon realized that whatever this project turned out to be, it would include a range of outlooks and insights that I had not anticipated. My primary requirement was that each piece propose an inquiry into Cole’s poetics. I wanted to arrange a document that expressed the creative urgency at the center of her work, showing how life and art cohere in the ongoing practice of the artist. Although the pandemic disrupted so much of daily life, it offered this moment to me to settle into Cole’s writing and visual offerings and to begin a far-ranging correspondence with contributors to this project.


I settled on the title That Tongue Be Time for a few reasons. It appears in a densely lyrical passage found in Cole’s first book, Mace Hill Remap (1988). She writes,




Transparent mystery cathedral


signed with a double loop or x


lo—most deliberate city


forced up the wall


a greater moment than a cloak


lay like a warming postponement of attachment


to whom things appear that tongue be time


“see my” alphabet glad of set of both kind


mere value deliberate event turned terms equally


seemingly prescribed until very4





The improvisational art of listening to sound as a “postponement of attachment” rather than a semantic delivery of meaning is crucial in any approach to Cole’s poetry. There are delays, reverb effects, resonances of sound corresponding to syntactic formulations. Individual lines and phrasings reach out across a temporal order that stretches toward dissolution. “That tongue be time” associates material utterance with an experience of time that connects to Walter Benjamin’s “time of the now,” though Cole’s framing of bios and kairos, life and time, seem to me now to push against, or through or beyond, something the German writer perceived in Klee’s Angelus Novus, the visual image from which Benjamin conjured his description of collapsed time. Reading her work across many books, I began to wonder if the present—this now—even exists except as an act or connecting instance that quickly dissolves, if it ever even comes into being. Cole’s writing began to challenge my long-held admiration of William Carlos Williams’s pivotal statement, “no ideas but in things.” Her work shifted emphasis away from the fragile and seemingly time-bound forms of things to emphasize an experience in time as temporary event coordination. I recall a chapter in a book by physicist Carlo Rovelli, who says, “Time is ignorance.”5 In his beautiful account of time, I found a correlation to the emergent forms in Cole’s writing that so quickly dissolve, passing away into body as the felt experience of song and into memory, where words so soon melt away under the ongoing rush of image, sound, rhythm, noise, referents, signs, ideas, patterns, and play. Her writing is an assemblage of forms and sounds that call into question traditional ideas of lyric time, where the unified self speaks to another, both under an illusion of a present they inhabit. Instead, Cole’s lyrical impulse is to pressure these concepts of self, words, writing, and temporal exclusivity. There is a sense of release from the Newtonian physics of perception where Williams, so grounded in form, relates his physicality: the physician-poet apprehends form bodily, thing-ily. By contrast, Cole’s writing encourages outlooks where form proliferates and vanishes with sudden exhilaration. The objectivist preference to arrange language around crucial objects is replaced by an acknowledgment of temporal emptiness. Form, drained of time, melts like flakes of snow in a child’s mitten, to borrow one of Rovelli’s striking metaphors.


What we experience in Cole’s poetry is a rhythmic, musical exuberance that is charged with a kind of atonal force. Located in sensation, the effects of her timing lead our reading of her words. But the arrangement of things in her writing soon reduce to an empty backdrop on a much larger canvas. That field or space of temporal alignment indicates an experience of imagining, making, and assemblage. For Martin Heidegger, “time temporalizes itself only to the extent that it is human.” Rovelli, fleshing this out, understands that “time is the time of mankind, the time for doing, for that with which mankind is engaged. Even if, afterward, since he is interested in what being is for man (for ‘the entity that poses the problem of existence’), Heidegger ends up by identifying the internal consciousness of time as the horizon of being itself.”6 The dissonance of time experienced in our bodies and time as it stretches conceptually, infinitely, provides a reality in Cole’s work that drew me close to its concerns. For these reasons, “That Tongue Be Time” stood out as a marvelously compressed statement by which to locate her work in complexly charged approaches to time and physical order established by word-based forms.


Poet, translator, visual artist, and curator Norma Cole was born in Toronto, Ontario, on May 12, 1945, and as a child attended Holy Blossom Temple, where the charismatic activist Abraham Feinberg, known as the “Red Rabbi,” led the community by what he called “tikkun olam,” or “repairing the world.” She studied at the University of Toronto, receiving a BA in modern languages and literature (French and Italian) in 1967 and an MA in French language and literature in 1969. Upon completion of her studies, Cole spent several years living in a small French village in the foothills of the Alpes-Maritimes near Nice. In 1977, she moved to the San Francisco Bay area, where she soon met and became involved with a circle of poets around Robert Duncan that included Michael Palmer, David Levi Strauss, Laura Moriarty, and Aaron Shurin. During return trips to France in the 1980s, she met the poets Claude Royet-Journoud and Emmanuel Hocquard, whose work was among the first she translated for English publication. Cole first published her own poetry at age forty in David Levi Strauss’s ACTS 4, in the summer of 1985; her first book (Mace Hill Remap, issued by the press of poet Joseph Simas) and first appearance in an anthology (Leslie Scalapino’s O/One An Anthology) were released publicly two years later. Since then, she has published more than thirty books and chapbooks.


That Tongue Be Time addresses Norma Cole’s contributions to poetry, translation, and visual art. Essays in this volume investigate Cole’s innovation and influence in these key areas of postwar writing in both North America and France. The committed forms of art she has accomplished for more than forty years investigate and reveal the intersecting disciplines of philosophy, translation, pedagogy, and visual art through an improvisational practice. Cole’s support of young writers through teaching and correspondence, her work in translation, and her contributions to the social awareness of language and image as politically charged aspects of global power (see her preface to Raul Zurita’s INRI [New York Review of Books, 2018]) are well known in diverse creative and poetic communities throughout North America and Europe. This book for the first time brings a robust and engaging critical encounter to Cole’s body of work. The essays provide an understanding of Cole’s writing, with emphasis on the social and artistic climates of the 1980s, collaboration, translation, publication history, and visual art. The book specializes in the ways a single individual in postwar artistic communities makes social connections and realizes poetic value in the often contested cultural spaces of North American writing. Although Cole’s work does not identify strongly with a single major literary movement in the experimental writing of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries, she has nonetheless maintained an immense presence that joins diverse groups, from New Narrative authors like Kevin Killian to writers more closely aligned with forms of Language-based writing. A strong feminist political investment in the role of language, subjectivity, and the imagination gives Cole’s stance toward art an unparalleled and singular realization that is vulnerable to and persistently fortified by intense intellectual insights. A writer of apposition, she has persistently created poetry and art that establish context and purpose not only for herself but for many practicing writers. This volume attests to the admiration of its contributors, but it is based on inquiry and on pursuing knowledge of Cole’s relationships and contexts.


The book also makes an important contribution to understanding directions in poetry from the 1980s to the present and stands out for specifically foregrounding areas of creative development that have yet to be fully articulated in North American literary culture. For instance, Cole’s work geographically reaches across nations and continents, joining French, Canadian, and West Coast–based concerns for poetry, translation, and visual art. Authors in this volume account for the geographic connections in Cole’s body of work by looking at the ways her poetics reverberate in these contexts and put in motion new ways of understanding lyric writing and improvisational methods of composition in response to crises of war and globalization from an international, feminist perspective. Key to the international concerns associated with Cole’s work are the influences of Robert Duncan, Jess Collins, and the San Francisco Renaissance of writers. As Duncan’s student and attendant in the final years of his life, Cole directly encountered a well-documented and influential area of North American poetic practices, with connections to Charles Olson, Robert Creeley, Denise Levertov, and other writers and visual artists of the Black Mountain tradition. At the same time, Cole’s residencies in France introduced her to a rich tradition of French poetry, especially the writing of Jean Daive and Emmanuel Hocquard. The unique encounter with French and American poetry and poetics at midcentury informed Cole’s literary practice, joining areas of influence in experimental writing by Anglophone modernists like Ezra Pound, H.D., and William Carlos Williams with Continental literary and philosophical traditions established by Paul Celan, Edmund Husserl, Maurice Blanchot, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Roland Barthes, Julia Kristeva, Jacques Derrida, and others.


The collection brings together diverse investigations of Cole’s poetry and translation, particularly as such statements reveal her thinking around areas of phenomenology, semiotics, and social/political relations. Cole’s poetry attests to the primacy of subjectivity and imagination in the contexts of larger global power structures, and it finds in its address ways that lyric writing orients and disorients perception, shapes and distorts knowledge, and acknowledges and confronts community and commons through the rhythm and cadence of local action in writing.


Cole’s translations of Daive, Danielle Collobert, Anne Portugal, Fouad Gabriel Naffah, and other Francophone authors maintain crucial lines of connection to French writing, bringing experimental and innovative forms of European literature into contact with contrasting American literary traditions. Immigrating to the United States from Canada in 1977, Cole’s associations with Duncan, Diane di Prima, Michael Palmer, David Levi Strauss, and others she met in San Francisco at the New College of California drew her attention to a Bay Area poetics that had roots in the San Francisco Renaissance but by the 1980s had expanded to include a range of poetic forms. Politically, her writing responded especially to the crisis of AIDS, and in the years leading up to the Gulf War she developed a body of work that registered global political reality within highly individualistic and locally specific forms, most notably shown in her book Mars (1994).


Cole’s multimodal visual contributions are represented in Scout (2005), a text and image work that combines photography, video, and narration. From 2004 to 2006, Cole was the lead artist for Collective Memory, an installation, performance, and publication for “Poetry and its Arts: Bay Area Interactions 1954–2004.” It was commissioned by the California Historical Society in San Francisco and along with Scout forms a topic of interest in this volume of essays. Her attention to the work of visual artist Stanley Whitney extends Cole’s concerns for painting, criticism, poetry, and philosophical speculation as she examines the porous boundaries of the imagination and the materials it encounters.


Essays in this collection are divided into four parts: (1) News and Myth, (2) Methods of Abstraction and Mediation, (3) “word/action/image/word,” and (4) The Company of Others. Authors explore the first of these areas in essays that investigate Cole’s encounter with international literary modernism. Maintaining attention on the material and social conditions of San Francisco in the 1970s and 1980s, Kaplan Harris looks at the ways Cole’s poetry acknowledges the disruptions of war, immigration, and geopolitical catastrophe. Rather than creating commentary on world events, such as the 1991 Gulf War, Harris considers the ways Cole’s poetry observes the violence of imperialist systems. “Pushing against the alibis of innocence or self-exculpation,” Harris argues, “her poetry searches the outermost contours where disaster and violence are in the very DNA of writing.” Shifting attention to mid-twentieth-century historical conditions of language and geography, Teresa Villa-Ignacio explores the political and social terrain of French writing by examining Cole’s translations in connection to terror, showing how French policy in Algiers, Vietnam, and elsewhere in the 1960s and 1970s created a state of “apprehension” that informs French experimental writing still. With an eye toward Joan Retallek’s thinking of the synergy between poetry and ethics, Villa-Ignacio shows how “state terror is the condition of possibility for Cole’s translational poethics.” A more recent publication, Fate News (2018), is read by Martin Corless-Smith alongside Inger Christensen’s The Condition of Secrecy (2018). Corless-Smith observes the ways artifice projects conditions of truth through slippages in the textures of language as it is written and overheard in the contexts of poetic making. Fate and fake resonate not as true values or conditions of a given moment, but as dialectic, contingent forays in an active quest to bring words to bear on a world. Steven Seidenberg ends the first section with a critical reflection on Cole’s collection To Be At Music (2010), a gathering of essays that for Seidenberg “serve to outline a poetics that extends beyond poetry, beyond the aesthetic.” The essay brings Cole’s work into alignment with authors such as Paul Celan and Osip Mandelstam to show how the music of poetry can take “thinking towards the unthinkable.”


In Part Two: Methods of Abstraction and Mediation, Roberto Tejada draws attention to areas of Cole’s archive where poetry and visual art meet by considering the “site of composition, the ‘here’ in the drawing where ‘no one seems to mind,’ a ‘studio of the book’ open to ‘fields of language and image, word & line.’” He begins with the poem “Paper House,” serialized in Sulfur: A Literary Triquarterly of the Whole Art, where it first appeared in 1986 and 1987. The exploratory reach of Tejada’s essay connects the lyric urgency of Cole’s writing with visual topoi shaped by the “geopolitical circumstance of the present.” For Tejada, “Norma Cole’s method of abstraction animates anxiety, as much as it is so driven by it, to inscribe ‘the non sequitur, a gap in the causal chain,’ those pivots of grammar that so collapse inside and out; that redirect any semblance of progression from line to line.” Clair Tranchino also considers the multigenre project Scout to address Cole’s “archival syntax,” a strategy for making visible memory’s transformation on the page. Such a syntax takes part in a creative process that “can bring the activity of memory to the surface of her text.” Like all essays in this section, my own work examines a small portion of the Norma Cole Archive at The Poetry Collection, University at Buffalo. In particular, my essay considers Cole’s course outlines as examples of pedagogical materials that reveal outlooks toward teaching derived from Black Mountain College and the New College of California. The mediation of poetry between teacher and student introduces problems of connectivity, expression, invitation, and action within complex institutional contexts. Cole’s emphasis on poetics rather than creative writing gives her approach to teaching a sense of “resonance” that enables student learning across the larger trajectory of their studies. A sense of “resonance” is sustained in these contexts, where a development of attitudes toward art and a larger public sphere take shape over the course of diverse social interactions with editors, readers, students, and other writers. Finally, James Maynard completes the section with a description of the Norma Cole archive at The Poetry Collection of the University Libraries, University at Buffalo, The State University of New York. The images and ephemera represented from the collection in this volume provide striking visual references that enhance the commentary and analysis described in the essays gathered for this publication. Collage images, drawings, photographs, course outlines, and other ephemera give readers a sense of the physical archive. The images show the range of Cole’s commitments and her playful making in diverse formats. The dynamic energy of her practice as poet, translator, and artist moves in and over the page, committed to a range of material surfaces by which she explores the limits of attention to the world.


Part 3: “word/action/image/word” presents biographical analysis of Cole’s creative practice in relation to France. The title of this section comes from Cole’s working notes in a 1985 issue of the poetry journal HOW(ever): “In the studio of the book, fields of language and image, word & line, collapse together—conjunction, precipitation. / / word/action/image/word.”7 Joseph Shafer’s “Art Movements Behind Nine Drawings: The Early Years, 1945–1984” traces the creative and intellectual history and background of Cole’s French connections. The essay’s expansive view puts in relation French authors, visual practices and histories, and geographic impacts on Cole’s creative activities from the 1960s to 1980s. Important here is the immense influence of Francophone literary and visual sources on Cole’s thinking. The essay provides a necessary biographic analysis that places her activities, visual renderings, and early writing within a uniquely European and North American cultural context. Moving from biography to critical self-reflection, Jean Daive addresses the material conditions of words and how through the process of Cole’s translation he discovered “that a book is constructed organically, discovers its construction, presents itself as a process of construction.” He responds to the physicality of language, finding in Cole’s approach to writing and translation the ways “each poem chose its ghosts, broke its truth, hidden among the silences and the timbre of urgency and arrhythmia.” Cole Swensen approaches Norma Cole’s works in translation through the notion of friendship, opening the terms of friendly encounter to include a larger worldview. “How might a friendship with a country make country less an abstraction and more a series of lived events,” Swensen asks, drawing attention to the spaces between languages, texts, and lived experience in diverse geographic encounters that are as profound as the material conditions of language. The section ends with Ted Byrne’s close reading of Louise Labé’s Sonnet 7 next to Cole’s poem “Louise Labé,” addressing the rich etymological and cultural reach in Cole’s creative practice. Byrne’s compelling analysis of the “text within text” constitutes what he calls a “commons of language, of literature that lies beneath the surface of the texts.”


Finally, in part 4: “In Company with Others,” Norma Cole’s relationships to other poets and editors display her role as a connector of diverse communities through multiple pathways and associations. David Levi Strauss initiates this section by considering the community of writers gathered around Robert Duncan at the New College of California, and he elaborates on his publication of the journal ACTS, in which Cole’s first published poems and drawings appear. Laura Moriarty turns back historically to consider Cole’s early books of poetry and the context of 1980s San Francisco small-press publication activities, while Garrett Caples looks at Cole’s relationship to North American poetry through his work with her as editor of Where Shadows Will (2009), the inaugural book in City Lights’ Spotlight Series. Similarly, Vincent Katz, publisher of Libellum Books, describes the process of publication and the critical reception of Cole’s Natural Light (2009). Essays in this section attest to the social and cultural relationships that make art possible in capitalist-driven society and indicate structures of feeling that make possible the emergence of new writing in the limited economic and social realities of poetic making in North America.


Cole’s work across media and geographies, through diverse formal and lyric stresses, insists on subjective stances complicated by language’s material encounter. Global political conditions are acknowledged as poetry’s condition too, and her humane commitments to understanding relations of Western privilege and situatedness across geopolitical lines gives her writing a clear intent to disturb complacent experiences of life and art. The essays in this volume acknowledge Cole’s deep sense of commitment to our lived conditions while also finding her writing’s rootedness in an international modernism that uses formal innovation to make more apparent our geopolitical conditions and to urge new perspectives and inquiries into inequity and injustice. Cole’s work contributes a radical break from formal modernism to find poetic strategies necessary to each work and condition of form. Her commitment to art is a radical insistence to attend life, to understand our relations to one another. In an era of mis- and disinformation, of media skepticism and manufacture of news by the CIA, CISA, FBI, DHS, and other US-based government surveillance institutions, Cole’s work insists that poetry is a tool by which to find out what’s happening and where.8 The essays in this volume attend Cole’s commitments and give readers a first map by which to explore the rich and multivalent terms of her work.
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part i

NEWS AND MYTH


















CHAPTER 1

NORMA COLE’S MYTHOLOGY






“And it was always drainage for angels”


kaplan harris


A poet once declared to me “the mythic in poetry is dead.” Never say never.


—NORMA COLE, “THIS AND THAT.”


THE LATE 1970S WAS a disorienting time to arrive in San Francisco. A high point of protest poetry in the preceding decade had given way to competing schools and movements among the vestiges of the New Left. The dynamics of culture/counterculture or raw/cooked had imploded in the face of the vital and unruly forces of movement poetries. Poets took the stage with megaphones at rallies and demonstrations for an enormous range of causes. Some also increasingly met in living rooms or art spaces for workshops, study groups, and talks on poetics. The newsletter Poetry Flash could barely contain the mushrooming activity each month in its calendar of events. For the briefest of moments this activity even took place in relative independence from the burgeoning creative writing establishment and the larger literary marketplace.


During this decade the Language poets consolidated their local reputation through entrepreneurial do-it-yourself publications (This, Tottel’s, Hills, and Tuumba), the legendary reading series The Grand Piano, and the audience-packed talks and performances at New Langton Arts. A smaller group of gay experimental writers known as New Narrative likewise made their presence felt in small press magazines like Soup, No Apologies, and Mirage, back-door workshops at Small Press Traffic, and large events like the Left/Write Conference of 1981. The conflicting visions of utopia fueled some of the most celebrated writing of the era. Simultaneously, the attendant drama of the “Poetry Wars” revealed a crisis of authority as poets vied for space in a crowded field.


One startling consequence of these conflicts was that ambitious emerging poets began to treat monikers such as “innovative” or “avant-garde” as quaint limitations of an earlier era. Poets seemed to have a superabundance of devices to choose from, and it hardly mattered whether one chose to be lyric or experimental. Many editors responded by adopting a kind of anything-goes policy for submissions. If one technique is as good as another, the business of poetry appears unmoored from history: more a matter of individual prerogative or self-empowerment than a stake in communal struggle. The field of poetics, as was to be expected, did not retire quietly. Hank Lazer famously blasted such writing as “bland eclecticism.”1 Steve Evans writes in a statement that circulated widely, “Unlike its more radical counterpart, which is collective and contentious, liberal pluralism is the spontaneous thought form of the marketed mind, a sort of unavowable dogma of the undogmatic that excels at neutralizing distinctions and defusing contradictions in a disingenuous game of anything goes (so long as it sells). It is by tendency eclectic and apolitical, allergic to commitment and against principles on principle.”2 These parties railed against the deradicalization of form and the diluting of poetics to yet another tool in the arsenal of liberal pluralism. Critics assailed Fence, Verse, and like-minded small presses of the “post-avant” that advertised euphoric experimentation while courting readerships and financial support from university creative workshops and well-heeled leaders in the nonprofit sector. This co-opting of opposition by way of professionalization is what Sarah Schulman elsewhere calls “a gentrification of the mind.” Wendy Brown characterizes the moment as a “collapse of a revolutionary modality.”3


This preamble is one way to situate the poetry of Norma Cole, who arrived in San Francisco and published her first work during this fractious period. Cole also happens to be a poet of irreducible formal variety. The arrangement on her page shifts between short lyrics, meditative prose, serial poems, dialogues, nonlinear phrases, word squares, visual diagrams, and more. A reviewer once said she has a “restless poetics.”4 Some works appear like daybooks or marginalia from an esoteric bibliography. One of her signature moves is to excavate the root of words or annotate philosophers on the order of Agamben, Derrida, or Levinas. In moments of levity her poetry ruminates on television shows or internet memes. Titles range from the treatise-like Metamorphopsia (1988) or Contrafact (1996) to the playful Do the Monkey (2006) or Win These Posters and Other Unrelated Prizes Inside (2010). The poems are dedicated to fellow poets, family, friends. No two of her books are quite alike. They are liquid, teeming, polyphonic, resistant to the orthodoxy of one school or movement. The myriad affinities range from the Berkeley Renaissance and the Objectivists, especially Lorine Niedecker and George Oppen, to the contemporary French poets she has translated, such as Danielle Collobert and Anne-Marie Albiach. The list goes on: Samuel Beckett, Leslie Scalapino, Tom Raworth, Laura Moriarty, and a host of painters. Erin Mouré observes that Cole “comes to poetry with a painter’s eye and translator’s ear.”5 We could also reel off her gallery installations and artistic collaborations. The œuvre is profoundly resistant to closure. But a crucial difference separates this bewildering variety from the anything-goes school. What marks it off is a central attention to the orders of violence that underlie the full spectrum of this writing in an expansionist liberal democracy.


What gives this material such pulsating force is that it is among the rare instances of a late twentieth-century white avant-gardist whose poetry is centered on conflicts in oil-rich nations and settler colonial aggression (Iraq, Beirut, Palestine, Congo, Senegal). In her poetry experimentation collides with the fictions that obscure a world built on foreign outlets for capital and untapped markets for resource extraction and abetted by provincialism, antirevolution, and the carceral imagination at home. For Cole, confronted with the vast reorganization of global space in the post–Cold War era, there is no draping the institutions and practices that cause harm in an optimistic light: “decentralization / is centrally planned.”6 Her poetry rejects appropriation and ventriloquism as well as empty lamentations and mea culpas. Pushing against the alibis of innocence or self-exculpation, her poetry searches the outermost contours where disaster and violence are in the very DNA of writing: “so little corresponding / to our restricted life // certificate of professional aptitude / from the public instructor / X indicates the capitol.”7 Rather than a species of liberal pluralism, her writing puts pressure on the pretense that the suffering and degradation that undergirds Western domination only happens elsewhere or in the past and only matters in the most remote sense for poetry.8


Now here is the twist: Cole’s vast corpus is an outlier in multiple senses, but perhaps none more surprisingly than in her recourse to Greco-Roman mythology. From sequences for Mars, Mercury, and Saturn in the early collection Mars (1994) to Pluto in Natural Light (2009) and Jupiter in Fate News (2018), along with many more moments so abrupt as to be easily missed, the planetary gods are a recurring and defining element across the full body of her work. What’s unusual is that her poetry keeps these mythic allusions at play at moments when the arcane resources opened up by Robert Duncan and his generation had become little more than balmy New Age dogmas to movement poetries and language-oriented avant-gardes. By the 1980s the locus of poetics had definitively drifted to language or identity and safely away from tales of the Orphic/Promethean/Adamic/Faustian/etc. For Cole, however, these allusions distill a number of tensions at work in her poetics. For one, they underscore Cole’s allegiance to Jess and Duncan, particularly her care for Duncan as his health declined. Friends and families often share a private language that stands for loyalty and interdependence. On one level, then, Cole’s allusions to gods are tokens for lost loved ones. What she does with them on the page, however, is part of a monumental reconception of poetry in the context of American power on the world stage. More broadly, mythology is one of her manifold strategies for applying pressure to the conceit of American subjects as individual, self-sufficient, and bearing no responsibility for atrocities happening elsewhere in their name (freedom, democracy, security).


Cole avails herself of mythical tropes across the gamut of her writing. This pantheon provides a platform for rearticulating the abstractions of militarized capitalism that define the post–Cold War era in which her poetry emerges: Mars for oil expansionism in the Middle East, Pluto for its original cognate of plutocracy. In a series that poses Occupy demonstrations in the Bay Area against a sky full of cluster bombs abroad, she writes, “Hermes, the sun / is not ours.” Elsewhere the darkness of night is perched beside reportage of drone attacks: “Venus, a sliver / of time / beyond words,” “we’re getting killed.”9 A recent sonnet mobilizes stargazing imagery and mellifluent abstractions around an italicized line by Antonin Artaud:




Jupiter high & bright in the


Western night, signs &


Scars become shapes busy


Creating & destroying silent


Variables approaching the zero


Of dust and debris





And it was always drainage for angels




Gravity seen directly or heat loss


Miraged in the perfect orbit


Of fortune or the fiery


Great red spot & blurred


Bands of fire or its memory


Zones and binding threads, angels


Smoldering, red, ocher, yellow & white10





The poem is arguably a meditation on sovereignty through the king of the gods. The view of the heavens, however, like Georges Bataille’s L’anus solaire, is part solar system, part septic system. Artaud’s dichotomy of celestial and excremental becomes a template for training our attention on the underside of Jupiter’s power. The omnipresent “high & bright” gas giant emblematizes continual loss or wreckage: “signs & / scars,” “fortune or the fiery,” or “creating & destroying.” The pastiche is awash with traces of domination whether the mightiest of the gods or a Western superpower. Even the puzzling detail of “binding threads” resonates with the scriptural story of the binding of Isaac, so the sacrificial, the profaned, the exiled. What seems clear is that the poem sublimates a series of large and small categories where control or order goes hand-in-hand with privation: bands of fire, zones, binding threads. As she says in another place, the tilt is toward “Endangered world, endangered persons.”11 Attending to the despair is Cole’s heavenly blueprint for the avant-garde.





Cole’s treatment of the planets harks back to her close relationship with Duncan and Jess. Nearly every single one of her books commemorates the pair in one way or another. Duncan makes his way into an epigraph for Mars and many dedications, such as “Smash Village.”12 Their words matter-of-factly blend with her own: “For this is the company of the living.”13 “Garcia Lorca stole / poetry from this drinking fountain”;14 “Jess said, ‘sheer loveliness of the world and that we get to be in it for a time’”15 The effect is like an unbroken dialogue, a set of voices that one always has rattling around. Duncan’s biographer Lisa Jarnot portrays the friendship along with a poignant exchange near the end of his life:




Norma Cole also spent a good deal of time in the household during the summer of 1987, driving Duncan to his appointments and taking her turn at cooking meals. On some days, Cole sat with the ailing poet as he rested in bed after a trip to the hospital. She remembered one occasion when she looked around the room while he seemed to be asleep, at which point he opened his eyes and said, “You should come back here … and make use of all of this.”16





Duncan’s offer was a personal archive where he had assembled, like the famous “sub-sub-librarian” of Moby-Dick, an untold number of rare volumes since he and Jess had purchased their three-story Victorian in the Mission District in the 1960s. As a collector who acquires objects that are antiquated or weird or lack any apparent use value as understood by the fashions of the day, Duncan had spent two decades transforming virtually every room under their roof into a sprawling library for theosophical reference volumes, modernist classics, fantasy literature, foreign-language rarities (“the French Room”), and more. Jarnot quotes Duncan remarking to one guest, “You can’t take a piss in this house without getting hit with a myth.”17 Now in the final chapter of his life, the famously incessant talker gave his blessing for the younger Norma Cole to take up this material: mi casa es su casa.


Mythology cuts across the entire body of Duncan’s poetry and poetics. It is a through-line of his great prose monuments The H.D. Book, the lecture at the 1965 poetry conference “Psyche-myth and the Moment of Truth,” and most importantly, the book The Truth and Life of Myth. In the latter he describes his view:




The meaning and intent of what it is to be a man and, among men, to be a poet, I owe to the workings of myth in my spirit, both the increment of associations gathered in my continuing study of mythological lore and my own apprehension of what my life is at work there. The earliest stories heard, nursery rimes and animal tales from childhood, remain today alive in my apprehensions.… The shaping of every spiritual and psychic imagination has its ground in these things that I did not originate but that came to me as an inheritance of what I was, a gift of life meanings …”18





Duncan ascribes to poetry a power to access forgotten or subterranean lore. Mythology is his counterweight to the coercive ideologies of the present. The model is fundamentally Jungian.19 His statement helps to account for the odd genres that permeate his writing, the best known of which is the Steinian meditation on the nursery rhyme “ring around the roses” in The Opening of the Field.20 His poetry and prose (especially The H.D. Book) overflows with life scenes that represent a complex inheritance of self-formation from theosophical and Greco-Roman classics. Critics have tended to see Duncan’s attention to female myths from Persephone to Psyche as a feminized inheritance that stands in contrast to the heroic male myths that populate his modernist forebears (e.g. Pound) and contemporaries (e.g. Olson). Moreover, for Duncan, as for his circle in the Berkeley Renaissance, mythology encoded a queer language.21 Mythology was a double-speak of the closet: a campy way to signify amid social and sexual prohibitions.


Cole accepted Duncan’s invitation to pick up and continue the conversation with what he calls the “planetary governors.” More importantly, she revises the material in a significant way. His view of myth as a distant elusive rhythm heard in one’s innermost self-formation becomes, for Cole, a paradigm for the “deeper unsatisfied war” carried out by Western superpowers in the late twentieth century. The switch is from the micro to the macro. It is seen repeatedly in the examples of this essay: the cluster bombs in the sky of Hermès, the economic immiseration of plutocratic Pluto, and so on. We can see this terrain in an homage to Duncan that Cole publishes nearly two decades after his passing.


DEAR ROBERT.


Hi, just wanted to check in




with you, see what’s happening. I


was reading your “ACHILLE’S SONG,”


the first poem in GROUNDWORK:


Before the War in which Thetis


promises Achilles not a boat


but the mirage of a boat. There is


always a “before the war,” isn’t


there? Some war. Another war.





Miss you.


Love,


Norma


p.s. and back of that war


“the deeper unsatisfied war”22


This important poem is couched as an e-mail to a poet who never lived to see the electronic medium of today and whose own correspondence (like his legendary logorrhea) veers toward maximal stem-winders. The tone of the poem is lighthearted and warm: “see what’s happening,” “miss you.” She brings up his book Ground Work: Before the War (1984), which ended his moratorium on publication since the Vietnam era. The long-awaited collection takes readers on an otherworldly journey through dreamlike realms where worlds are layered upon worlds, but the poems are also in large part a protest against the nation’s industrial war complex. Duncan’s driving concern is America unleashing Gog and Magog around the world. The interior landscapes and the incantatory threads, however, tended to distract anyone who saw a retro–New Age vibe as decidedly uncool. It was greeted, notably, with a mixed reception. To his detractors, a collection that introduced Achilles and Thetis at the outset was just wildly out of tune with the 1980s. And for Cole? There is an enjoyable playfulness in the way her ultramodern e-mail clashes with his archaic material. To dust away the cobwebs in a digital age is counterintuitive and mischievous. It is perhaps the most punk thing she could have chosen to do.


Myth, again, was on the outs by the time Cole reintroduces it in her poetry. The a priori assumptions embedded in mythological views about human nature came under withering critique from historicism and Marxism to poststructuralism and more recent queer critiques of gender. For Brecht, the mythical gods are “old blood-suckers and thought-gaggers.” Mythology was also inexorably tainted by white supremacy because of its proximity to primitivism. The archetypes that animated surrealism and high art of the 1940s later quickly came to be seen as problematic clichés of the time.23 In critical theory, myth was replaced by the near synonym ideology.24 In art, myth evolved beyond itself by turning to abstraction (the canvases of Pollock) or popular culture (Superman or Marilyn Monroe for Warhol). Cole’s own coming of age saw Language poets attempt to vault past New American poets like Duncan by creating vast surfaces of text behind which was a world of diminished reference. Poets composed according to the notion of “writing degree zero” where depthless stretches of imposing materiality resist the heuristic practices of close reading and summarization, such as Steve McCaffery’s The Black Debt. Only recently among writers more contemporary than the Language poets does a trace of mythology return through promoters of astrology, who grasp for a mode of thinking outside the lobotomizing techno-rationalism that galvanizes the literary market today.


Cole certainly takes a few campy detours through entertainment media, and her occasional gnarled phrases and impermeable sentences sit easily on the shelf next to works of Language poetry. What differentiates her project, however, is her treatment of the celestial deities. For Cole, myths such as Mars or Pluto(cracy) still speak to the status quo of occupation and dehumanization in the global order of late capitalism. This is the “deeper unsatisfied war” that in a less poetic register barrels through modernity and lands on our doorstep as the settler state. Her poetry is aimed at the fictions that sustain these conditions. For Cole, mythology is a way to hold together both the fictions of this world (its awful manipulative constructedness) and its brute reality. As she writes in a recent poem that struggles to bear witness to asylum seekers in Europe:




He said—long ago—that


myth was dead. He meant it.


“Myth is dead!”


“Long live myth!”25





In these lines, which encapsulate much of her poetics, reports of refugees (“With nothing but / their clothes on their backs”) reflect the duality of “Mythic and literal.” In her approach, myth is not unlike her poems that delve into definitions or genealogies of words, except the point of departure is an inherited myth that runs through Virgil, Ovid, or similar sources. Myth appears more as ruins from a prior world, like the shattered metaphysics of modernism. Her contemporaries, for the large part, simply dispense of the shards. Cole intimates that such moving beyond this inheritance is more easily imagined than tangibly achieved. Her poetry draws on mythology as an imaginative reservoir for the rules of an earthly political economy. The poems are of course part of a long tradition that charts the secularization of modernity and includes Keats on Chapman’s Homer, Pound on Divas’s Homer, and so many more. The signal difference is that her poetry redirects or transposes mythical citations toward a momentary anchor amid the flux of late capitalism. A searching understanding of the latter is the corequisite of her myth, as we see in the next section.





Cole’s mythology develops gradually in her writing; it did not spring fully grown from Zeus’s head. But as with Duncan, it relies on an essential correlation between myth and place. The elder poet’s writing teems with such places that are both real and imagined. They are emblazoned in his best-known poems such as “Often I am Permitted to Return to a Meadow” or “This Place Rumord To Have Been Sodom” and in editions like The Opening of the Field or Ground Work. The meadows and fields are the lush scenes where the gods participate in the course of his imaginative life. This can get awkward with Duncan, but the point is that his celestial players are grounded in physical settings that readers can readily envision. What’s more, these settings share a number of important parallels with his mythic systems; for example, Duncan depicts his meadow as remote and not always accessible, much like the furtive nature of his gods. These powers shape and inform his poetry even if the rest of us can seldom apprehend them.


For Cole, the correlation of myth and place becomes almost unfathomably complicated because of the disorienting historical moment that exerts pressure in her work. Whereas Duncan gives us relatively imaginable green landscapes, Cole takes a little more patience with the assorted locations of her poetry. Notice first off that Cole amasses a large number of maps in her poetry. They are one of her most common tropes. At the same time, the poetry often feels next to impossible to locate on any actual, existing map:


“but all maps are false starts”26


“notes put the map back into the water”27


“false topography reflecting different intentions”28


“Oh a map across / the wild open.”29


“My village was erased from the map.”30


“She shook the map-case open, terribly and ruthlessly.”31


“Inverted lives / it was said refer to the ocean / There she stood, etc. // Thus the false map is scrawled / by sleep as if history assembled / these names”32


“their lives are maps, they’re rather the evidence of the rupture”33


“I like to look at maps”34


Most of this language lacks details like place names that could direct us from the familiar to the unfamiliar. The maps could be almost any type at any location. They seem partly imaginary or dreamlike (“scrawled / by sleep”), but they also seem anchored by brute reality (“my village was erased from the map”). Their exact nature is puzzling, they are fraught with doubt (“false starts” “the false map”), and the torqued syntax feels deeply counterintuitive.


Maps are of course a regular theme in twentieth-century verse. Elizabeth Bishop is celebrated for poems that challenge the supposed neutrality of geographic maps. For her, geography is a spurious, unreliable discipline as compared to her own powers of firsthand description. In the case of Cole, the lines are more tentative and searching, less persuaded by naked impressions, not wreathed in a perspective of mastery. An apter comparison might be Charles Olson because of his investigative approach to continental space or “mappemunde.” According to his poetics we can achieve self-awareness from a genealogy of the forgotten, buried, or estranged, like the founding of his hometown Gloucester. Historical poetry on a grand scale like the Maximus Poems is his response to modernist alienation (“I come back to the geography of it,” “polis is this”). But this comparison only goes so far. In poetry of almost dizzying variety, Cole patches together enigmatic lines that whisk by without a sharply defined cartography. Their jumbled, tenuous, topsy-turvy arrangement means the reader must bring interpretive guesswork to fill in silences or associative leaps.


Two frameworks are evidently at play. First, on a conceptual level, the ubiquitous presence of cartographical instruments serves to dismantle the finality of maps, or deconstruct them, as we might say. The cover of Mace Hill Remap, for example, features a straight edge and a protractor, while the cover of Mars (a collage by Jess) features a compass and a globe of the Earth. Moreover, compasses, lines, and grids are strewn throughout her poetry: “I compass needle / sing and sing,”35 “Construct a practical grid for it,”36 “order: an arrangement of objects / in lines or rows, forming grids / new order—,”37 “false topography reflecting different intentions,”38 “A geographical area changes as if it’s at home, turned.”39 Such passages are widely resistant to summary or paraphrase and occupy what in the 1980s was called a space of nonnarrative (“the unreality / of all the figures talking or that narrative touches.”40 Like her contemporaries the Language poets, her writing heightens our sense that meaning is artificial and contingent. The constructivist acrobatics are stamped by twists and turns of phrases: “Volume is written with straightedge and compass and hydraulics leaving equations of uncharted sex of space and geometry aside instead remap one jeweled curve reassembled encircled.”41 In terms of geography, the allusions are again profoundly unclear, but they speak to a sense that basic laws of space have broken down or the scaffolding has become ungraspable in an ontological sense.


More than a theoretical exercise, however, Cole’s maps explicitly invoke the geography of state power in which her own poetry is implicated. Here we have to look past the cartographical instruments to the borders, fences, and security zones. The signals are everywhere as contested sites that appear like thunderclaps: “The world, night, demolition of homes, control of water. Lack of water. Build and destroy. Trial. Walls of the moat or the room, their design and multiplication, constant dialogue of light and shade”;42 “looking / through barbed wire looking up / through wire at the grandparents,”43 “I heard the mortars again / tonight.”44 What seems to be highly fragmented or indeterminate maps are in large part about the barriers to the comprehension of abuses carried out elsewhere. A section from Moira about Israeli settlements, for example, draws from New York Times coverage without citing it, even quotes from a Jerusalem mayor without naming him, but this reticence can be understood as a deeply unassuming attitude about imposing one’s own deceptively transparent language: “Ideas (what killed them) driving / maintained past the burnt parts.”45 Cole poses questions not so much about the reliability of maps as about how they are made and to whose benefit. More importantly, the poetry repeatedly invokes the grim culpability of anyone siloed in the American scriptorium.


The early poetry of Mace Hill Remap, published in 1988, sets the stage for both facets of cartography. The title is an anagram of poet Michael Palmer’s name, but the three terms resonate more broadly with crucial themes for her poetry. “Mace” suggests weaponry or armaments, while “Hill” carries an echo of City on a Hill and thus the founding myth of manifest destiny and American exceptionalism. The Oxford English Dictionary associates the term “remap” with US politics: “The act or result of dividing or organizing an area into new (political) districts or divisions.” Looming over the book are the deindustrialization of the United States and the vast remapping of international borders in the final days of the Iron Curtain. The trope of remapping anticipates tensions that she will later identify as a “poetics of dispossession.”46


Consider how a close reading might only recognize formalist qualities of the following at the expense of the issues like property that are beyond the page: “Water streams from Mace Hill—remap the last golden age had there been a sky the world and method one tenth genius nine tenths sunstroke be held roses from Mace Hill cannot move with straightedge and compass.” Perhaps the scene is pastoral, but the phrases advance without connective punctuation. Expression is frayed at the ends, the sense is circumspect, and the components of speech resemble a series of unfinished thoughts. The tone is gingerly and circumspect. The lines are not declarative or dogmatic and remind us that poetry need not be constrained by rhetorical flourishes. Cole’s poems are not what Foucault calls an “incitement to speech.” Elsewhere in the book Cole comments self-reflexively on the “syllabic fluctuation fact according lexical order of natural.”47 The grammar is discordant in a way reminiscent of the experimental repertoire from Stein and Zukofsky to the Language poets. But despite the opacity of the passage, certain signals of governmental power are readily apparent.


What pushes the poem further than formalist indeterminacy is that the attention restlessly gravitates to the institutions and authorities that exercise control over space. These signals suggest that people are disposable and their livelihoods summarily erased: “managed and homeless.” “Is obvious process releasing scent so grew homeless absorbed into greater supposed detail,” “eliminate security,” “a sweet maiming of places at night its noise discrete / and continuous not erased but difficult to read,” “pickets economically disabled.” Sundry references evoke “foreign policy” or finance “Economy of operations.” The nebulous language suggests a lost foothold where “contradictory ideas” and “unmarked generalities” characterize the experience of subjects in the state. We are far past the deft literary performances of disjunction that were vogue in the 1980s. The poem is instead framed by a transnational witness to assorted scenes of dislocation: “long about it in France in New York / New York in Lisbon again … / in the Ukrainian (in deportation) / for six years something.” The lines are riddled with “continuing presidents,” “authorities becometh,” and “Commissary of enlightenment!” The lines also recognize the shaping force of profit motives and the geography of capitalism: “Industrial chunking: two abstract / and one concrete or was it too concrete /and one abstract,” “invented crisis,” “vigor of letters as fences expanded,” “this unvisible season fast and noises in sidestreets.”48


Cole’s earliest work is oblique about the systemic expropriation of the institutions that perform this grisly reorganization of space. In subsequent books this web of abstractions becomes more overt about the white supremacy of housing policy, the annexation of Indigenous land, and the incursion of colonial states in oil-rich nations. But already Mace Hill Remap marks a departure in the mapping of space that distinguishes it from the geography of her predecessors and many contemporaries. As much as Cole owes to Duncan, his poetry predates the urban crises of deindustrialization, Proposition 13, tax revolts, tech startups, the pushing-out of black and brown residents, security state policing and carceral management of surplus labor, the state necropolitics of AIDS treatment, privatization of public goods, defunding of the welfare state, and the rise of nonprofits. In the most generous sense his generation of New American Poets represents the cusp of gay liberation and the moment when the Old Left and New Left negotiated the terms of the revolutionary against the tides of neoliberalism.


The late 1970s, again, was a disorienting time to arrive in San Francisco. This was not just a literary problem despite the fraught poetry schools cited at the outset of the essay. The statewide decline of industry jobs and the rise of the technology sector upended the racial and class geography of longtime residents and wrought new forms of privation on the poor and low-wage workforce. The downwardly mobile were vulnerable to eviction and displacement because of disinvestment in education, transportation, infrastructure, fragile rent-protection laws, and real estate developers who purchased dilapidated properties to refurbish and market to trendy liberal professionals. Venture capital converted numerous residential hotels to lucrative tourist destinations; John Wieners commemorated one such site in The Hotel Wentley Poems. Few readers of George Oppen, a communist who battled evictions in Brooklyn in the 1930s, know that his later home in San Francisco was demolished to create an expressway to the suburbs.49 The year after Cole set foot in California saw the 1978 passage of Proposition 13. The ballot measure froze the tax base on which public services depended and ultimately resulted in deep cuts to education, welfare, and social programs. To offset losses from the taxpayer revolt, legislatures adopted new fee- and fine-based strategies for revenue. This regressive form of taxation, as shown by Melinda Cooper, led to “blurring of the boundaries between the fiscal and penological functions of the state.”50 The taxpayer revolt received such overwhelming support because suburbanites believed it was the only way to shield their mortgages from the cost of social services for people of color. The result was a regressive tax that relied on fines, fees, levies, tuition hikes, debt burdens assumed by individual families rather than the state, social service and health care cuts, deinstitutionalization of the mentally ill, and increases in the prison population. This acceleration of racial capitalism saw cuts to social services, collective immiseration, and naked grabbing of cash. Propertied white communities sought to further barricade their tax base through municipal secessions that spread across the country and gave rise to the policed segregation that is a hallmark of cities like Ferguson, Missouri, today.


This is a tale of two Californias: “tech capital of the world” and “carceral capital of the world.”51 Literary history for contemporary white poets glosses over the fact that the state prison population grew by 500 percent between 1982 and 2000 with a population that was more than half regularly employed before their arrest.52 The twin forces of deindustrialization and economic stagnation created a surplus labor population that the state solved through racialized mass incarceration, as chronicled by Ruth Wilson Gilmore and Jackie Wang.53 A prison, according to Gilmore, is a “geographical solution that purports to solve social problems by extensively and repeatedly removing people from disordered, deindustrialized milieus and depositing them somewhere else.”54 Daily life in American cities witnessed regular, routine justifications for the displacement of surplus labor through majority electoral support for the war on drugs, the broken windows theory of policing, gang task forces, three-strikes sentencing, school resource officers, and immigrant detention centers. The criminalizing of vagrancy paved the way for the so-called urban renewal of gentrification. The purging of encampments helped “push homeless people out of public view.”55 The alliance of venture capital with the local government and police drove the invisible workforce outward and out of sight except for long commutes to low-wage shifts.56 While no single factor accounts for this racial and class segregation, Gilmore delineates a “long bifurcation and splitting apart the state’s industrial, racial, and political structures”57 in which the labor surplus from the decline of assembly-line work is on one side and the increased investments and protections for higher education, tech and finance sectors, and creative industries is on the other. On the one side was the hiddenness of Adam Smith’s “hidden hand” and on the other side a police chokehold.


The affluent, white, college-educated class was largely shielded from witnessing this crisis on a day-to-day basis, but it is the unspoken subtext to the sense of disorientation that enters their poetry as described by critics as politically diverse as Fredric Jameson on postmodernism and Marjorie Perloff on indeterminacy. Writers of color were more direct about chronicling the collective immiseration.58 For example, the repeated arrest of San Francisco poet Bob Kaufman, a one-time labor organizer who frequently lived on the streets, reflects the role of the police not as a crime deterrent but as population management. The penal machinery undergirds the cityscape throughout the poetry of LA-based Wanda Coleman, as in her poem “Felon” (1983): “they’ve snatched my kids // if the police catch me home i’m sunk / (when handcuffed the first and greatest itch / is my nose.”59 Her harrowing portraits of poverty—“i must try to provide (try to make a dollar outta 15¢)”—stand in stark contrast to the wholly different carceral imagination of a white avant-grade for whom the police are rarely a menace. Even for as political a poet as Lyn Hejinian, an emergency 911 call in My Life is a routine occurrence that never imperils her own comfort and safety: “A somewhat pleasant-looking policeman, communications unit in hand, was calling in for help with an abusive drunk in front of the store, and a few minutes later (I lingered to see) a policewoman turned up in response, winging her dark club from a thong as she jumped from the car.”60 More often, as Eunsong Kim has shown, white poets treat the police and slavery as a metaphor for women’s subjugation and not as a material force for the management of Black and Indigenous populations; Susan Howe, for example, says of Emily Dickinson, “First I find myself a Slave, next I understand my slavery.”61 These evasions run deep. Lorine Niedecker goes so far as to describe a wealthy marriage in a church as “the little white slave-girl / in her diamond fronds. // In aisle and arch / the satin secret collects. / United for life to serve / silver. Possessed.”62


The shaping power of this divide was the very ground for the denouement of the revolutionary poet who believed in direct action. At one end was Diane Di Prima, who issued the legendary rallying call, “you can have what you ask for, ask for / everything.”63 In the wake of 1978’s Proposition 13 and the depletion of the state budget surplus, Californians found they could ask for little in the way of public goods. Neoliberalism drove the space for opposition into increasingly narrow straits. Gilmore describes the titanic shift: “The social safety net has been replaced by a criminal dragnet.”64 The chipping away at the corporate tax rate sent city finances plummeting just as organized labor saw its policy-making leverage dwindle. The year that Cole moved to San Francisco in 1977 was in fact the last year that contributions by labor unions to Democratic politicians would keep up with corporate donors.65 The collapse of manufacturing scrambled long-sedimented family structures across the heartland and propelled a wide swath of aspiring poets to the city, such as Dodie Bellamy from Indiana, Robert Gluck from Ohio, and Steve Abbott from Nebraska, all of whom write from a place of recreating or reinventing shattered social ties. The loss of orientation has been described by Lauren Berlant as an impasse of no longer knowing what to do or how to live: “dogpaddling around a space whose contours remain obscure.”66 Mythology may seem light years from these constraints, but for Cole, as we see next, it crystallizes a way for poetry to attend to the reality of violence on the periphery and thus hold itself accountable for deradicalized place into which it had fallen in the “New World Order” of the 1990s.





Cole adopts the most overarching mythical frame of her writing in her fourth collection, Mars (1994). In sections named for the deities “Mars,” “Mercury,” and “Saturn,” Cole tries out assorted strategies for addressing the Gulf War of 1991. The planetary gods organize each section, moving through the invasion (Mars for war) and the campaign of propaganda (Mercury for spectacle or messaging), while the section on the biblical Ruth considers the complicity of innocence with the forces of power and mastery. At more than a hundred pages the book is one of her longest sustained treatments of a single subject. The dates inscribed on the final page, “February 1991–February 1992,” establish clear signposts about the unfolding events during the writing. This book is among her most important early works because it shows off a range of strategies from the disjunctive to the direct as her sense of responsibility intensifies. There is in fact a tension between these strategies that is signaled by the epigraph by Duncan taken from his inscription in her copy of Before the War (from “Passages 33”): “the burnt colors come through.” This image raises the question of what “comes through” of expansionist military actions that are centered far from the rapidly gentrifying San Francisco. While President George Bush sought to gain support for the post–Cold War conflict as a “New World Order,” one of the goals of Mars is to frame the invasion as part of a longer legacy of colonialism. This continuity is echoed by the epigraph from H.D.: “and anyhow we have not crawled so very far.” What’s more, Cole’s writing strategies grow increasingly outspoken as the months proceed. A preface to the section “Ruth” remarks on this pivot: “The directness of the piece is clearly in response to the hyperabstraction of the official media representation of the Gulf war they called ‘desert storm’ … This they is the they ‘Ruth’ must address.”67 The book is thus not only about the war per se or the manufacturing of the war in an ideological sense, but also a renewal of poetry’s public responsibility in an era of heightened global conflict.


The opening sequence mobilizes a large repertoire of experimentation to ask which techniques and conceptual resources are of use versus which are inert, innocuous, or merely histrionic, or even which create barriers that abet the normalization of war. The poem, first of all, is not the chronicle of the US conflict with Iraq that we might expect from the genre of war poetry. The dates align with Operation Desert Storm and its aftermath, but Cole recoils from the “bristling / representational / warfare.”68 Although she signals constant awareness of distant events, the poem refrains from reiterating sound bites that flooded the airwaves such as the image of five hundred thousand US troops on the ground or the smart bombs that promised to minimize risk for American involvement through the latest wizardry of remote-controlled weapons. None of the “patriotic goo” here, as Peter Schjeldahl once dubbed the romantic profiles of infantrymen in the sand.69 A restrained number of gruesome details instead stand in for the mass bloodshed: “the man had bubbles / coming out of his nose.”70 More often, the material introduces text and imagery from Virgil’s Aeneid that aligns Mars with the mythical landscape of Duncan, H.D., and Pound. Some of the enigmatic verbiage that has nothing to do with the gulf stems directly from translations of Virgil: “Rediscovered, waxed, the city was wiped off the books.”71


At the same time, this repertoire is more than a throwback to the Cantos or Helen in Egypt. The hybrid form seesaws between prose and short stanzas. Poetic and nonpoetic language collides in a highly fractured space: “I was on my way from Carthage, it was night. It was not wax I am scorching was dead about her with knots.”72 Rosmarie Waldrop glosses this same passage as “Steinian in this sense of stressing the horizontal, the axis of composition.”73 “Discontinuity, leaps on the level of syntax, of logic, of grammar:”74 these were signature techniques that fueled the explosion of Language poetry a decade before. Another signature is the decentered speaker, rarely perceived in crisp detail, who is engulfed by heterogeneous phrases that exceed the neat outlines of a stable self: “I am possibly a reconstruction, vanishing”;75 “I am an exile even in my own words.”76 These lines could have been written by Bob Perelman or Susan Howe. The tropes are vintage postmodernism but also a bit boilerplate by now.77


This is rocky terrain on which to mount a poem about the war because there is a lot to keep track of. The poem, let’s say then, is not a daily chronicle of the war but a chronicle of techniques that are placed in tension with the war. The question of what might serve as oppositional depends on showing how these techniques are saturated by events beyond the immediate purview. The success of the poem is in figuring out adjustments to avant-garde business as usual, as Cole recognizes at the outset: “I was hesitant to take the case, having my mind already on another case.”78 The first “case” is palpably the realm of linguistic experimentation in the rearview mirror. It is “the axis of composition,” where signifiers and jouissance prevail, much like in Cole’s early books. One of the claims of this realm is to reveal the operation of power at the minute level of syntax. In Mars, the question is where this decentered writing actually gets us. Cole gives the impression that distance as between a word and object or event is a “practical” consideration for the conduct of war: “do you know / the revealed confusion / of things at a distance / practical as grammar.”79 Distance enables a grammar that rationalizes actions against an unseen enemy: “It disappeared. It was never known. It was an invasion. Amplified, full blown. Fastened eyes, my passion what I brought. Fall through me.”80 To reject normative grammar or instrumentalized language as a tool of domination is not new. The problem in 1991 is a category of imperial aggression that has acutely surfaced with new, startling scope, and radical disruption of meaning alone simply won’t suffice. Mars is about finding a way to redirect these techniques to the deadly convulsions of the “Amplified, full blown.” The poem won’t let us think about anything else.


When Bush designated the conflict as a “New World Order,” he appealed to the idea of unrivaled American domination after the Cold War. The idea was to shut the door on revolution once and for all. Bush was heralding the global free-market principles that Francis Fukuyama celebrates in The End of History and The Last Man (1992). As part of the effort to sell the war to a television audience, the administration routinely adopted a rhetoric of self-assurance and inevitability. The nationalist teleology was multilayered. In the second Gulf War, the neoconservatives of his son’s presidential administration explicitly translated their offensive into “crusades” against non-Christians. The outcome of such a holy war would be preordained. Cole knows that poetry may be powerless to intervene directly in world affairs, but one of its strengths is that it can unthink the teleology of the speech acts. In several places the poem complicates the sequence of events by flattening time and unsettling cause and effect. The orchestration of the war suggests that it is never a daily event but a narrative that already has a predictable, prescribed ending: “There is a lot of attention given to future events. To the image of future events. We don’t understand these events but we see them. Coming, we have our own pictures. They comfort us. We think we own them. However, we have always made commentary, darling, on past or future events. There we were at the climax already. In those days we never expected release.”81 The interjection “darling” reflects a thematic parallel between Virgil’s narrative structure of Aeneas recounting his story to Dido and the Bush administration infantilizing the audience during daily television briefings: “Let the machine tell you how you feel, a greater power imagined exactly as a known power only greater.”82 The imperial history of Rome is foreordained as the Aeneid unfolds; in a similar way, the Gulf War promises an inevitability to the star-spangled victory: “Already they pictured the bombing, the reparations.”83


The section named after the Roman messenger god Mercury takes up in greater detail the media spectacle of “beloved power.”84 This section is ironically among the most opaque in the book. It is as if Cole sought to counter the Hollywood-style optics with further fracturing of language wherein the semilucid clashes against the barely intelligible. One of the first lines refers to the seduction of easily consumed images: “Why love the / inevitable drama // hearts’ease / to read / time’s topic.”85 She splices the rhetoric of invasion with quotidian imagery to suggest its pervasiveness: “I carried war in a paper bag.”86 Operation Desert Storm was nicknamed the “video game war” after it popularized the technology of the camera-mounted missile. Military leaders delivered slideshow presentations on live television in what amounted to a coordinated propaganda campaign. The glossy performance was designed to win over the electorate and subvert the antiwar consensus since Vietnam. In the poem, a silhouette pointing to a missile strike on a screen suggests military commanders like Colin Powell or Norman Schwarzkopf: “lead hands / heat-seeking // there is no metaphor for war / these finger-like signs.”87 The italicized interjection balks at conceits like “surgical precision” or “smart bombs,” which were meant to exculpate a century of American war crimes.


In subverting what poet Michael Palmer calls the “simulacra, cajoling, and screens,” Mars brings to mind Jean Baudrillard’s much publicized views in The Gulf War Did Not Take Place.88 As television audiences were deluged by multimedia agitprop, as mass manipulation was abetted by friendly embedded journalists, a handful of postmodern thinkers adopted the extreme position that the war was not just radically unknowable but cannot be said to exist. As we’ve seen, early portions of Mars entertain such an extreme position. The bulk of the allusions, however, ultimately point not to an empirical version of the war that might somehow be clearer, less manipulated or distorted, but to the implication of the audience in the stage productions that marshal support of voters and buttress the favorability rating of the hawkish administration: “in the interim we / or at least invent monsters.”89 Notice the hop-skip in her two phrases: what do “we” do in the “interim”? The poem negotiates the sense of powerlessness at the unchecked machinery or “the new managerial”90 that stifles organized dissent and veils the casus belli in the humanitarianism of democracy and liberation. When by far the majority of the citizenry relied solely on evening news for a picture of the world, and when that picture was yet another chapter of the discursive project of Orientalism, then the poem is tantamount to saying that Mercury’s golden chariot is spinning its wheels. The section concludes, “no messenger / that there could be no / messenger.”91


In the middle sections “Saturn” and “What Others Told Me,” Cole sets the self-righteousness of the democratic way of life against the manufactured view of Arab countries as isolated, backward, and unprincipled. In the lead-up to the offensive American diplomats had already labeled Iraqis as sponsors of terrorism and repeatedly cited the use of chemical weapons as humanitarian justification for military intervention. The scripted campaign was the prerequisite to the seizure of land by force: “Parody is made then attacked.”92 The task of the poem is to counter this logic: “The crucial / tension the war is not separate from us.”93 This refusal of separation becomes a way to shine an uncomfortable light on the “civilized life” in which the poet finds herself: “News just keeps on coming // What is questionable is the production of a text, it’s evidence and the history of all experience.”94 Various snippets coalesce around the image of wealth and plunder (“a family fund”) built on Western domination unchecked by Soviet power: “We have imported our jobs.”95 Saturn, the god of agriculture, becomes a way of negotiating the extractive industries that contaminate the ecological base of foreign lands: “A grazing field masking the toxic canal.”96 Other snippets lambaste the empty rhetoric of safeguarding freedom or the self-proclaimed altruism of human rights and foreign aid: “From the Plain of Liberation the Blood Bath Party”; “Medicine bundles and what others had told me.” Most intriguingly, Cole self-marks the narrow confines of her privilege around what sounds like a poet on a reading tour: “Or go on trips with reading privileges ‘I did.’”97


How to apprehend the bloodshed elsewhere in our name? In the long penultimate section “Ruth,” Cole moves between poetry and philosophy as she searches for a response to the “hyperabstraction” of Desert Storm.98 The section consists of annotations from the philosopher Emmanuel Levinas that are fairly dense and perhaps a bit dated for readers. Without going too far down the hole, or losing sight of the conflict, it behooves us to know that Levinas was a touchstone for the ethical turn of deconstructive philosophy during roughly the same span of Cole composing Mars. In his opus Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (1961), Levinas describes philosophy as founded upon an encounter with the Other that is beyond our cognition or thematization. The encounter ruptures our categories. In his formulation, the encounter is a claim of infinite responsibility to the face of the Other. Commentators refer to this relation as one of radical difference as opposed to difference based on identification or comparison. Whatever we speak to the infinite is always limited and incomplete. We are without a scripted response. Most importantly, subjectivity is formed by this encounter. A subject cannot be said to exist in a prior state.


The consequences of this line of thinking are tremendous for poetry because the lyric “I” or self cannot be said to exist sui generis in an independent state. For a speaker, assuming autonomy is tantamount to an act of aggression on par with unilateralism at the state level. Consider a line so significant that Cole incorporates two versions of it verbatim: “One never begins to assume mastery i.e. control—of all events. Those who would assume that control must eliminate from consciousness anything (they will not see it) that is outside their parameters/definition”;99 “Those who would assume that control must eliminate anything that is outside their parameters/definitions. (like those people whose work it is to plan the apocalypse).”100 What kind of poetry would not be on par with “people whose work it is to plan the apocalypse” i.e. the hawkish administration? This is a problem with autobiographical scenes, and it is perhaps why they are so few and far between in Cole’s early poetry. The only nonviolent poetics would be one that radically relinquishes mastery and control, perhaps even at the level of language or syntax. These considerations put Cole in a paradoxical position when it comes to addressing the “they” of the state. The annotations get thorny as she tries out different tacks, but the basic problem is how to fend off the impulses of mastery both at the level of the state (“they”) and in one’s very self (smothering the exteriority of the Other).


Here it need be said that Mars is not a hagiography of Levinas. Cole underscores the Eurocentrism of his ethics by quoting his infamous statement, “I often say, although it’s a dangerous thing to say publicly, that humanity consists of the Bible and the Greeks. All the rest can be translated: all the rest—all the exotic—is dance.”101 For a strict reading of Levinas, the Other is the Jew in Europe, not the colonialized subject who was waging revolutionary struggle against the French empire during the apex of his philosophy career. Postcolonial commentators have long called out the antinomies of this ethical gatekeeping.102 In this light Cole’s decision to write a book that is rife with Greco-Roman deities, as well Dante and Ruth, suggests a deliberate marking of the provincialism and partisanship of her own colonizer identity. Several key passages expand on this self-implication with Western powers at the outset of a conflict that proponents staged as a clash of civilizations.




grits her teeth


framed ‘in the civilized life’


we are stuck in


‘civilized life’ we are


traces103





For Samuel Huntington, post–Cold War struggles on the global stage were between irreconcilable cultures. The idea of the so-called New World Order sidestepped questions of crude oil reserves or trade balance and instead defended military action based on humanistic values of the West. In Mars, the argument is flipped so that the “civilized life” of the US war against Iraq is yet another chapter in the long history of settler colonialism. If the poem could be said to have an arc, even a plot, then it is the gradual emergence of this self-reflexive speaker that concedes her own “framed” or “stuck” role in the Gulf War as the first step of speaking back to the saber-rattling administration. One cannot exaggerate the magnitude of this swing away from the decentered self of experimental poetry. Among this many effects of the commitment is to acknowledge her own subjectivity as the problematic fruit of the West.


Cole’s figure of “Ruth” is her version of this conundrum. What does Ruth say when poetry flounders constantly over its own entanglements in Euro-American imperialism? During a reading at Buffalo she remarks that the title “Ruth” derives not only from the Book of Ruth in the Bible but also ruthlessness. Cole’s choice of title stresses not only a shorthand for feminine charity but also the self-serving motives that can underlie such liberal values. So much for the posturing of experimental poetry that can wriggle out a spotless reputation while wholly benefiting from a belligerent foreign policy. Cole is holding poetry accountable for its worst moments. The section gradually works to develop an attention to how readily the face-to-face encounter is betrayed (“cognition re-cognized”):




un-


(sayable, thus not—


pictured around the un-


by definition, in other words


The mother better not speak.104





The interruptive line breaks (“un-”) and the conceit of “better not speak” give way to a rapid procession of images for an encounter that is prior to recognition.105 The language riffs on “Empty Continuity,”106 “irritability,”107 “not ‘seen as’ but / ends,”108 “selective warmth / more wrapping than heat.”109 These more poetic passages—as compared to the passages from philosophy—repudiate the self-centeredness of knowledge, expertise, even metaphysics: “Our physical appearance / is our greatest enemy. Go figure /——the dangers of ontology,” “The problem is / personalizing the metonymy.”110 Cole even puts metonymy under scrutiny perhaps because of a dominant strain of poetry today that is infatuated with epiphanies of the everyday at the cost of curiosity about the wider world. Such poetry is ruthless business.


Applied to the Gulf War, the poem is evidently trying to discover a way out of our military humanism and its learned denialism in order to foster a relation with others that doesn’t reduce them to Western truths and values. The closing pages are tableau of figures that resist shape or definition: “fibrillation of the eyes, a symptom / Darkness hath no Desire.”111 The basis of writing becomes how to articulate an encounter that is alert to what gets pushed to the periphery: “where else would attention go / setting the rest aside / preoccupied with the outside.”112 The imagery swirls around an attempt to think “before separation,” where “separation” is a term from Levinas for the moment that subjectivity is formed in the encounter with the Other:




before separation is the anonymity


a tilted rotating bathtub full of


water—indistinguishable!


experience or presence


(there in the irrelevancy


of its preconditions like the


red spot on Jupiter)113





This is difficult stuff, articulated in the provisional, open, exploratory register of a poet just starting out and striving to imagine a form of writing that escapes the inertness of pure signifiers while not falling back on the subtle adversary of her egoism. Her solution is a field of imagery for an anonymous state prior to individuation. The illustrations are liquid like an immersive bathtub of sensory deprivation. Each image suggests losing oneself, like an act of radical humility. Most intriguingly, one of the illustrations is the red spot on Jupiter. The suggestion, arguably, is that the unknowability of a giant storm on another planet, itself larger than our own planet, is equivalent to the self-obliterating anonymity that the poem seeks to imagine. In Levinasian parlance, Jupiter’s red spot is as transcendent or beyond conceptualization as the obligations to the colonized Other. Or that is the hard-won ideal that the poem puts out there. The section “Ruth” concludes with a list poem that proposes “essays on going together” and serves like a promissory note for the togetherness that her poetry embarks on next: “—six me / —life in (a) second / —the book of reservations / —the gold ironing board / —a representation of a / gesture or something / parallel to a gesture / —notions in our genes.”114 This “going together” restores strangeness to collective experience, like the strangeness of the red spot on Jupiter, and serves as contrast to the warpath in Mars.





The presence of mythology is an ebb and flow in Cole’s poetry. It is one branch of an encyclopedic imagination across more than three decades of publishing. In Mars the planetary governors are more consistently pronounced than in any other of her works, and even then the pathway bends to Levinas by way of Ruth. Elsewhere she does not always set off myths by conventional Greco-Roman nomenclature. The maze of images and stories fans out to angels, satyrs, and place-names of the classical world: Carthage, Tuscany, Cyprus, Sienna, Pozzuoli, Herculaneum, and Umbria.115 At other times Ovidian metamorphosis provides a fountain of surrealist effigies (“her arm / becomes tree branch.”116 At yet other times the allusions are just a subdued part of the pageantry: “contrapuntally the (myth) / is a statement / of light / color / resists, insists, moves / into senses.”117


One final sequence merits consideration because it presents a logic to the tissue of connections between the myths and the diverse material in the rest of the poetry. “Pluto’s Disgrace” from Natural Light (2009) is made up of twenty-two individual poems that each take up a single page. The length ranges between seven and eighteen lines each, with most around ten. The stanzas are couplets, triplets, and a few other variations. Philosophical annotations no longer interrupt the movement. The title alludes the reclassification of Pluto by the International Astronomical Union (IAU) in 2006. The context of “disgrace” resonates more deeply, however, with the collapse of the financial system in 2008. What the sequence ultimately turns on, as is revealed at its close, is the shared root of plutocracy and Pluto.


The first thing to notice is that the sequence feels like tidy one-off poems that stand alone without any need of the neighboring poems. Each has a distinct title like “In Fishville,” “A History of Violence,” “Complex Object,” or “Salto Mortale.” At a distance the assemblage perhaps recalls a Jess collage of irregular found material. As we saw earlier in her representation of space, ordinary pastoral landscapes are riven by “the security fence, separation / fence, security barrier, separation / barrier, separation wall, apartheid / wall, Sharon’s Wall, annexation wall.”118 Among the named cast of figures are a president, a shah, Apollo, Pluto, and a character on Star Trek. The sequence is strewn with objects from “the fiction of everyday life.”119 To inventory just by sheer listing the hairpin curves from one referent to the next: a harvest of hay, a breakfast scene, the atomic information for iron, hemoglobin, sunset, concrete walls, binoculars, miners, microsilica, moonrise, trees, stardust, aerogel tiles, a telescope, a film by F. W. Murnau, Carpathians, can openers, class M planets on the show Star Trek, wasps’ nests, blue plastic tarps, massacres, a surrender site, spiral galaxies, pigeons, a beach, bombs, a fire station, plutocracy, coffins.
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