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T H e  VA L V e
                 
 Thomas Edison builds a device to communicate with the dead 

1

The thing which first struck me was the absurdity of expecting “spirits” 
to waste their time operating such cumbrous, unscientific media 
as tables, chairs, and the ouija board. If ever the question of life after death,  

or psychic phenomena generally, is to be solved, it will have to be put 
on a scientific basis and withdrawn from the hands of the charlatan 
and the “medium.” My business has been to give the scientific investigator – 

or, for that matter, the unscientific – an apparatus which, like the compass 
of the seaman, will put their investigations upon a scientific basis.
This apparatus may perhaps most readily be described as a sort of valve. 

2

I have been at work for some time building an apparatus 
to see if it is possible for personalities which have left this earth 
to communicate with us. If this is ever accomplished, it will be accomplished 

not by any occult, mysterious, or weird means, such as are employed 
by so-called mediums, but by scientific methods. If what we call personality 
exists after death, and that personality is anxious to communicate 

with those of us who are still in the flesh on this earth, there are two
or three kinds of apparatus which should make communication very easy.
I am engaged in the construction of one of such apparatus now.
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3

I have been thinking for some time of an apparatus 
which could be operated by personalities which have passed on to another existence 
or sphere. I don’t claim that our personalities pass on to another existence 

or sphere. But I do claim that it is possible to construct an apparatus 
which will be so delicate that if there are personalities in another existence 
or sphere who wish to get in touch with us in this existence or sphere,

this apparatus will give them a better opportunity to express themselves
than the tilting tables and raps and ouija boards and mediums
and the other crude methods now purported to be the only means of communication.

4

What I propose to do is to furnish psychic investigators with an apparatus 
which will give a scientific aspect to their work. This apparatus, 
let me explain, is in the nature of a valve, so to speak. 

It is similar to a modern power horse, where man, with his relatively puny one-eight 
horse-power, turns a valve which starts a 50,000-horse-power steam turbine. 
My apparatus is along those lines, in that the slightest effort 

which it intercepts will be magnified many times so as to give us 
whatever form of record we desire for the purpose of investigation. 
I have been working out the details for some time.
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5

I am not promising communication with those who have passed out of this life.
I merely state that I am giving the psychic investigators an apparatus
which may help them in their work, just as optical experts have given the microscope 

to the medical world. And if this apparatus fails to reveal anything of exceptional interest,
I am afraid that I shall have lost all faith in the survival of personality as we know it 
in this existence. I do hope that our personality survives.

If it does, then my apparatus ought to be of some use. That is why 
I am now at work on the most sensitive apparatus I have ever undertaken to build, 
and I await the results with the keenest interest.
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F L o W

One parachuted into the enemy territory  One slept with a pil-
low over her face  One had attention to detail  One refused to 
take orders  One followed  One was raised in an orphanage  One 
was tried for espionage  One had his tongue cut out  One dug 
his own grave  One carried timetables and receipts in her wallet  
One respelled English  One fought surf to save four drowning 
orphans  One was a social researcher  One was a rocket vision-
ary  One thought the world was flat  One bred cocker span-
iels and rabbits  One traded horses  One was a right-hand man  
One was left-handed  One wrote a thousand editorials  One had 
a reverence for the subtleties of wood  One had a propensity 
for grand gestures  One wanted to decorate nuclear warheads 
with art  One took a wrong turn  One had his larynx removed  
One practiced (long after they had fallen out of fashion) talking 
cures  One had a cantankerous gravitas  One had a sly wit  One 
was described as “reserved” and “charming ” One complained 
of constant pain  One was a dictator  One was a janitor  One 
threw snowballs  One rescued a duckling foundering in a pond  
One was a drama queen  One was an artist with a portfolio  One 
had issues  One held on for too long to the tenets of modernism  
One was a tragic aristocrat  One married a tennis star  One had 
a nome de plume  One hummed the Bolero  One had a statue 
made after him  One blended into a mural  One floated in a 
canoe  One wrote hate letters  One was afraid of being stabbed 
in the back  One was a quiet optimist  One never smiled on 
photographs  One couldn’t get a visa  One was down to earth  
One lived “horizontally ” One refused to die  One couldn’t get 
enough sleep  One had no talent for self-promotion  One was 
prone to accidents  One hated folk music  One studied crom-
lechs  One was a caretaker  One wrote a reference manual  One 
stopped smoking at the age of fifty  One worried about tarred 
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beaches, sick pelicans  “Many claimed his acquaintance, few 
knew him” 
   One let experience pass her by  One 
never asked for directions  One always walked with a pit bull  
One hid in a suitcase  One captured (on canvas) the difference 
between rain and the beginning of rain  One celebrated anni-
versaries  One wrote everything down on a piece of paper  One 
wanted to remain anonymous  One took sedatives  One had the 
nerves of the stranger  One was reborn  One always punned  
One prayed to the sun  One was a ferry victim  One constantly 
remarked “Only in America” One sought a meaningful whole  
One was a king  One was a kingmaker  One thought everything 
equally interesting  One rode a bicycle through a park  One en-
tered but never exited a library  One entered but never exited 
Mexico  One was tall and dark, with a resemblance to Errol Fly-
nn  One went missing for days  One couldn’t understand their 
own handwriting  One lived in a lab  One studied lunar craters  
One appreciated the value of a dollar  One was saved by Jesus  
One was saved by an iPhone  One committed murder  One 
stopped speaking halfway through her life  One stopped read-
ing novels at the age of forty  One wore a ponytail and a beard, 
resembling a candle maker from Oregon  One climbed moun-
tains  One kept rereading her diary  One made a film about a 
dictator  One was a bone poacher  One liked to spout off  One 
invented memories  One was a connoisseur of color  One lived 
without music  One was a confirmed bachelor  One was a re-
lentless reporter  One was a homemaker  One was a mole  One 
had a fervent following  One came to America with $100 in his 
pocket  One had thirteen children  One left behind a box full of 
manuscript pages  One had a father who said no  One invent-
ed gadgets  One took four-mile walks  One found life merely 
charming  One always felt like drowning  One dreamed about 
hurricanes, earthquakes, tornados  One never surrendered  One 
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was an avid reader  One never looked back  “She waited to have 
a brush with death to feel truly alive”  One did not want any 
funeral or memorial service  
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G i F T s  o F  T H e  F A T H e r

1. Today is my birthday.

2. My father is giving me a gift on my birthday.

3. I often do not understand the meaning of my father’s gifts. 

4. My father is unaware of this fact.

5. My mother, however, is aware.

6. This is the basic family structure.

7. I was speaking to Nilda, telling her of my father’s eccentrici-
ties. She does not seem to understand. “Are the gifts a burden to 
you? Do they cause you discomfort, distress?”

8. I told Nilda that this was beside the point. My father’s gifts 
are incoherent, bizarre.

9. “Have you communicated this to him?” says Nilda.

10. There he is now, giddy with excitement. He giggles and hides 
his face. He is playing coy. He wears his coned party hat. The 
birthday candles, dancing pinpricks in his eyes.

11. The packages are set before me.  

12. My hands move clumsily over the wrapping paper, embar-
rassed.

13. Not embarrassed for myself, but for my father.

14. My mother has taken a defensive position in the kitchen, one 
hand on her hip in cool indifference. She frowns, rolls her eyes. 
She dabs at the cake icing in the corners of her mouth. 

15. This is the game my mother plays. The theatrics of oh-there-
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he-goes-again, the pretense of serious adultness.

16. The first box unwrapped: My father has given me arrow-
heads. They are framed and mounted, two rows of six stuck up 
against a field of navy blue. They look exactly the way one might 
imagine something might look after being buried in the dirt for 
one thousand years.

17. Striations of brown, gray, and red, each tapered to a dull 
point. Little scalloped markings where some Neolithic man had 
chipped away at ancient stones.

18. The frame is coffee-colored, a handsome, modern design—
expensive-looking. “Makes you think about how far we’ve 
come,” says my father, beaming proudly.

19. I thank him for the gift. I know nothing about arrowheads 
and have never expressed an interest in arrowheads.

20. My mother is more practical. She presents me with a new 
suit. “For job interviews,” she says.

21. At the sink my mother scrapes away the half-eaten birthday 
cake on her plate. Her back is to me: “You know how your father 
gets sometimes.”

22.  The sound of the hissing tap is

  oppressive.

23. England, 1690: flowers, fireflies. The castle looms in the 
gloaming. The King in his bedchambers. He paces fretfully.

 [the Queen enters]

 Queen: [gestures casually] “I’ve been thinking about  
 fucking other people.”
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 King: “I’d really rather you not fuck other people.”  
 [stares wistfully out of window]

 Queen: “I expect my lovers to maintain a certain lev 
 el of hotness. I have grown tired of this rigid morality.  
 I have something called a libido. I’m thinking we could   
 try an open sort of thing? We need a new social con 
 tract.”

 King: …

 Queen: “I’d be fucking other people but you’d also be  
 free to do as you please. What about Margaret? You  
 could fuck Margaret if you like.”

24. He is shy-looking behind large wire-frame glasses, my fa-
ther. Wispy receding hairline, a short beard slowly going white, 
no mustache, a wry smile. He is a man from Houston, Texas.

25. He sits calmly in a large rocking chair, sage-like, listening to 
Birth of the Cool.

26. During one of my many conversations with Nilda my hand 
grazes her hand. She smiles sheepishly and turns away from me. 
Her mother calls from the front porch. “I have to go,” she says.

27. Nilda has resisted all of my advances thus far.

28. The wax running down the birthday candles. My father at 
the head of the dining room table. My point of view at the op-
posite end of the table: the chandelier, a crown of light above his 
benevolent head.

29. My father is holding something behind his back.

30.  “What’s that?”
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 “What’s what?”

 “That.”

 “What?”

 “That.”

 “What?”

 Etc., etc., etc.

31. My father gives me one of his best fatherly smiles. “I don’t 
want to play anymore,” I say.

32. My father frowns, thunderheads gathering on his noble brow. 
“No,” he says, “you’re too old for that now.” He extends the gift 
to me on his open palm, bowing slightly. “Your highness.”

33. The distance between us is too far, a consequence of the pro-
portions of the dining room table. I am forced to come to him. 
A power play?

34. France, 1790: A crowd has gathered. “These women are so 
difficult,” says the man in the black hood. “They are unable to 
love the way I love. I have an excess of love, one could say.”

 “Such a burden!” agrees the man in the pillory.

 The filthy rabble has gathered to offer phrases in their 
beautiful French language:

 Couille molle!    Fils de pute!

 Va te faire foutre!    Un pauvre con!

 Enculé de ta mère!    Un gros con!

 “The trouble,” continues the man in the black hood, 
“is that my first mistress is always angry about my second mis-
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tress—and neither my first mistress nor my second mistress yet 
know about my third mistress.” The man in the black hood rolls 
up the sleeve of his robe and glances at his new Rolex. “Well, it’s 
about that time.”

 “I suppose it is,” agrees the man in the pillory.

 The man in the black hood pulls the lever and down 
comes the heavy bright blade of the guillotine. The effete no-
bleman makes no sound. His head drops quietly into the woven 
basket below.

35. I am uncomfortable receiving gifts from others. My father 
knows this. But I am also uncomfortable giving gifts to others.

36. An example where I attempt to give Nilda a gift:

37. The gift I attempt to give Nilda is a pair of golden cat ear-
rings.

38. “They’re beautiful,” she says. “What should I do with them?”

 “They’re for your earlobes, Nilda, a kind of decoration 
for the little blobs of flesh attached to the sides of your head. I 
adore your earlobes.”

 “I know what they’re for,” she says. “I don’t have my 
ears pierced.”

 “Then I have failed you, Nilda. What is more, I have 
failed to live up to your expectations of what a man should be—
consequence of popular culture, perhaps.”

 “We’re both only ten years old,” consoles Nilda. “There 
is still time.”

39. Sweet, comforting Nilda.
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40. Patient, understanding Nilda.

41. I mount my steed. He is munching on some thorny brambles 
nearby.

42. “Giddyup!”

43. My father makes kissy faces. He flutters his eyelashes. He 
tickles my mother’s toes.

44. It is easy to see that she enjoys his company. She is glad to 
be near him. She slaps him playfully on the knee. “You’re such 
a tease,” she says. She kisses him on the cheek. She nuzzles his 
neck.

45. I am methodical in my approach to unwrapping his gifts: 
slide index finger under triangular flap located on side a of box 
and work scotch tape off moving length-wise, right to left, care-
ful not to make any tears. Upon rotating box exactly one hun-
dred eighty degrees, repeat aforementioned method until—

46. My father is not a patient man. He lives for the moment. He 
lives desperately, as if in a perpetual headlong plunge into the 
next second.

47. My father now has given me a curved glass vase. It unfurls 
itself upward and outward at the lip.

48. I hold the vase up for my mother to see, my eyes searching 
her for a sign of intervention.

49. She shrugs. It seems she cannot save me.

50. My father pushes his index fingers into his dimples, twisting. 
He wets his lips. A soft coo escapes his mouth. He is eager for 
my validation. He is eager that I might reciprocate his love. 

51. “A real nice vase,” I say. “Thank you.”
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52. My father’s laugh is a full-bellied laugh. “Just you wait,” he 
says. 

53. My father holds the sack of marbles near the lip of the vase 
and gently tips it forward, plunking each marble down its throat 
one by one.

54. The vase is three-quarters full as the last of the marbles set-
tles. My father places the vase in direct sunlight. “There.”

55. Each little orb contains a helix of colors at its center, set to 
flame with sunshine. 

56. Austria, 1886: The psychoanalyst leans forward in his chair. 
He makes what he hopes are interpreted as neutral-sounding 
noises in the back of his throat, indicative of thinking. He scrib-
bles a note on his pad of paper. He adjusts his legs, uncrossing 
them and then re-crossing them oppositely. The man on the 
chaise lounge: “...and then the dream changes and I find myself 
standing over my father with a knife in my hand. My mother is 
weeping. I kiss her…” The psychoanalyst nods solemnly. He has 
seen this before, a classic example.

57. I practice my lines into the mirror: “I have drawn a picture of 
Lilium maximowiczii for you, Nilda. I hope you might do me the 
honor of hanging it on your refrigerator.”

58. I have yet to give the drawing of Lilium maximowiczii to Nil-
da. I am afraid she will reject it.

59. It may be the case that every family has a secret language 
they whisper in the ears of their loved ones.

60. I am still trying to learn this language. 

61. This time it is a large and heavy-looking box that my fa-
ther places in front of me. It is wrapped in clownish green polka 
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dots, an iridescent green bow on top.

62. Something portentous about the bow…

63. My father is restless. He wants the thing opened. He wants 
whatever it is to be revealed. Sweat trickling down his chin. He 
drums his fingers on the table.

64. My mother takes my father’s hands and places them in her 
lap.

65. Even after I unwrap it, I cannot say what the gift is. I do not 
know what to make of it. I look to my father for enlightenment.

66. “What you have there,” says my father, pausing for dramatic 
effect, “is a marble chess board. A chess board made of marble.”

67. The marble chess board transfixes my father. 

68. “What I mean to say is that this is a chess board carved from 
a solid block of marble,” says my father. “Am I making myself 
clear to you? Do you have any idea how difficult it is to carve 
through a solid block of marble? I have no personal experience 
carving marble, myself, but I imagine it’s a rather arduous task. 
Observe its shiny surface. Feel the exactitude of its smoothness.”

69. I observe its shiny surface. I feel the exactitude of the chess 
board’s smoothness.

70. This pleases my father.

71. My father becomes animated now. “But that’s not the only 
thing!” he says. “Take a look in the bottom of the box! There are 
thirty-two miniature hollow plastic molds. Allow me to explain. 
The molds are for the different pieces in chess. You have your 
pawns, your bishops, the horsey ones, et cetera, et cetera. You 
fill these molds with water and put them in the freezer over-
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night and they harden into their respective pieces. So the idea 
is, and this is key—key—that you’re meant to hurry up and fin-
ish the game before the pieces have a chance to melt!” He claps 
his hands together, satisfied and expectant.

72. I ask my father: “How do you tell the light pieces from the 
dark pieces if they’re both made of translucent ice?”

73. Russia, 1917: Two Bolsheviks huddle under the snowy eaves 
of a large pine tree. B1 to B2: “Do not worry, comrade. Revolu-
tion will bring great change and happiness.” B2 to B1: “But I am 
afraid of death. I miss Vladlena. She is at home with little ones.” 
B1 to B2: “Fear not, comrade. Death is illusion. Past and future 
are illusion. We have only perennial present. History is illusion. 
We are already living dead men. B2 to B1: “This does not ease 
fear of death in any meaningful way.” B1 to B2: “We must be 
brave for others, comrade.”

74. My classmates have already offered me their theories. 

75.       “Psychosis?”

76.    “Dementia?”

77. My father is eccentric perhaps, but this is not sufficient ev-
idence to suggest the man is losing his mind. He is similar to 
other fathers I have known in many ways: He is making pay-
ments on the UniFlex home gym in the basement; he insists on 
appropriate shoes for lawn-mowing and related yard work ac-
tivities; he dons the magnet bracelet to help balance his body’s 
natural electricity. I tell my classmates that my father possesses 
the appropriate amulets of fatherhood. He performs the correct 
rituals. He is not insane.

78. It seems my mother and father have slipped into the adjacent 
room without my noticing. Shifting slightly in my seat, I can see 
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them through the doorway.

79. They whisper to each other and smile. Every so often my 
father puts my mother’s hands to his lips, a small kiss, his head 
bowed against her in holy reverence. He massages the kiss away 
as if he is erasing it. It gives him an excuse to do it over again.

80. Yale, 1955: The professor thumbs through the stack of un-
dergraduate papers before him on the desk. He sighs. Every 
year is worse than the last. Every year a new crop of increasingly 
derivative thinkers. Doesn’t anyone here have the strength to 
overcome his anxiety of influence in order that he might fully 
realize himself? The professor reaches for the bottle in the low-
er drawer of his desk.

 There is a sudden shooting pain down his arm. His 
breath catches in his throat. It’s as though someone is squeezing 
his heart in his chest. The professor stands abruptly, clawing 
at his tie, trying to loosen it from around his neck. He staggers 
forward, and in a final desperate effort to save himself, snatches 
up his fountain pen and raggedly marks the topmost paper with 
an F. Satisfied, he collapses to the floor. 

    “My dear, my dear, my dear…”  

81. Upon reflection, I cannot help but register that Nilda has 
been rather distant lately. She will not sit next to me in the cafe-
teria. She sits with a taller boy now. A taller boy with a sumptu-
ous chocolate ocean of hair.

82. “Who is your new friend, Nilda?”

 “This is Clifford.”

 “I’m afraid you are mistaken, Nilda. Clifford is a Big 
Red Dog. This, however, is a very small man.”
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83. Nilda has betrayed me. 

84. The gift-giving now done; we have all gone out to celebrate. 
In the restaurant we are seated at a table by a window that looks 
out over the nighttime spectacle of the city. Down on the street, 
everything is noisy chaos, but from our vantage point—thirty 
floors up, the cushioned seats beneath us—the world is a beauti-
fully silent, orchestrated thing.

85. My mother has worn the jewelry: the tennis bracelet, the 
diamond necklace, the scarab-shaped brooch.

86. My father is absently tracing the bevel of his fork, looking 
at my mother with moony eyes. He might be touching her leg 
under the table with his other hand. “You are beautiful,” he says 
to my mother.

87. She turns from the window, her mouth an open smile. “Such 
a charmer!” she says, not looking at my father but at me.

88.  The brass of the polished 

 napkin rings.

89. Somewhere, far off, the soft clatter 

 of plates being  stacked.

90. I excuse myself to the restroom.

91. Washington, D.C.: The President has barricaded the doors 
of the White House. Out on the front lawn, the angry voters 
howl and defecate. They pick at their open sores. They run their 
tongues across their mossy teeth. The vulgar herd. Their de-
mands are simple: for better or worse they demand change. In 
return they promise not to completely burn the place down—
they may even let certain members of the House and Senate 
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live. The voters are not an unreasonable mob. The President 
implores his cabinet to continue piling whatever they can find 
against the exits:

“two ashtrays , ceramic, one dark brown and one dark brown with an 
orange blur at the lip; a tin frying pan; two-liter bottles of red wine; 
three-quarter-liter bottles of Black & White, aquavit, cognac, vod-
ka, gin, Fad #6 sherry; a hollow-core door in birch veneer on black 

wrought-iron legs; a blanket, red-orange with faint blue stripes; a red 
pillow and a blue pillow; a woven straw wastebasket; two glass jars for 

flowers; corkscrews and can openers; two plates and two cups, ceramic, 
dark brown; a yellow-and-purple poster; a Yugoslavian carved flute, 

wood, dark brown; and other items” 
92. The waiter finds himself refilling the wine glasses so often 
that my father decides to order several bottles for the table to 
save some trouble.

93. My father can, on occasion, be somewhat of a lush.

94. My mother leans into my father and closes her eyes. He 
smiles and kisses her forehead. “Here,” he says, pushing a glass 
of wine at me with his fingertips. “Try some of this. You’re old 
enough to appreciate it now. This is a night for drinking. This is 
a night for celebration.”

95. My mother’s wine glass clicks against her teeth. She giggles. 
“Here, here!” she says, raising her glass. She places a hand on 
my father’s shoulder. She begins massaging my father’s shoulder.

96. My father pours another glass and swirls it quickly by the 
stem, jettisoning most of the wine onto the tablecloth. He gives 
me a lazy wink. “I have something I want to give you,” he says. 
“Something a young man like you needs to take with him on his 
life’s journey.” He belches quietly into his napkin. “It’s also a 
thank you for putting up with us old farts,” he says.
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 “Who are you calling an old fart?” my mother says.

 “Not you, dear. You’re still as sexy as ever.”

 My mother giggles again and finishes her wine in one 
quick motion. “How sexy am I?” she says, walking her fingers up 
his arm.

 My father affects a face of grave seriousness. “The sexi-
est,” he says.

97. My mother and my father embrace. I become embarrassed. 
I have to look away.

98. But here is what I do not understand: I look back. I look 
back and watch my father and my mother copulate in the ele-
gant restaurant downtown. Their wet tongues writhe in each 
other’s mouths. My mother has her arm outstretched, propping 
herself against the window as my father pushes against her. Her 
hand streaks the glass as her body heaves with ecstasy. My fa-
ther knocks the glasses and cutlery to the floor with his elbow 
as he blindly feels his way around to the clasp of my mother’s 
bra. They make primal noises. There are grunts and the sounds 
of shuffling feet. People at nearby tables are visibly shaken, their 
forks hanging in the air, their hands rushing to their faces. My 
father and my mother pay no attention, locked in conjugal bliss.

99. Later, people will describe it as an obscene display. But in 
this moment, I remain seated with my glass.

 I sit. I watch.

 I do not 

  flinch
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Can a point (p) on a line have a point of view, insofar as a 
point-on-a-line is a point of view? 

What p has is q. 

If p is the “dimensionality of a non-dimensional entity,” it is 
also a representation of this assemblage. 

Let’s suppose, then, that q is exterior to, if not the exterior of, 
the perspectival capacities of p.

Given that p is “perspective,” (from another point of view) such 
capacities are, in fact, the material being of p itself. If so, what 
does this reflexive figure of p imply for the figure of q?

p is p, but q is not q. Only in this way can q be something other 
than p.

In other words, q both is and is not itself. 

Does q know this? Has anyone ever tried to say?

More to the point, is p aware of how it nearly it approaches the 
phenomenon of q? Of how it must pass and not pass through 
this sequence?
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Passing through a point, how is one situated, in the point and 
its derivatives?

The problem is indeterminate, insofar as the problem is the 
indeterminate. As when the pen will not allow us to draw the 
letter and the line together.

What then follows the letter that the line required?

Lines, once accumulated, should pass through their letters. 
Smooth traces, pendant on long stalks, pale yellows, a spur 
refracted. . .

As if to say: “draw the arc where you find it.”

Space is the first consideration,

and line, the affected length one presumes to measure. 
“Thoughts appropriate what they will become.” Divided roots 
in spring, space imbricated in the margin.

And do we not pass through ourselves as we do the letter? 
“What two causes exist?” Similar and similarly so.

How many letters, and how do we know?
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Let’s pose the question again. If q, following p, is fated to be p’s 
reflection, p’s more entropic alter-ego, then what is p?

Does p have a prior as well as a posterior?

Can we imagine a scenario (q) whereby p consumes itself?

Where it does so with such terrible force, where its inspi-
ralings become so energized, so totalizing, that p begins to 
consume itself as fast as, and then at some point (q) faster than 
the new extensions of itself can be plotted –

although this parasitic consumption is also a kind of graphic 
procedure – perhaps the only kind of writing that is possible in 
this instance.

In what sense, then, do p and q belong to one another?

In what sense do they belong to what transpires between 
them? (And what letter should we give to the space of this 
between?)

“q is the sign for what changes, p for what remains.” 

q is p in, and as, their changes. q is what changes within p as the 
latter changes and becomes q.

q is the heretofore inexpressible and unrealizable potential of p. 

q is the sigh of p’s desire – the desire to be either more or less 
than p.

q is the death of p. If so, does p live on, if only in, or as the 
memory of q?
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“They are exactly matched, without any regard to their resem-
blance. Each, however, hints at other parts which seem not to 
bear a likeness.”

Such a scheme is always more than the letters’ imprint and less 
than the circumstance of their gathering. I wanted the sums 
on each side to be close.
   
“Transparent,” you said, and there were times when we should 
have thought it worth the while. The cohesion of mirrors is a 
surprise to those who have a strong suspicion that there are 
still more reflections. As if, in saying “for example,” I still have 
not said enough, while to add to either is to disarrange both. 

We may, however, suppose that they were indiscriminately 
placed. Some letters are of two kinds, like glass brought to-
gether with the infinite. Where there is no above or below. 

Still, one clings to the figure of a common boundary, where 
it is possible to juxtapose the strokes of each evanescence – a 
pantomime in heather, a bird with an arrow, displayed upon 
unmounted sheets, upon the lunette’s hypothetical form as a 
form of air.

Is there no horizon, then, at which they join? Does not every 
circle translate into a circle? Can we draw an x upon the pure 
contiguous, where its rotation resembles, reassembles, the 
point before the letter-form, the ambient organ on which the 
iris appears? 

In this way, perhaps, one could explain the analogies that hap-
pen between them. Their motions are from habit alone – and 
from our want of attention to the contrary.
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“Because it remains closed, this book will have its resolution. 
The page 

observes the actions of the letters you cut, so that they do and 
do not come to the ends of their line. One sees, confessing to 
have been complicit in the scheme. The act precedes the real, 
but the ideal escapes, and the time in the word penetrates

so that one begins to explain the end. Because to see itself . . .”

- or this language, for example, x throughout the y. And for the 
language of what it lacks in the index of its order.

“Because structure appears in both the excess and the lack of 
language, the letter is written for what was suspended in the 
letter, the crystal in the meantime of the word.”

Or, where the voice seems meant by others to be heard, these 
lines emerge, in a voice both hollow and unaffected, as they 
investigate, and then become the planar surface of the paper.

That the book is open is an example. “To speak in the first 
place, if only in provisions, and the references of words, the 
voices, further on, where they resound,

but with difficulty, as the cause that would belie both the text 
and paper. The interchange between, because this book is 
open, for example.”
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The copy might have been mistaken, lacking in example; the 
medium is interrupted but not remade.  

But then, sometimes, I almost wonder about the emendations, 
the special circumstances of escape. It would seem to be the 
slenderest base, even when not left unfinished. There must be 
something to move. 

We admit to much the same thing, coming upon characters 
as confined as these. Some would say that the letters pile 
face-downward, and thus do not express the smooth emptiness 
of the anagram. It is the name of a bird commencing with that 
invaluable theme: “being, by itself nothing.” 

p remembered that there was a second object inherent in the 
letter-object itself, marking in black point the wide dissimilari-
ties between diagram and compass. Call one side reflection, for 
the like opinion appointed by the other. This discloses what 
the letter (q?) conceives.

We take another look, and whatever it may be, the notation 
can be extended to let us conclude that there is a natural 
balance. Only the curving and irregular slope will be at right 
angles, nested in the lines that curve among themselves.
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As the coordinates of a clarity that is yet to come, causes do not 
lie in the past, except for the fact that they are read again, as fig-
ures in one’s equations of resistance. 

A point moves in the figure, moves by the use of not more than 
one’s foreshortened surface. We’ve arrived, I think, where the 
foreground is the point. “But this is not ever moving forward,” we 
say, just as surely as we’d have regarded the scene as evident. 

The divide may be recollected, what in time is meant by abstrac-
tion. A clear instance of memory removed, fixed only in memory, 
at the bottom of all points of which they are phenomena. To claim 
identity with each successive generation is only “the name” added 
on, as it were, by the light of one’s own evidence – i.e., that which 
can, or may, never be used. 

This makes thought, for its own sake, a signature according to its 
place in thought. The view of that possession, or non-possession, 
of the limbs, subject but carried outside the body, standing in for 
the names of things which possess us, which take possession in 
and of our limbs; the abstract for a limb told (in) the language of 
its own visitations. Eyes and bones, such cornered objects – we’d 
draw form upon the form, and after a time, find the attributes 
of attributes. Anything that seems like an advancing step may 
intervene, always tracing what has already been said – the definite 
article, sounded in another key, recast as “the last rose of summer.”  

One must travel, slowly, as an intermediary within the course, al-
beit in a manner more or less unrecognizable to what is waiting at 
the end. We might go on, following this passage, almost certain in 
the knowledge we have, prepared, as it were, with a corresponding 
conjunction, these words moving beyond apprehension, towards 
whatever would embrace both its resignation and its blind will. 
The letter begins, as always, with denial, with the negative, revolv-
ing in such claims to fortune.



36

“Every letter has two faces, and is given to both extension and 
intension.”

Letters themselves name the instance of a letter. I say “no 
letter,” and the letter repeats this claim, each instance distin-
guishing each instance therein. 

Letters either will themselves, or will themselves in sequence. 
But I can’t say how a letter reflects itself, nor how they believe 
in themselves, enough to sustain any such reflection.

Where the image is the image of the letter, the cosmological 
index would neither be measured or unbound.

Whereas a letter will stand beside itself as letter, and the space 
between is not immediate.

Perhaps p and q exist in a contrapuntal relation to one another, 
reaching towards an equilibrium between the content of the 
letter and the ideal of equilibrium itself.

To mark a letter’s position is to (pre)suppose its content, just as 
the content of the letter precedes its (dis)position.

To say that “one sees further” is to bind oneself to a temporal 
illusion.
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“What is it that neither p nor q can reveal to paper?”

What letters must be blank when recognized?

“What does p forget; what does q fail to remember?”

What shapes begin with letters before they become letters?

The shape of p, the shape of q, are the same as the shape of an ideal 
imposed upon what might be possible extrinsic to that ideal.

The shape, however, of their mutual attraction is itself the ideal 
shape, in all possibilities.

Space begins at the point where each letter runs out of space. 

But the point itself gave us no reason to rest, as no one used their 
letters to record their absence.

“Our point was to consider the point, in proximity to what sur-
rounds it.” “I am where I am no matter where.”

At times, p thinks q is nothing so much as an enchantment, an illu-
sory projection of its own image. 

q claims that history could end, both of them resigned in their own 
impartial chambers.
 
All ciphers should leave the world their letters, as if such letters 
would be legible. Let the next theory determine how and where we 
judge our affections.

Instead of letters, they wrote only to describe the patterns used to 
punctuate their letters.

p imagines a reunion of the letter with those that were neither saved 
nor borrowed.
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The brush held perpendicular to the paper, like an etcher’s 
needle, and moved slowly, with deliberate intention. 

The exercise of drawing, deliberately, with intent in the hand, 
tracing the effort always toward the finer qualities of contour. 

It would be superfluous to say that I’d have the last letter 
sketched. By the phrase “material arrangements,” we mean 
what we find. And this day, which never loses, can hardly be 
exchanged.

Let’s add “burial in sand” and “scantlings set to mark the spot.” 
The square and circle being invariable, their line belies interi-
ors, 

as in “the terraced slopes direct the water, north of La Cum-
bre.” Tracing no value, but tracing distinction, the letters’ 
breadth plus fragmentary breadth. A country abounding in 
points most attractive in themselves. 

To see what happened, they went out between their seasons, 
vernaculars full of curiosity. Each surface of a multi-colored 
ocean.

Or nothing, but all obvious things. If the angles we make to-
gether are a matter of choice, the space therein relays a double 
burden. Extension is proof enough – like a spring, filling what 
exceeds its volume. 

The first occurrence of the word “continuity” happens when 
this space must say “the space is continuous.” Shells unbroken, 
and one might almost believe. The letter that begins, to be 
given. 
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The letter in erasure is no invisible thing. The freedom it 
predicts brings with it the existence that can extend substance 
to our subject.

Even as the lines of our lines diverge. When am I the thing, 
and when is it that thing which confronts me?

“In this way,” you’d say, “I declare myself in something uninter-
rupted.”

But it is my own concept that transparency is the same, in all 
directions, the veil that appears to be.

Of course, we’ve encountered this before. I didn’t pass through 
“the essence of,” and of course I didn’t, and now sound is 
noticeable when it is the sound of an existent hand, indicating 
what is made to spiral by an invisible restraint, to understand 
the principle of what may bend and what may straighten, and 
whose form this is and not my unorganized letters, partition-
ing each letter.

Still, one can hardly be thought of as singular enough to first 
appear.

This point is another matter, and no actions are the same.

In that point, however, the transparent predicates what it 
must. You become someone who arrives without the predicate 
of speech, the “silence of the wind,” somewhere along the line.
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q arrives at the point of p’s exhaustion. But q also means that 
p is never quite as exhausted as we’d otherwise assume. If q is 
fated to be “the legacy of p,” p means “q as an expression of the 
future.”

The point should mark our past desires, where it overlaps the 
letters in their silence.

I still write letters like this, even though what unfolds in series 
will be unlike the word each letter has predicted. Letters leave 
behind a different world, and the letter of this word is its only 
signature.

“The idea of   harmony” might be a likely guess. But then, “I 
need a form which reminds us to not disturb the unfamiliar.”

Or, “the clearer they are, the clearer they are.” And that one 
has the freedom to exist,

and that each day affords the nature of its image. p includes, 
and thus occludes, both sides of the mirror.

Does the book give shape to, or does it take its shape from, 
what these other shapes have given?

Does one desire as the object of one’s desire? 

What happens when lines in space fall below this copy of our 
monument? The straight line means that some things are not 
present on the page.

p understands the present well enough. “That may be the case,” 
says q, “even as the present denies the absurdity of what we did 
or did not do.”
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That is, a letter begins where the ends can be transparent. But 
is q not found where the ends can encompass more than just a 
letter?

When we are affixed, should we forget to look for shadows?

The image of the shroud is the letter as a work of art.

Is each letter another question of the word that inscribes the 
question upon the letter? What do letters think as they ap-
proach the horizon?

Sometimes our ends become our own, a letter come upon the 
letters folded in the page,

something half-tangled in the eye, as though it still remains a 
point inseparable from those that did not occur.
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Once upon the other side? The world was alone, in letters. 

In letters, the clock is never so still, its lines more arc than 
letter. But in the afternoon, the letters flowing, ornaments that 
could not escape their own profusions. . .

I would add anything to time, a notion at once come to noth-
ing. And nothing affords the once upon a time.

Anything that was could then have been made language in the 
place of paper.

When the letter appears, every word the equipoise, its body 
and the elemental horizon. 

The letter meets the language it has learned from letters. The 
letter returned to death a single picture of a letter.  

Like the letter of a bird. Just as p had eyes so wide, just as q 
would have no other. 
 
I remember that house of ours. It’s better to be let things be 
reciprocal. Three ladders leaning up and three rigid, inflo-
rescent suns. Three letters in the book embraced, the letters’ 
width in a cloud of arrows.

A letter made of running water  A letter leaned against a marble 
column. 

The book was not embedded in the paper, and the paper would 
come to salvage what least resembled the pages in a book.

Can you name the problem they encountered, “the incarnate 
self of someone passing through?”
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“Once upon a letter, the world was all alone     ”

Alone, in letters, one asks, for a spathe tenderly curved,

one o’clock in never time, a notion once that once was nothing. 
But nothing affords an almost upon a time,

the letter never so still, in lines, their indentions, all the more. 
No “temporary platform for the other side,” 

but could we permit them, could we suffer them, as we “nowa-
days collect the fallen leaves?”

In the afternoon, the letters flowing, their ornament a dozen 
knots or more, but they could not take their place among such 
vernacular profusions.

“To you,” said q, “I wouldn’t add a thing.” Just as any part that 
was could not have been.  

“Was it a language made for now, in place of any paper?”

In the letter, the expression for its time, becoming every word 
in equipoise, that body, and all the elements that fell between.
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Site                                                                                                      

384 Hawthorne Point Rd

OLSON HOUSE.

Image content: She leaves rakes in the grass, c. 2010.

Sight                                                                                                   

Out the window at the rooftops [not at open fields] our visions 
are in glass boxes. No torn patches or fragments scratch out or 
obscure our sightlines. Our icons we frame and there is no thing 
as high art or bad art only bad photo quality. 

300ppi

20 – 20 – 30

And no flash photography and 

no flash photography and

no flash photography

but please take our brochure.

Scythe                                                                                                          

Christina digs her hands into the grass

She runs a rake through her skull

rotten fingernails stain and taste like the salted earth
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She salts the wound of the earth herself.

Cite                                                                                                    

You add christina to a footnote in my brain,

ready my mind and whisper “christina.Christina…”

A discursive approach. I footnote someone else. Christina is my 
intellectual property but only by thought and only what I hear 
and only even taken without asking.

Christ                                                                                                 

Nothing to reach for at the end of the world

Nails in my hands

He touches my attention

Aligning my skeleton

And there are nails in my hands

Christina                                                                                                        

Anna

Sigh                                                                                                          

You watch me fuck and watch me tick – tick – grab – ache – salt 
– earth
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Your puppet my grip my soul please move further away

I love to watch you struggle

My mother my lover my sister

I wish you were younger now like you were then

What a world Christina, a world I share with myself 

It’s my world

Christina
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Temperaturalities: the impossibility of frying an egg on the 
sidewalk.

Frying an egg of the sidewalk is a chemical fallacy but mak-
ing an omelet on a hot piece of pavement is improbable, but 
not unheard of MythBusters and the Library of Congress prove 
that while the surface heat reaches temperatures that pose the 
possibility for yolky combustion, the science of sidewalk om-
elets centers the inconclusive anomolic potential to quote: fry 
an egg on the sidewalk the sidewalk omelet is a literary and 
metaphysic to encapsulate the phenomenon of a brain on drugs 
it is a cerebral connection to the pavement beneath me and the 
sensations of my body on a heated walkway and the vantage 
perspective of the Holiday Farms .89 miles in the post thunder-
storm from a road by the high school in suburban long island. 
                                                                                                        

The realities of burns and freezing defy minutes because 

they 
                                                                                                        

ignite 
                                                                                                        

slowly and then all at once
                                                                                                        

The water for the SpaghettiOs pot boils over the first time you 
take eyes off it and the waters of the sound blister razor blade 
legs

The headache is fiery and 
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goosebumps are stone

The air condition overheats and smells like must and moldy 
closet balls. But it’s impossible to sleep in the pink wallpaper 
bedroom 

The banquet lamps burn out in the middle of the night and the 
hot water pipes scar the pre-adolescent’s pinky fingers like the 
splinters in the yard but ralphs Italian ices are refreshing and 
taste like ice-crystalized farts 
                                                                                                        

You shouldn’t fry an egg in the broiler oven but you can ignite 
four pool towels if you’re our grandmother and want a fresh 
out of the dryer feel. singes will be symmetrical… parallel lines 
burn. We’ll tell this story at the hospice but think about the 
wake.
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TEMPERATURALITY: the sensation of a hot surface and the 
memories of temperature on skin

Light suggests daybreak  The Victrola swells 

Don’t so [pale] [pale]. Try not to so [miserable] [miserable]. Fi-
ery [thin] [thin].

She lifts her hand to her face, as if to strike it  She lowers her hand  

But you’re nothing! Nothing

She grips her hair as if to tug on it  She lowers her hand  
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Sound of breaking glass  

O!

Sound of breaking glass  

try not to make mother nervous

Sound of breaking glass 

what will you do with the rest of it?

Sound of breaking glass 

not to make mother nervous

husband or brother’s wife! birdlike women eating the crust of 
humility 

Sound of breaking glass 

Pause  Record stops  

Don’t make mother nervous

Sound of breaking glass. LAURA flinches. Lights fade to near blackout, 
suggesting sundown  

LAURA changes from day dress into evening dress during the following 
monologue 

ALCHEMY

ALCHEMY

ALCHEMY

SHE IS A METAL FORGED BY LOVE

The setting is explicitly expressionist. An unlit candelabra sits 
downstage. Blue rose petals circle the floor. The fade in of a 
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Victrola is heard, but it softens as the dialogue begins. Anxiety 
fills the room; such suggests the toiling of a young romantic. 
Lastly, and most importantly, there is a menagerie of glass ani-
mals downstage center, lit so that each glisten with its own spar-
kling personage. These little animals the perfection she does 
not deserve. 

Blows out candles. Blackout. 
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David Shields tells us that our literary genres, once distinct, are 
now melting into one another.  His vision is a literature without 
borders, and the way he sees it, writers are finally catching up to 
their colleagues in the other arts.  Consider the DJs who might 
sample pieces of music from wildly divergent styles and stich 
them together into the same song.  Or comic book narratives 
that inspire movies that in turn effect the future storylines of 
the comic.  Or graffiti artists who change the context of an ur-
ban landscape with the addition of a piece of text rendered to 
look more like an image than a mere printed set of words.  Or 
reality shows that blur the distinction between television and 
reality.  Or films that can also be read as advertisements when-
ever product placements are used.

The changes in literature are perhaps not quite this dramatic, 
but still, according to Shields, the categories are in the process 
of shifting.  He says the recent emergence of the lyric essay is 
one of the best examples of this, existing as it does somewhere 
between nonfiction and poetry.  Similarly, there are a cadre of 
authors who resist the clear distinction between fiction and 
nonfiction.  Fiction writers already tended to acknowledge if 
their narratives came from personal experience, but there are 
now nonfiction writers like Shields who readily admit to cre-
atively crafting their work, rather than merely reporting it.  In 
this vein, he asks what James Frey’s reception would’ve been 
had the reading public not insisted on reading A Million Little 
Pieces as a memoir or a novel, but rather as a text that borrowed 
strategies from both genres to create the most interesting nar-
rative possible, given the material.

Finally, while writers like Donald Barthelme and Gabriel García 
Márquez long ago removed the line between highbrow, capital-l 
Literature and lowbrow genre writing, one might reasonably 
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agree with Shields that such an erasure is now more deeply felt.  
To give but one example, in 2010 Time ran a ridiculously effu-
sive cover story entitled, “Jonathan Franzen: Great American 
Novelist.”  The essay was rightfully parodied by Tao Lin in The 
Stranger, and a comparison of the introductions gives a suffi-
cient glimpse of the resultant satire.  First, here is the opening 
on Franzen:

A raft of sea otters are at play in a narrow estuary at 
Moss Landing, near Santa Cruz, Calif . . . One of the 
humans admiring them is Jonathan Franzen. Franzen is 
a member of another perennially threatened species, 
the American literary novelist . . . Franzen isn’t the 
richest or most famous living American novelist, but 
you could argue — I would argue — that he is the most 
ambitious and also one of the best. His third book, The 
Corrections, published in 2001, was the literary phe-
nomenon of the decade. His fourth novel, Freedom, will 
arrive at the end of August. Like The Corrections, it’s the 
story of an American family, told with extraordinary 
power and richness.

The portrait of the America writer as an iconoclastic and bril-
liant loner is nothing new, but left unanswered in the essay is 
what’s behind the urge to find and identify the next great Amer-
ican novelist.  In the age of Twitter, when the vast majority of 
people have turned away from literature for their entertain-
ment needs, what exactly might it mean to be a “great” novelist 
anymore?  The novel might not be dead, but it’s no longer the 
serious cultural driving force of the past.  These are the major 
points implied by Lin’s parody:

A mound of hamsters are asleep in a 20-gallon fish tank 
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at Petco in Manhattan’s Union Square . . . One of the 
humans perceiving the hamster pile is Tao Lin, a mem-
ber of another species likely to manifest mysterious 
discomfort in a person who is vacuuming: the Amer-
ican literary novelist . . . Lin isn’t the richest or most 
famous living American human, but you could argue—I 
would argue—that he is one of the most nonjudgmen-
tal (for years he has repeatedly stated, “There is no 
good or bad in art” and “Everyone’s actions and beliefs 
are based on equally arbitrary assumptions”) and also 
one of the best. His first novel, Eeeee Eee Eeee, about 
an alienated Domino’s Pizza employee who navigates 
a secret underground colony of suicidal dolphins and 
depressed bears, was arguably the literary phenomenon 
of the “fiction reviews” section of Bookslut.com’s May 
2007 issue. His second novel, Richard Yates, arrives this 
month; like his first novel, it has a richly weird title, 
crafted with his signature blend of austere eccentricity 
and powerful atonality.

With pop cultural references to gmail chat, zombies, and Flickr, 
and a novel that revolves around Domino’s Pizza and suicidal 
dolphins, it’s clear that Lin is challenging the conceptual legiti-
macy of the great American novelist by emphasizing “low brow” 
features.  If Lin’s essay resonates, it is because one of the central 
problems we now face is how to construct meaning at a time 
when everything seems to be either a commercial or a joke. And 
yet this is also where the work falls short, for Lin is unable to 
craft a meaningful alternative to the shortcomings in the essay 
on Franzen.  Sure, he’s able to joke about Franzen being a great 
American novelist, but that’s rather low hanging fruit.  Lin can 
be satirical; unfortunately, that’s about where his vision stops.
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Enter the great David Shields, who is no mere writer of novels 
and memoirs; instead, he is a cultural prophet of whatever it is 
that lays beyond postmodernism.  On the first page of Reality 
Hunger: A Manifesto, he tells us that “My intent is to write the 
ars poetica for a burgeoning group of interrelated but unconnect-
ed artists in a multitude of forms and media—lyric essay, prose 
poem, collage novel, visual art, film, television, radio, perfor-
mance art, rap, stand-up comedy, graffiti—who are breaking 
larger and larger chunks of ‘reality’ into their work.”

Reality Hunger has been in print for a decade, and while it cer-
tainly received a great deal of attention when it was published, 
it’s become obvious that the book has fallen short of Ars Po-
etica status.  The reason for this is because with one possible 
exception, very little of what Shields describes is actually new.  
Artists, for example, aren’t just now changing their aesthetic 
practices based on technology; that’s been happening since the 
advent of the printing press.  Similarly, whatever it is he means 
by the concept of “reality,” it’s debatable that our contempo-
rary hunger for it is somehow more intense than, let’s say, an-
cient Greek philosophers, Christian theologians, Sufi mystics, 
etc.  It’s also unclear that the dividing line between fiction and 
nonfiction was ever as firm as Shields claims, which means that 
his blurring of the two genres is hardly the revolutionary act 
he claims it to be.  I could go on, but the point is that Shields’s 
manifesto mostly fails to distinguish any novel characteristics 
of this allegedly new movement.  All of his ideas have been cir-
culating for some time.

There is, however, one aspect of Reality Hunger that demands 
slightly more attention.  The structure of the book consists of 
618 numbered paragraphs, and the majority of these are drawn 
directly from other sources.  At times, Shields rephrases the 
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original work, but not always, and this creates a deliberate 
uncertainty as to who is the actual author.  Furthermore, he 
uses other people’s work with very little contextualization of 
the original material.  The end result is a massive, intertextual 
web of words, phrases, and ideas from hundreds of unnamed 
authors.  Shields thus acts at times more like an editor than an 
actual author.

Again, this isn’t entirely original.  The cento, a poetic work 
composed wholly of lines, verses, or passages appropriated 
from other authors, dates back to the 3rd or 4th century C.E.  
More recently, Harper’s published Jonathan Lethem’s “The 
Ecstasy of Influence” in 2007, an essay where every sentence 
is derived from another author.  The following year, D. Seth 
Horton managed a similar feat when he published “Even with 
Cloth Over Our Mouths, We Breathe Hot, Salty Metal and It 
Smells like America,” a short story that consisted entirely of 
quoted material from other writers.  The noteworthy difference 
between these previous works and Shields’s manifesto concerns 
scope.  Centos are single poems, Letham’s piece was an essay, 
and Horton’s was a story, but Shields managed to produce most 
of a book from the sentences, expressions, and ideas of other 
writers.  Seemingly, this would be his singular contribution.

Or at least it would be unless we consider In Other Words, the 
brilliant but almost entirely unknown memoir by Surinamese 
writer Viresh van Dijk.  Shortly after the book’s publication in 
2000, Van Dijk gave an interview with The Hemispherist where 
he defined “variologue,” a term he coined to describe the aes-
thetic outlines of his project:

Every sentence in a variologue is taken verbatim from 
words found elsewhere.  At its most basic level, then, 
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a variologue is certain kind of text, a piece of writing 
that neither is nor ever will be complete, and thus a 
site wherein what transpires is a process of interpreta-
tion that is potentially infinite in scope.  A variologue 
is a cacophony rather a smoothly controlled crescendo.  
More specifically, a variologue is edited as opposed to 
written, ruptured instead of whole, filled with fissures 
and unintended relationships.  It blurs the distinctions 
between individual writers.  Indeed, its sentences and 
paragraphs are not composed by the same hand.  Thus, 
it challenges the relationship between writer and edi-
tor through a re-imagining of parts and wholes.  

Van Dijk is here borrowing from Barthes’ understanding of the 
word “text,” and thus not only does his use of quotations pre-
cede Letham’s essay, Horton’s story, and Shields’s book, but his 
project also seems to be more theoretically informed.  It’s also 
more radical because he calls it a memoir.  It’s one thing to write 
a story, an essay, or a manifesto using other people’s words, but 
what might it mean to write about yourself using only other 
people’s words?  The voice of a memoirist has always been seen 
as a key issue of craft, but Van Dijk manages to erase it entirely.  
He has no voice.  What might this imply about the life he has 
lived?

Given the power dynamics involved in a former colonial subject 
writing a memoir about himself using the words of other peo-
ple, one would have expected postcolonial critics to have been 
championing this book from the start.  That hasn’t happened, 
and I suspect it’s because Van Dijk is a polyglot who borrows 
quotations from Dutch, Spanish, English, French, and Portu-
guese sources.  The first page from his memoir illustrates the 
unique challenges faced by the reader.  Note that all footnotes 
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have been removed for ease of reading.

Where I grew up, the sun was hot and high and it hurt.  
Mij vader droeg hardlooppakken en had echte slangen 
als armen.  Il nous a punis le matin, l’après-midi, et la 
nuit.  Mi hermana y yo crecimos con veneno corrien-
do por nuestas venas.  Ouvimos os ratos gritando nas 
paredes a noite.

Su área de trabajo estaba estaba decorada con latas de 
aceite y cuencos llenos de los pernos de máquinas vie-
jas.  Misschien repareerd hij op een dag het rad op de 
modderschuit.  The next day he’d replace a roller on 
our crank-operated washing machine.  Ele trabalhou 
com desenho animado.  Sa sueur puait comme le sol.  
Zijn droom was om een water filtratiesysteem voor het 
huis te kopen.

Ma mère s’est cachée dans le jardin.  Her clothes, now 
faded, were once printed with the most colorful of 
plumage.  Pour elle, l’avenir menait aux ténèbres.  Ze 
was bereid om met ons te onderhandelen.  Uma fatia de 
melão para deixá-la sozinha por uma hora.  Barriendo 
el porche por un trozo de caña de azúcar.  She always 
kept her eyes open for an exit.  Mesmo que ela nunca 
tenha ido embora.  Lo siento, quise decir, vivir.  Elle 
n’a pas grandi beaucoup.  But still.  Zij had haar huid 
afgeworpen, net als ons.

Unless one can understand the five most dominant European 
languages used throughout the New World, Van Dijk’s mem-
oir is unreadable, which is perhaps why David Shields seems 
entirely unaware of it.  In 2003, New World Books proposed 
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to translate In Other Words into English and Spanish, but he re-
fused the offer in an open letter to the publisher because “any 
book-length translation into a singular language would damage 
the very fabric of the narrative, and thus my life.”  Van Dijk is 
making two claims here.  The first is the uncontroversial no-
tion that a multilingual text can never be fully appreciated in a 
singular language.  The other, however, is the more radical sug-
gestion that his life is his actual memoir.  One does not merely 
represent the other; rather, they are somehow a unified amal-
gamation of body and text.  There is therefore no separation 
between Van Dijk the person and Van Dijk the author.

Although critics and scholars have the legal right to use small 
amounts of primary texts in their own work, I thought it best, 
given Van Dijk’s beliefs, to reach out directly and ask his per-
mission to translate the first page of his memoir.  After looking 
over a previous draft of this essay, he generously agreed.  Here, 
then, is how I would translate his opening page:

Where I grew up, the sun was hot and high and it hurt.  
My father wore running suits and had real live snakes 
for arms.  He punished us in the morning, afternoon, 
and night.  My sister and I grew up with venom running 
through our veins.  We heard the mice screaming in the 
walls at night.

His work area was decorated with cans of oil and bowls 
filled with the bolts of old machines.  One day he might 
fix the reel on the hopper.  The next day he’d replace 
a roller on our crank-operated washing machine.  He 
labored in a cartoonish capacity.  His sweat stank like 
the ground.  His dream was to buy a water filtration 
system for the house.
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My mother kept herself hidden in the garden.  Her 
clothes, now faded, were once printed with the most 
colorful of plumage.  For her, the future led into dark-
ness.  She was prepared to haggle with us.  A slice of 
melon to leave her alone for an hour.  Sweeping the 
porch for a piece of sugarcane.  She always kept her 
eyes open for an exit.  Even though she never got to 
leave.  Sorry, I meant, to live.  She didn’t grow much.  
But still.  She shed her skin like the rest of us.

As Van Dijk has himself noted, his style emphasizes juxtapo-
sition over smoothness, narrative holes instead of narrative 
wholeness, abrupt changes in sentence structures instead of a 
singular voice.  And yet the narrative hangs together due to the 
excellence of his editorial curatorship.  One might ask about 
the truth of these sentences.  Did his father, for example, really 
have live snakes for arms?  Did his mother truly shed her skin?  
But if we grant him the same degree of poetic license that other 
writers enjoy, these questions fade into the background.  What 
stands out instead is the life that Van Dijk says he has lived, as 
rendered into one of the most complex linguistic texts in the 
history of literature.

In Other Words goes much further than anything that could be 
imagined by David Shields, Jonathan Franzen, Tao Lin, or any 
other writer operating primarily in one language.  His memoir is 
his life, and vice versa, and both reflect the multilingual history 
of the Americas.  He ends up telling that story in a brilliantly 
novel way, despite relying entirely on unoriginal sentences.  Au-
thorial agency has no place here, nor does individual originality.  
Instead, we’re left to celebrate the cracks, idiosyncrasies, and 
contradictions that exist between languages.  Van Dijk has be-
come the great textual assembler of the hemisphere.
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In the process, a great writer has evolved into the greatest of 
all editors.
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Photographs and Citations

Photographic and citational practices tend to be approached as 
separate acts. Photography—the etymology of which involves 
writing with light—emanates from the materiality and spatio-
temporality of a physical site. In this sense, given that photo-
graphs make aesthetic reference to matter within a specific site 
in space and time, photographs could be thought of as sitation-
al. And yet, in the act of making references, photographs could 
be thought of as citational, too. 

Photographs are created by someone, somewhere, trying to 
communicate something; in so doing, photographs cite every-
day points of reference that accumulate in our collective memo-
ries and archives over time. Photographs are evidence—written 
in light—of thoughts or expressions or events that have already 
occurred. As references, photographs operate through the site 
/ cite.

A citation involves the act of citing, or mentioning, a passage in 
its own words. In Spanish, citación also carries with it the idea 
of a summons. A summons from the photographer, perhaps, but 
in the case of street art, a formidable summons from the artists 
themselves. A summons to attention, a summons to recognize 
—to make reference to—the ideas and people that exist around 
us in our daily lives. 
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La Habana, Cuba | Groningen, The Netherlands

In the sets of photographs included here, ideas within street art 
are documented across two sites / cites: La Habana, Cuba and 
Groningen, the Netherlands. They are notable in their similari-
ties, particularly given what has now become a 60-year U.S. em-
bargo against Cuba and the aspects of isolation and censorship 
that, in the interim, have occurred.

Figures 2 and 3 are of street art made by “Yulier P.”, or Yulier Ro-
driguez Perez. The photographs were taken one month before 
Perez received a citation at his home, was detained by police, 
and directed to erase the more than 200 murals he had created 
(Béchard 2018, 2019; Rodriguez 2017). The murals are distinc-
tively noticeable in a time and “place where graffiti is rare and 
nearly all posters and murals feature political symbols or revo-
lutionary symbols” (Rodriguez para. 3). While Figure 4 is not 
atypical en La Habana, images of revolutionary leader Ernesto 
“Che” Guevarra notably appeared on the walls of Groningen, 
too.   

Taken a year apart, the images offer a summons to peace, love, 
and hope—to paz, amor, y esperanza. In different registers, the 
images offer invitations to different times and places in photo-
graphic sitations, and citations, en route to revolución.
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Solidaridad

To find sites / cites of revolution in two immensely different 
spaces is a call to attention. This is the case with depictions of 
Che in Images 4 and 5 that were found in both cities, as well 
as with similar images of people, both separately and together. 
Yulier P. illustrates how people are interconnected in Image 2, 
and Images 3, 7, and 8 appear to show women with groups of 
children. Images 1, 6, and 9 are of women alone. Harm Tuyn, or 
“Onkruyd”, created many of the women appearing across Gron-
ingen. In both cities, street artists fostered a sense of belonging 
by giving people a face.

Much of the street art appears on the surfaces that the artists 
could find, including plyboard at construction sites and unoc-
cupied walls. Yulier P. had made it a point to produce art on 
crumbling walls so as to add beauty to the environment; as of 
2019, Yulier P. now paints on the tops of bicycle taxis to create 
visual moving murals through the city that are visible from the 
windows and balconies above.

The aesthetic practices of street artists can be citational of a 
shared aesthetic which makes their work sitational in the con-
text of not a particular place, but within the world. The pres-
ence of similar images across vastly different cultural contexts 
illuminates a broader solidarity among people. Peace, love, 
hope, and revolution are not isolated concepts. They cannot be 
contained by an embargo or erased through censorship: they 
are important sites / cites of solidarity through which we live. 
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Figures

Figure 1 Paz, amor, esperanza, La Habana, Cuba
Figure 2 Many as one, La Habana, Cuba
Figure 3 Woman and children, La Habana, Cuba
Figure 4 Che, La Habana, Cuba
Figure 5 Che, Groningen, The Netherlands
Figure 6 Woman, Groningen, The Netherlands
Figure 7 Woman and children, Groningen, The Netherlands
Figure 8 Children, Groningen, The Netherlands
Figure 9 Woman and motorcycle, Groningen, The Nether-
lands
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Field note 

 hit deer wet in switch-grass not yet  
swollen in the morning sun that eases 
like a hand beneath a slackened neck  
and also lifts what’s lowest in the ditch  
to light. a tenderness to world, but not  
of wound. of zoomed-in glistening instead 
and matted fur. no healing needed when  
there’s knowledge of the diamond-rain  
that forms in saturn’s atmosphere and falls 
for years into the core. blind white eye  
of the prophet, but sparkling within. how  
vision works: what is presents itself as if  
it was to come, and came, before I  
knew it, true. the truth a crisis is, is  
goldenrod, the weightlessness of kinglets 
come to rest on withered bennet-stems 
unbent by months of seed-fat, good  
as if they were not there or, being there,  
are there in light, not time, which nicks  
the deeper cut. unlike a falling prism’s  
glittering, which blades the eye, each edge 
discrete, but leaves it whole, its milky sight 
-lessness unsplit much as the world  
is left: the way it is it never was  
before and is therefore entire to itself,  
and blind to what it lacks. whole I am all  
fall and walk at dusk among the milkweed  
split and blindly feathering, birds  
of no augury. no more prophecy for once. 
saturn the planet of what is, is adamant, the 
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forming diamond of each image here  
in pasture-grass, a family grouped together  
for a photograph in whiskered tickseed, 
white dogs running free of leash through  
hill-smoke, forewing of the cut-worm  
marked with upsilon in microscript 
that brushes past my cheek while I look up 
to watch a heron cross above the powerlines 
in almost perfect dark. its soundlessness 
the quiet of a path already forked, whole  
other worlds in fallen shoals like leaves  
that fill the hindered shallows of the creek 
with red and gold, wet flame, where nothing is 
on fire in reality. 
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Field note 

unstarred star-thistle. thistle in me of starlessness, 
no asterisk. less openness to risk these days, no yes  
and no not split, not ripped. the agile kernel out. 
the milkweed spilling silk that catches on the pap 
-illary ridges of my thumb. the pasture also reading 
me, my legal tent and whorl, permitted though I  
hadn’t thought to ask. risked nothing to gain  
access, as no aspect of the law withholds itself,  
the last few asters holding light at dusk as cloth  
and hair hold smoke. this evidence that I was close 
to open flame, to opening, less openness than being 
on its cusp, a yes not-yet, as eye is shut to shut  
out images that otherwise arrest its restlessness  
with imago, the papillon just split from chrysalis  
you showed me hardening its wet-gold wings  
to kingly strictness on your fingertip in june,  
your wedding ring in view a noon-lit asterisk.  
open as a diamond is to light this x that signifies  
there’s nothing else, no variant, unvarying as law, 
as aftermath’s pure math. the zero stars in day’s  
blown husk or hemisphere disaster is, dis-asters me  
with asters made of smoke. how delicate I have to be 
to hold in mind the nettle of what’s left, stung w/  
cinders in the wind that burr the cornea and x  
the I into its own bright * , a glyph that can’t be  
said out loud the world no longer burning writes 
inside my eye these images I can’t unsee, that axis  
me, that zero me to where I am with lines and rune  
my fingertips unreadable but gentler, not grasping  
after anything by reaching down to lift and bring  
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back home for you the withered lightness of this  
monarch that no carefulness could keep from splitting 
brittle into two. 
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Field note 

it all is left. false to think of fall involving at its core  
a winnowing, since whatever narrowness there is is  
narrowness of mind. small birds looping in the spli- 
nted wheat upheld by light, the opposite of scythe.  
my face by contrast in the wetted blade reflected  
back to me & swung from side to side as eye reads  
line the edgèd steel by careless chance / did into his  
own ankle glance, the mower mown, etc. the wound  
you give yourself by working fast against whatever  
day is left, its angle falling structural aslant, a page  
as it is lifted gilt with sun to vellum-scrim so that  
the other page’s words bleed through, what’s next 
but running backwards darkening the present text. 
a little lethe brought to light all sudden bringing  
bares, a scribbled brook or underline that mars  
the words it’s meant to star for memory the mowing  
eye can’t read until it clears, or reads by making clear  
the ground. made hyaline as forewing or a fact.  
the paper-thinness of a day made briefly prism as it  
turns to night then day again, a barest separateness  
or onionskin, this careless thumbing page to page  
in an anthology of double-columned poetry, black star  
beside I end not far from my going forth, & turning  
back I bring the last remaining aster home to you,  
dis-astering a field now strewn with husks & ink-wet  
asterisks that ruin words beneath the ones I’ve loved  
to read. I read it wants to be lowered, the star: / to float  
farther down, to pass below this underline in thin air  
made. this underscore where nothing is, because it  
sounded true, a glassy melody that sings that melody
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 = true, & true is what is left, the aftermath. the equals  
sign that follows song & sums the unsung whole,  
unwoundable, unmoaning o, o shepherd’s purse, o  
heal-all left unmown, unvoiced, not yet read out  
loud beneath my breath, its shallowness the singing  
closeness of a blade to ground or cut a page’s edge  
will rip along the thumb that turns the leaves too fast  
& drips an iron blossom where a word should be instead.
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T o  s y L V i A 

It’s a sin to know
god’s suffering, but every
time I see her clasping
at a left-handed moon,
another mother drops 
knee-bent, retching bullet holes.

The herrings have stopped sighing towards sand.
The awe-struck land is not hers, is not forever,
and the dogged- dusk carving itself,  
undermining itself, cannot be kept.  
Her benediction is gas. 
Her love is me, always me.

The twin heels sketching paradise, paradise 
and ruin. 
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s e A  T o  s e e

The suitcase is turned off
Although there are stories knitted
into its velvet, the day laborers
have gone to sea,
the garbage smell resting at bay.

Where are you wild-wide eyes?
Has the dust taken my remains?
Or has the nesting night brought you in?

With sand-steady hands, I capture your sheep-
skin shores like a conch sounding salty morning. 
With sandy hands I capture you, 
treasured deep down the horizon’s glut. 

There is pounding beneath: awaken now, awaken
It’s your time to carry the names through slanted hallways.
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n o W

She was big like Boleyn,
a twisted family, one hand decoupling

the other like a single-child. Now, 
there is nobility and largeness,

a bloodstream of blood loss.
Now she is sacred like beauty and death. 

When i was young, i kept neat kneeling
Now, I am old and Roman, blood-

thirsty and wanting.  I wait for him,
a baby, a faith, a doctrine.

They are gone now like prayers.
What is there beyond alms-needing?

Now, what is there beyond?
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B o s T o n  B L A C k  F r A n C i s

Crackity Jones flunked out of Zoo Mass
Ate at Buzzy’s Roast Beef while on MDMA
Tried to break in the city jail to make his escape
Rode passed out all night on the Huntington line

Crackity hopes everything is alright
But wants to know if an opinion is a thing you have
One time too many stuck in traffic on the overpass
Has him of the opinion that he’s misplaced his mind.
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A F T e r G L o W

Chernobyl reactor 4 is no longer burning
But the fallout all around goes on and on
In a thousand years, it will still be here
While we will all be long gone

That’s what draws tourists to sightsee the ultimate ghost town
There’s a group from Russia who are pitching their tent
By the sarcophagus containing the corpse of the core
It’s something romantic about the danger

So join me here in the containment zone
Where everything seems to glow in the darkness
They named the plant after a star, you know
Come play in “the noble gaslight of Cher”.
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B A n n e r

Mayakovsky wore a yellow shirt
A Take That! kind of blouse
V  a  s  t.                              Loud
A shining pissy flaxen dandelion

                                                      Sewn by his mother
                                                      In the peasant style
                                                      It cuffed the ears
                                                      Of the intelligentsia

But the Soviet made Mayakovsky
Pack that yellow shirt away
Said he could best serve the party
By stripping away such idiosyncrasy

So they buttoned him down
Before strapping him in
Til everyone was scared to listen to him
But the yellow shirt has never stopped calling our attention.
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G n o s s i e n n e s  ( 1 . )

So much unresolved
In a small single room
For those who possess special knowledge
The true desire of the seeker

An alleyway echoes an ancient rose
Stately cakewalk lauds the turning point
Reflected light sips wet stained glass
Breath of inky manuscript page

Visibly and invisibly
Free flowing spiritual alchemy.
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s o n G  o F  L o r C A

Murmur of the water
Caresses from the breezes
Savor of a lover

   But no consolation

Warmth on the sand bar
Zest from rind peeling
Scent of the newborn

   Still no consolation

  Devotion to the mother
  Accordance of the comrade
  Duende of the dancer
  Celestial guitar
  
  Arena of El Toro
  Entwinement in the moonlight
  Stillness of the reptile
  Bloodspring soaking home ground

     With no consolation.
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P o e m  o F  T H e  r o A D

From my house,
this ordinary day of June 
I walked off to the road.

Then an errand got me
into a rickety rickshaw of Lahore, 
such as keeps you aloft

over the seat,
and the bump is where you stay. 
It blew its horn on Multan Road.

An oxcart in the front seemed 
to carry a hill. It stopped with a 
jerk that pushed its back

up to a vulgar height. 
The rock was falling.
The cart driver shouted.

Luckily,
no Urdu or Punjabi poet was there: 
one would say

it must be a heart breaking, 
the other will impugn
the load he tried to pull.

People had gathered 
to see how the wise ox 
had cleansed himself
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a second before.
An eyewitness account followed 
for latecomers to the sight: how,

my god, how a second before 
his shit went a plop
on Multan Road.

When I got closer,
his long head lay on the bent knees,                   
his mouth in the dust;

he was hard to know 
in that animal’s 
genuflection.
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T H e  B o A T  P e o P L e

 1

Plymouth is no longer
among safe destinations.
The rock is political;
it says: one Mayflower
isn’t two in June.
Queen Isabella and Ho Chi Minh 
need send no envoys; it’s late.

Left to the wind and the sails, 
they say, the vessels begin 
to assert their will;
they will not go that way. 
But Terra Incognita
and the inhospitable seas
in between?

Some have not given up.
The war and famine and other 
well-wishers have torn them 
to shreds even the wind
will not take: these boat people, 
who have no papers to show, 
where should they go?

 2

Sometimes a boat
thinks she has made it. 
Here’s one which has escaped
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the ASEAN, the U. S. Marines,
even the U. N., the Red Cross and the Crescent, 
and the sea itself.

Docked in Darwin,
it awaits verdict:

“What, you don’t even have 
your birth certificates,
or domicile?”

“You mean you kept no copies?”

“But you don’t really fit
the going definition of a refugee.”

A greengrocer from Pursat
pleads in a waterlogged accent.
A schoolmaster from Vung Tau 
claims he knew Captain James Cook, 
personally, and recites Latin names 
from a rumpled map.

The translator is on hand; 
he’s an expert on fiction—
“This story does not hold up.”

And then a sympathetic policeman— 
“Sorry folks,
you’ve missed your boat.”
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ing in Call Me {Brackets} and Without a Doubt: Poems Illustrating 
Faith (NYQ Books)
.
TArA ProPPer has earned her MFA in poetry from Stony 
Brook University and PhD in English from the University of 
Pittsburgh. As a poet and scholar, she is interested in the po-
etic dimension of inhabitation and embodiment, particularly 
the ways in which physical spaces erupt, interrupt, and disrupt 
private interiority and vice versa. Her poetry has appeared in 
the Southampton Review and Long Island Sounds Anthology, and 
is forthcoming in Moveable Type  Her chapbook, Lessons in No-
madism, is under contract with dancing girl press. Her scholarly 
work has been published in Dialogue: The Interdisciplinary Jour-
nal of Popular Culture and Pedagogy, Feminist Rhetorical Connections: 
From the Suffragists to the Cyberfeminists, and Composition Forum  
She is currently an Assistant Professor of Instruction in the 
Department of Literature and Languages at the University of 
Texas at Tyler. 

kyLAn riCe lives in North Carolina. His writing has been pub-
lished in a variety of literary journals, including Colorado Re-
view, Denver Quarterly, Kenyon Review Online, Tupelo Quar-
terly, Quarterly West, and West Branch, among others. He has 
studied poetry at Colorado State University and UNC-Chapel 
Hill. He is the author of An Image Not a Book (Parlor Press 
/ Free Verse Editions 2023) and Incryptions (Spuyten Duyvil 
2021).
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meLissA Lin sTurGes (she) is a scholar, educator, and practi-
tioner of performance and dramatic literature. She is a respon-
dent and creative dramaturg of dramatic worlds, the role of the 
audience, & open, enclosed, and familiar spaces. She is an ad-
vocate for adapting the written archive through performative 
writing.

sTeVen sALmoni’s recent / forthcoming publications include 
A Day of Glass (Chax Press, 2020), the chapbook Landscape, With 
Green Mangoes (Chax Press, 2011), and poems in Puerto del Sol, 
The Brooklyn Review, SPROUT, Mid-American Review, and Inter-
im. He received a Ph.D. from Stony Brook University and is 
currently the Department Chair of English at Pima Communi-
ty College in Tucson, AZ. He also serves on the Board of Direc-
tors for POG, a Tucson-based literary and arts organization that 
hosts an annual reading series.

jAsmine uLmer is the co-editor of Transdisciplinary Feminist 
Research: Innovations in Theory, Method, and Practice (Routledge 
2020) and the author of Shared and Collaborative Practice in Qual-
itative Inquiry: Tiny Revolutions (Routledge 2021). Her work can 
be found at https://www.jasmineulmer.com/.
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Back Issues, Ordering,
Submissions, and Other Information

Back Issues
Ed. Sarah Campbell:

Volume 1: Essays and Extensions from Poetry to Prose  2004*
Volume 2: Anomalies  2005*
Volume 3: Hybrids  2006*

Ed. Andrew Rippeon:
Volume 4: Disobedient/s 2007*
Volume 5: Care  2008*
Volume 6: Space   2009*
Volume 7: Polemic   2010*

Eds. Holly Melgard and Joey Yearous–Algozin:
Volume 8: Document           2011*
Volume 9: Volume    2012
Volume 10: Obsolescence   2013

Ed. Amanda Montei:
Volume 11: Natality   2014
Volume 12: Fatality   2015
Volume 13: Mourning  2016

Ed. Allison Cardon:
Volume 14: Revenge  2017
Volume 15: Blood  2018
Volume 16: Ruin  2019

Eds. Dana Venerable and Zack Brown:
Volume 17: Movement  2020
Volume 18: Glitch 2021
Volume 19: Site/Cite 2022

(asterisk indicates volume sold–out as of May 2021)
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To Order
To order P-Queue, or titles in our chapbook series, please visit 
our website at <www.p-queue.blog>; or, send $10/copy to:

P-Queue

c/o Dana Venerable &
Zack Brown
306 Clemens Hall
English Department
SUNY Buffalo
Buffalo, NY 14260

Submissions
P-Queue is published annually, and accepts work year–round. 
See website for editorial guidelines and deadlines, but as a gen-
eral rule, manuscripts must be received by December to make 
the following summer release. 

Information
Please visit <www.p-queue.blog> for lists of past contributors, 
updates on our current publication status and journal release 
dates, editorial guidelines, and to read about other projects car-
ried out under the imprint of P-Queue. Additional information, 
such as launch dates and locations in various cities, can also be 
found by visiting <www.pqueue.blog>.


