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Supervisor: Dr. S tephen Scobie

ABSTRACT

Steve M cC affery is one of Canada's m ost prolific and innovative 

poet-theorists. A lthough he has a ttracted  a tten tion  from m ajor 

Am erican critics, study in Canada has been lim ited to avant-garde 

journals, and occasional book reviews in m ainstream  media. Despite 

his im portant ou tpu t o f poetry, theory, perform ances, audio tapes, 

videotapes, prints and broadsides, M cC affery  has never been the 

focus of a m ajor study in this country, or elsew here.

It is the goal o f this dissertation to provide the first complete 

overview  of M cC affery 's thirty-year career. Through close readings 

of selected texts, this dissertation classifies M cCaffery's output into 

various chronological stages. These include an early concrete phase, 

a m id-career M arxist phase, and a late postm odern phase. The 

dissertation also c lassifies M cCaffery's w ritings into various them atic 

endeavours. In particu la r, M cCaffery recu rren tly  foregrounds the 

m ateriality  of language, defies utility, confla tes reading and w riting, 

and em phasizes w riting  as translation.

Much d iscussion  o f M cCaffery's w riting has been 

unsym pathetic , d ism issiv e , and m isrep resen ta tive , largely because 

review ers seldom  understand  M cCaffery's w riting  on its own term s. 

Consequently, this d issertation  provides a de ta iled  explanation of 

M cCaffery's poetics alongside his poetry. F requently  M cCaffery's 

theory differs sign ifican tly  from the poetry it purports to explain; at 

tim es, his poetics contrad icts his poetry. Consequently , this thesis



Ill
exam ines the disparity  betw een M cC affery’s stated aesthetic and his 

poetry, in order to test the viability and lim its of his project.

Having described M cCaffery's own intentions, this d issertation  

critiques M cCaffery's w riting from  theoretical positions outside his 

own project. Using various fem inist m ethodologies, it exam ines the 

com plex way in which M cCaffery genders language, noting three 

d ifferent, inconsistent trends in his poetry. M oreover, this thesis 

begins to articulate M cCaffery's position within the Canadian canon. 

A lthough M cCaffery him self is hostile to the notion of nationalism , he 

can be seen, ironically, as part o f a long-standing Canadian tradition 

w hich interrogates its own identity.
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Dr. Luke (Z^son, Departm ental ^Member (D epartm ent of English)

Dr. B ^ b a ra  H a r r i^  O utsijle-'M em ber (D epartm ent of L inguistics)

Charles Bernstein, External Exaim ner (Poetics Program, 
D epartm ent of English, State U niversity of New York, Buffalo)



Abbreviations used in this  dissertation
IV

Works by Steve McCaffery

from  THE ABSTRACT RUIN: 
(Carnival: Panel 3)

The Black D ebt

Carnival, the f ir s t  panel: 1967-70

Carnival, the second panel: 
1 9 7 0 -7 5

The Cheat o f  Words

“Death of the Subject: The 
Im plication o f Counter- 
Com m unication in Recent 
L anguage-C entered  W riting”

Dr. Sadhu’s M uffins

“An Effect of Cellophane”

8x8: La Traduction A L 'Epreuve

“Excerpt from  Traité du blanc et 
des te in tu res”

“For a Poetry of Blood”

Knowledge N ever Knew

“NARRATIVE: THE OBSOLETE 
ABSOLUTE”

North o f  Intention

Note on the Method of 
Com position, Dr. Sadhu's M uffins

AR

BD

Cl

C2

CW

“D eath”

DSM

"C ellophane"

8 x 8

"E xcerpt"

"Blood"

KNK

"NARRATIVE"

N1

"Note"



o w ’s w aif 

P a n op ticon

"Peras: an Extract from  a Page’

“The Property: C om m a’’

Rational Geomancy  

Six Fillious

“Some Notes Re Sound, Energy, 
and Perform ance”

Theory o f  Sedim ent

Transitions to the B east

Works by Other Authors

Andrews, Bruce, and Charles 
Bernstein, eds.. T he  
L—A=N—G=U=A—G=E Book.

Baudriilard, Jean. "For a Critique 
of the Political Econom y of the 
Sign."

Burnham, Clint. "An Interview  
with Steve M cCaffery."

M cLuhan, M arshall.
U nderstanding M edia

Nichol, B. P.. “The Annotated, 
Anecdoted, Beginnings o f a 
Critical Checklist of the Published 
W orks of Steve M cC affery”

o w 

P

"P eras"

"PC"

RG

SF

"Some Notes"

TS

TB

LB

"PE"

" In te rv ie w "

UM

"Checklist"



VI
Essays 'm North o f  Intention or The L= A= N= G = U = A= G = E Book  

have been abbreviated to the first one or two nouns that appear in 

their titles. Individual poem s have been abbreviated in the sam e 

m a n n e r .
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Thesis :

M.H.G.

the sixteen letters of 

a m ystic word, arranged as 

a triangular school for h igher 

e d u c a tio n ;

the action 

o f drafts through signature; 

abodes as souls

in crisp , terse, 

n o n -e n d o r s e m e n ts

(th is la tte r 

fo lk lo ric  by special request)

syn. chim erical, eyesore , 

in fin ites im al, m orphin ism , obsecration , 

p e rt rinderpest, tattoo.

Steve M cCaffery {TS  154)



I nt r o d u c t i o n

The will to a system is a lack of integrity. 

Friedrich N ietzsche {Twilight o f  the 

Id o ls  25)

. . . there is some venturing in refusing to 

believe nonsense.

Gertrude Stein (“T ender Buttons” 462)

Most people do not recognize the name Steve M cCaffery, but 

his contribution to Canadian poetry is, w ithout exaggeration, 

enormous. Born in Sheffield, England, 1947, he seriously began 

writing concrete and sound poetry in his twenties. Shortly after 

emigrating from England to Canada in the late sixties, he took a 

prom inent place in the budding Canadian concrete  m ovem ent that 

included some o f this coun try ’s most innovative poets: bill bissett, 

Earle Birney, Judith  Copithorne, Hart Broudy, david UU, Victor 

Coleman, John R iddell, Gerry Gilbert, and John Robert Colombo. In 

the summer of 1969, M cCaffery met bpNichol fo r the first time, and 

began a close friendsh ip  and collaboration that resulted in several 

books, and lasted until N ichol’s death in 1988. In 1970, M cCaffery 

joined together w ith fellow  poets bpNichol, Paul Dutton, and Rafael 

Barreto-R ivera to form  the Four Horsemen, a popular sound poetry 

ensem ble which toured Canada, the United States and Europe for 

close to two decades, and influenced num erous artists including 

Canadians Steve Sm ith, Richard Truhlar, David Penh ale and M ichael
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Dean (who formed their own perform ance group, Owen Sound). In 

1973, M cCaffery and bpN ichol founded the Toronto R esearch Group, ̂  

a sort of theoretical com edy team  dedicated to investigating issues of 

narrative, translation , perform ance and form ally inven tive  w riting. 

For nearly ten years, the Toronto Research Group delivered 

collaborative “reports” in Frank D avey’s Open Letter, reports that 

today rem ain as challenging, hum orous, rewarding, and prescient as 

when they were first published.

M cCaffery's Canadian cohorts are too many to list here, but 

include R. Murray Schafer, Opal Nations, Karl Jirgins, D aphne M arlatt, 

George Bowering, Fred W ah, and in Quebec, Raoul Duguay, the 

Véhicule artists, Michel Beaulieu, Cécile Cloutier, Michel Gay, and 

André Roy. Through the late seventies and early e ighties, M cCaffery 

participated in the language w riting movement, editing one special 

issue of the seminal L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E magazine, and working with 

some of A m erica’s m ost innovative writers: Dick Higgins, Charles 

Bernstein, Ron Silliman, Bruce Andrews, Ray DiPalma, C o-A ccident, 

John Giorno, Jerom e Rothenberg, and W illiam Burroughs. M cCaffery’s 

scope is also decidedly cosm opolitan, and he has organized 

international sound poetry  festivals, participated in fluxus 

perform ances, and collaborated with Dieter Roth (Iceland), George 

Brecht (Germ any), and R obert Filliou (France).

As a solo artist, M cC affery’s output has been prolific: sixteen 

independent poetry collections, as well as legion poem s, pam phlets, 

prints, and broadsides. He is a rigorous theoretician, and in addition 

to a major theoretical work. North o f  Intention, he has dozens of 

unanthologized essays, a rtic les, review s, m anifestos and treatises.
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A rtist-in  residence at Artons (C algary), Obscure (Q uebec), and the 

W estern Front (Vancouver), M cC affery is also a tire less perform er, 

bringing to stage a repertoire o f linguistic experim ents, 

im provisations and perform ance pieces. Many of these have been 

docum ented, and m oreover, he has released over one dozen 

experim ental audio and v ideo tapes, regularly  m oving poetry into 

new m edia and forms.

Although M cCaffery has a ttracted  the attention o f Am erican 

w riters such as John Cage, M arjorie Perloff, Robert C reeley, Douglas 

M esserli, and Jerome McGann, his contribution to Canadian art is not 

w idely appreciated, and M cC affery  rem ains known today prim arily 

as a w riter’s writer. He has received  attention from  avant-garde 

journals like Open Letter, L in e , W ritin g , and West C oast Line, but 

elsew here, recognition is piecem eal, or non-existent. The O xford  

C om panion to Tw entieth-C entury P oetry , for exam ple, describes 

M cCaffery with only three words, “ See Sound Poetry” ; in com parison, 

bpN ichol’s entry is 41 lines long. In The New Poetics in Canada and 

Q u eb ec , Caroline Bayard alm ost com pletely ignores M cC affery’s work 

as an independent artist. Her account o f Canadian concrete poetry 

neglects M cCaffery’s sem inal, groundbreaking  works B roken M andata  

(1974), Carnival, the f ir s t  panel: 1976-70, and Carnival, the second  

p a n e l: 1971-75; her estim ation o f Canadian postm odernism  sim ilarly 

overlooks his definitive texts like Dr. S a d h u ’s M uffins (1 9 7 4 ) ,

In tim ate  D istortions  (1979), K now ledge N ever Knew  (1983), 

P a n o p tic o n  (1984), and E voba  (1987). W here Bayard discusses 

M cCaffery, she considers him only as a m em ber of the Toronto
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Research Group, leaving the im pression that M cCaffery is prim arily a 

collaborator or, w orse, a shadow.

This thesis in tends to analyze M cCaffery as an independent 

artist, and for the first time ever, to examine in its en tirety  his 

career, which stretches nearly thirty years in Canada alone. I wish to 

provide a sense o f the form al diversity M cCaffery brings to his 

poetry, and to show his career as it has changed, developed, 

backtracked, vaulted, and aged. In some sm all part, I hope to reflect 

the wonder and laughter so typical of M cCaffery’s work, and to dispel 

the myth that his poetry  is singular or unreadable. M uch criticism  of 

M cCaffery has been reductive or dism issive, yet rarely do critics 

understand his project on its own terras. This dissertation will 

exam ine M cC affery’s poetics alongside his poetry, and attem pt to 

assess both their agreem ent and discord. A ccordingly, this thesis will 

begin to give M cCaffery the sustained critical attention which has too 

often been lacking in Canadian letters.

M cCaffery’s w riting has not received a popular audience partly 

because it so thoroughly  reconfigures conventional form s o f language 

like com m unication, descrip tion  and narrative. A lthough abstraction 

is welcomed in the visual arts, it is seldom em braced in a literary 

m edium  (as G ertrude Stein discovered when she transla ted  cubism  

into poetry). M ore so than alm ost any Canadian poet, M cCaffery 

refuses to make his w ork accessible through traditional m eans of 

address, speech or story . Consequently, his poetry is characterized 

by a staggering am ount of d isjunction, random ness, repetition , 

technical bom bast, encryption, disparity, silence and flux. This is 

ja rring  to readers who wish to be soothed or com forted by a good
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story, but M cC affery’s refusal to com m unicate also provides the 

strength of his poetry; by exceeding logical com prehension, a 

McCaffery poem consisten tly  challenges readers to understand it. As 

W illiam  Carlos W illiam s might say, this is poetry that stays news.

For the m ost part, M cCaffery’s theoretical works attempt to 

com pensate for his non-com m unicative art, patien tly  explaining the 

poet’s rationale and purpose. As helpful as his essays, histories and 

manifestos are, his critic ism  is not always a reliable guide to his 

poetry. Over three decades of research, experim ent, and evolution, 

M cCaffery’s aesthetic ideals have changed, and he often repudiates 

himself. As part o f his own discovery process, he has rejected early 

ideas as naive, rep lacing  them with more sophisticated and political 

rationales. As a consequence, his theoretical work, like his poetry, is 

rife with contradictions. Some of these contradictions are a 

testam ent to his artistic  growth; some are unresolved, and point to 

problems in his aesthetic .

Over thirty years, McCaffery has configured his poetry in at 

least three m ajor ways: as a concrete engagem ent with linguistic 

m ateriality; as a M arxist critique of capitalistic  language; and as a 

postm odern celebration  of randomness, excess, entropy and chaos: a 

disarray which M cC affery  terms the “general econom y.” Although 

these three stages approxim ately correspond to M cC affery’s early, 

mid, and late career, it is unfair to perceive them  as distinct and 

discrete chronological phases. M cCaffery’s poetics do not evolve or 

progress in this sort o f rationally assiduous, accum ulative way, and 

the developm ental periods I propose should be considered rough 

guides at best. In practice, McCaffery’s progression from  one stage to
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the next contains both overlaps and relapses. It is as if he is 

eternally seeking, and failing to discover, a voice that can adequately 

represent his poetic  practice.

Here then are my three best estim ates o f what he is up to.

Linguistic M ater ia l i ty

Central to M cC affery’s early career (1967-1974) is the belief 

that language starts as a physical substance, an elem ent in the 

tangible, tactile, sensib le  world. W hether spoken, written or 

gestured, signs can only be discerned as signs, contends M cCaffery, 

when they m anifest perceivable, em pirical d ifferences.-

[Slpeech and writing “originate” as m aterial substances in 

the act o f incising graphic m arks upon a substance, in the 

physical act of gesticulating (sign language for instance) 

and in the expulsion of certain  sounds through the buccal 

cavity. In all three cases there is an uncontestable 

graphic, phonic or gestural m ateriality  that is a necessary 

condition of, yet insubsumable to, the ideality of m eaning. 

(“W riting ,” N I  204)

Although m ateriality  is integral to language, M cCaffery further 

contends that this base m ust be concealed if language is to 

communicate. The sign becomes m eaningful or expressive only when 

linguistic m ateriality is erased and replaced with a concept, idea or 

referent: “the physical act of speaking or w riting must w ithdraw so 

that what has been said or written can appear m eaningful. M eaning

this way is staged as the telos and destination of the de-
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m aterialization of w riting” (204). Like the im age which covers the 

pain ter’s canvas, the verbal proposition m asks the linguistic surface 

(sound, paper, e tc .), eclipsing it alm ost com pletely: almost, but not 

en tirely , because som e m ateriality, paradoxically , must alw ays 

remain to carry the idea. Even as m ateriality  enables 

com m unication, its presence disrupts and detracts from the 

expression of ideas, and so prevents language from  achieving an 

absolute ideality. In M cCaffery’s paradigm , language em erges as the 

intersection of tw o antipathic, even hostile  vectors: m ateriality  and 

m eaning. R ecalling Ju lia  Kristeva’s d istinction between “genotext” 

and “phenotext,” M cC affery’s model of language is predicated upon 

an irreconcilable, constitu tive conflict betw een linguistic substance 

and idea.3

In M cC affery’s estim ation, this conflict has never been an equal 

one. Over centuries, the m eaningful qualities of language have been 

esteem ed over the m aterial ones, and as a consequence language has 

been gradually transform ed into a vehicle for the expression o f ideas, 

into an inform ation m edium  which ignores or glosses over the 

m anifest features o f  the word. W hen language is used solely for 

reference and com m unication, attention is diverted  away from  the 

linguistic sign itse lf to a point outside of language: the signified, the 

referent, the m eaning, the image, the landscape, the idea, etc.. As 

language is rendered  transparent, the reader/speaker no longer 

fully participates in it. M cCaffery thus characterizes reference as a 

“theologicolinguistic confidence trick of ‘the other life ’” (“ Intraview ,” 

L B  189); it perpetually  defers physical in teraction and im m ediacy in 

favour of ineffable and de-m aterialized ideas. In other w ords, it
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passes off “absence as a postponed presence” (189). F o r M cCaffery, 

“ [r]eference in language is a strategy o f promise and postponem ent: 

i t ’s the thing that language never is, never can be, but to  which 

language is always m oving” (189). Rendering the word invisible in 

order to convey m eaning, reference  dim inishes our experience o f 

language as a tangible, em pirical, and lived medium. Through 

reference, M cCaffery feels w e have lost the im m ediate and 

invigorating attributes of language. Just as M arshall M cLuhan 

contends print culture has d issoc ia ted  the modern sensib ility , 

M cC affery  suggests that com m unicative  language d ilu tes, w eakens 

and deadens experience.

Further critiquing orthodox language, M cCaffery reacts against 

conventional gram m ar and syntax , which he perceives as system s of 

hierarchy, order, enforced function , and restraint. To him , gram m ar 

functions by lim iting freeplay of speech parts, replacing open fields 

w ith clear, linear relationships. T his syntactic organization  reduces 

the natural super abundance o f linguistic  relations into clear, 

unequivocal m essages: “ the repression  o f polysem eity in to  

m onosem eity” (“N otebooks,” L B  160) wherein “m eanings coalesce into 

m eaning” (“Language W riting ,” A /̂ 151). A reductive process, syntax 

turns the m ultiple and am biguous in to  the singular and self-evident. 

D raw ing from  the theories o f  Ju lia  Kristeva,^ M cCaffery further 

argues that conventional language structures and con tro ls the 

sub jec t’s energy, desire, percep tion  and libido: “ [l]anguage, through 

its nature as representation, its functioning by m eans o f  arb itrary , 

articulated signs, by means o f  rules, conditions and prohib itions, 

becom es a huge m echanism  fo r suppressing libidinal flow ” (“Sound
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Poetry,” LB  88). M oreover, “ [cjlassical discourse channels libido as a 

repressed flow within the rigid structures o f gram m ar . . .  it 

represses all m anifestations o f libido within rig id  vessels o f content, 

freezing energy into represen tation” (“B issett,” N I  94). Even “the 

phonematic unit . . . m arks the crypt of a vast repression” (“Sound 

Poetry,” LB  88). In this way M cCaffery treats gram m ar as “a 

repressive m echanism ” ( “B issett,” N I  97) and “ [cjlassical discourse . . . 

[as] a semiotics o f containm ent” (94).

From the late sixties to mid seventies, M cC affery’s poetry 

typically is concerned w ith rejecting com m unication and 

recuperating the m aterial level o f language. His poetry typically 

inverts the historical p recedent and reasserts the existence of word- 

substance over idea. W orks like C arn iva l, the f i r s t  panel: 1967-70 

begin to make sense when we understand them  as se n su o u s ,  as a 

reassertion of linguistic origins. In them, language appears as 

language: a p resentation  of le tter-stu ff ra ther than  a representation 

o f an external reality. Stressing “the incidentality  of the signifier 

rather than the transcendality  o f the referen t” (“D im inished 

Reference,” N I  19), M cC affery’s poems consistently  em phasize the 

physical body of language: its immanent, aural, visual, visceral and 

tangible aspects. B etw een concrete, sound and post-sem iotic poetry, 

M cCaffery manages to recuperate the m ateriality  o f the signifier in 

alm ost all of its forms: as text, ink, paper, shape, sound, noise, breath, 

rhythm, and even as perceptual process. In so doing, McCaffery 

em phasizes the im m ediacy, presence, d irect experience, freedom , 

spontaneity  and even sp iritu a lity  suppressed w ith in  com m unicative 

lan g u ag e .
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By em phasizing the m ateriality of the signifier, M cCaffery also 

hopes to surface the libidinal drives that have been run underground 

by conventional linguistic practice. W orking loosely w ithin K risteva’s 

semiotic model, M cCaffery perceives a kind o f “ ‘instinctual’ linguistic 

‘unconscious’’’ (“ B issett,” N I  105-106) registered in the physicality of 

the written or spoken word (just as Kristeva sees the “chora” or 

“sem iotic” m anifested in the genotext). A ccording to M cCaffery, the 

libido still flows unchecked in the “signifying graphism  o f writing” 

(“B issett,” N I  94), in “the opaque materiality o f .  . . graphic 

representation” (105), in language's “sonorous in tensities and / 

rhythmic cuttings” (“L yric ’s Larynx,” N I  179), and in “sound in 

isolation from the sign function” (“Sound Poetry, ” LB  88). When the 

poet thus stresses the acoustic and visual properties of the sign, he 

will “derepress the energies trapped inside the arm ouring of 

linguistic structures” (“B issett,” N I  94). Referring specifically to 

sound poetry, for exam ple, McCaffery claim s “ it is an agency for 

desire production, for releasing energy flow , fo r securing the passage 

of libido in a m ultiplicity of flows out of the Logos ” (“ Sound Poetry,” 

LB  88). It returns “the body to those energy zones previously 

repressed and channeled into rubric and frig id ity” (“ Some Notes”

282). M cCaffery claim s that his poetry effects “a general libidinal 

derepression” (“Sound Poetry ,” LB  88), and returns readers to a more 

natural, im m ediate and free state.

At this early stage of his career, M cCaffery is part of a fertile 

and inconsistent heritage of artists who have explored  language, 

pain t and sound for their non-sem antic and non-represen tational 

qualities. Such an em phasis is evident in the cerem onial and
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religious use o f chant and incantation: in the Navaho tradition o f 

sand-painting; in M uslim  geom etric designs and arabesques; in C eltic 

calligraphy and The B ook o f  Kells. The early  twentieth century 

witnessed an am ple flow ering  o f artists w illing to abandon the 

expressive capacity o f the sign in favour o f its more im m ediate and 

material attributes. From  M allarm é’s “U n coup de dés,” to M arinetti’s 

“parole in liberta” to K hlebnikov and K ruchenykh’s zaum  poem s, 

from  A pollinaire’s calligram m es to the objectiv ism  of W illiam s,

Pound and Zukofsky, from  lettrism e to dada, from Spanish surrealism  

to Brazilian concretism , from  D ucham p’s ready-m ades to M ondrian 's 

m inim alist abstraction: in varying degrees, all of these artists and 

movem ents tend to foreground the physicality  of their m edia as an 

area of autonom ous in terest. This concern  for the sign’s tang ib ility  

persists through mid century  via the w orks o f John Cage and 

e.e.cum m ings, in the breath-centred  poetry o f Charles O lson and the 

Black M ountain school, the chance-driven w riting of Jackson M ac 

Low, in the sham anic ethnopoetry of Jerom e Rothenberg, in M ichael 

M cLure’s “beast language,” in the rise o f w hat Richard K ostelanetz 

calls “text-sound.” And this fam ily tree continues to bear fru it today 

from  fluxus artists to the language poets, from  happenings to 

installations. In the C anadian branch, we see M arshall M cLuhan 

(who em phasized that the m edium  is the m essage), bill b issett, 

bpNichol, Douglas B arbour, Stephen Scobie, David UU, Judith 

Copithorne, Nicole B rossard, and the poets of the Kootenay School of 

W riting. Clearly, M cC affery is but the latest incarnation of an 

aesthetic tradition as deep as culture itself.
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M a r x is m

By participating  in the language poetry m ovem ent o f the m id

seventies and early  eighties, M cCaffery’s writing becom es 

increasingly political and decidedly M arxist in its artistic  rationale. 

Although M cCaffery is still concerned with the priv ileging of 

m ateriality over m eaning, he begins to com pare reference to the 

process of re ification  and com m odity fetishism  under capitalism . 

Influenced by B ruce A ndrew s, Charles Bernstein and especially  Ron 

Sillim an, M cCaffery sees reference’s tendency to render language 

transparent as a fetish in the M arxist sense. C om m unicative 

language is ne ither natural nor neutral, but

a m echanism  of occlusion that displaces and eclipses the 

true nature o f com m odities as the products o f human 

labour and interaction, detaching them m agically  from  

their productive bases and presenting them  as self- 

perpetuating  “th ings” that take their place w ithin social 

circulation as an exchange value. (“Language W riting,” N I  

1 5 1 -2 )

Like reification, reference tends to conceal the real conditions of 

semantic production (language as a physical m edium ) by circulating 

ideas independently  from  the human labour required  to m anufacture 

them. This is the sense in which McCaffery suggests “ [m ]eaning is 

like capital” (“N otebooks,” L B  160); ideas, content, propositions 

becom e the equ ivalen t of com m odities in a m arket econom y, 

circulating as if  they have an independent life of their own. Because 

“ [r]eference, like com m odity, has no connection with the physical
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property and m aterial relations of the word as graphem e” (“N othing 

Forgotten ,” N I  111), ideas are fetishized as products, and secluded 

from the real conditions of their production. In this way, reference 

transform s language into an id e a -c o m m o d ity  to be consum ed by the 

reader, and extends capitalism  into language. In this M arxist 

paradigm , gram m ar furthers linguistic  com m odification by ensuring  

the clarity o f ideas, as well as by classifying words into a rigid 

linguistic h ierarchy (language’s coun terpart to the class system ). 

M oreover, g ranunar underw rites the in tention of any sta tem ent, and 

thus allow s private  ownership to infringe upon language.

A ccording to Marx, the effect o f fetishism  and reification is 

dehum anization: when workers do not control the m aterial m eans of 

production, they are alienated from  the work they perform . 

M cCaffery extends this Marxist idea to the operation of referential 

language: when m eaning is priv ileged over matter, readers are 

alienated from  their own reading experience. Rather than function  

as active participants in the production of textual m eaning, readers 

of referential works sit back and passively  accept the ideas that are 

already inscribed in the text. W hen the reader is no longer aw are of 

her own role in the m anufacture of m eaning, M cCaffery argues “the 

reader herself is consum ed and dehum anized by the tex t” 

(“N otebooks,” L B  162). By allowing the prepositional qualities to 

dom inate language, reference transfo rm s readers into qu iescen t 

receptacles for the pre-packaged sign ificance that the text carries 

(M cCaffery’s ideas are influenced here by Barthes’ concept o f a 

readerly or classic  text).^ Rather than participating in the 

engendering o f the m eaning they experience, rather than in terac ting
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with language in a sign ifican t way, readers are required only to 

absorb the pre-produced inform ation: they do not assum e a 

productive stance towards th e ir own activity. In short, they become 

sem antic  consum ers ra th e r than  producers.

W ithin this M arxist fram e, M cCaffery’s poetic project becomes a 

critique of com m odified, refe ren tia l language as part of the larger 

critique of a society under capitalism . He proposes to abandon 

referen tia l and com m unicative language as m odes inherently  

com plicit with the capitalistic  agenda: the reduction o f language to 

inform ation passively consum ed by readers. Just as Marx advocates 

g iving factory ow nership to the workers, M cCaffery prom otes the 

return o f the material m eans of sem iotic production to the readers — 

in the form  of a return to the uncodified graph or sound as the 

occluded workplace of language.

By presenting unprocessed  linguistic substance rather than the 

fin ished product, M cC affery’s poem s attem pt “to restore  w riting and 

reading to a re-politicized condition as w o rk” (“D im inished 

R eference,’’ N I  17). On a practical level, this means one cannot 

passively consume a M cC affery poem  as one m ight a Robert Service 

poem. Gone are the fam iliar touchstones o f story, character, voice, 

setting, even subject m atter. In contrast, the reader is confronted 

w ith d isordered, under-de term ined  fields o f graphic-phonic  

substance, and must struggle w ith the syntactic and sem antic 

am bivalence to m anufacture his or her own subjective m eaning. 

Readers must exercise im agination , energy, resistance, creativ ity , 

even w ill. A kind of Pro testant work ethic for texts, this re- 

em ergence of labour is tan tam ount to a more hum an, less alienated
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reading praxis: in texts of dim inished reference, readers are m ore 

actively engaged w ith the reading process, partic ipa ting  as producers 

not consum ers of m eaning. Indeed, the poet proposes “a shift from  

sign consum ption to sign production and a siting o f meaning in a 

p roductive  engagem en t w ith w ritin g 's  inde te rm inanc ies”

(“D im inished R eference ,” N I  14). M cCaffery’s poems resist capitalistic 

alienation by em pow ering the readers to in terac t with an open text, 

and determ ine (in the sense of construct) the significance found 

there: “ [tjhe dem and is for praxis, active engagem ent and direct 

experience” (“D im inished R eference,” N I  21). M cCaffery’s poems 

“present them selves as potential defic iencies petition ing  productive 

en tries” {N I  27) and his poetics at this stage are guided by 

“productional values” (“N otebooks,” LB  160): an idea which recalls 

B arthes’ w riterly  tex t.6  Increasing readerly participation in the 

construction o f m eaning via am biguous lexical m aterial, M cCaffery 

ultim ately declares that his writing constitu tes “the first step 

tow ards a hum anization of the Sign” (160).^

The General Economy

The third stage o f M cCaffery’s w riting, ranging roughly from  

1983 to the present, stands in contrast to his political and 

progressive M arxist phase. Drawing very loosely from  the work of 

G eorges Bataille, M cC affery suggests that w riting  operates as an 

opposition betw een tw o system s or “econom ies,” which Bataille 

nam es the general and the restricted. A restric ted  economy is one 

w hich is ru le-bound, w herein binding conventions are enforced for
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the purposes o f producing  definite, p red ictab le  effects (think, for 

example, of the ru les o f the road as a restric ted  economy designed to 

ensure safe driving). According to M cC affery, a restricted econom y is 

“based upon valorized  notions of restra in t, conservation, investm ent, 

profit, accum ulation and cautious p roceduralities in risk taking” 

(“W riting,” N I  203). In contrast to this structured and regulated 

system , the general econom y produces no t guaranteed results, but 

unpred ic tab ilities, am bivalences, indeterm inac ies and unexpected  

consequences. W orking from  a French tex t, M cCaffery translates 

Bataille in this way;

The general economy, in the first place, makes apparent 

that excesses of energy are produced, and that by 

defin ition , these excesses canno t be utilized. The 

excessive energy can only be lost w ithout the slightest 

aim, consequently  without m eaning. (Bataille, quoted in 

"Language W riting," N I  156)8 

The trouble (or fun, depending on your perspective) is that the 

restricted and general econom ies operate sim ultaneously w ithin any 

situation. In other w ords, the general econom y ensures that the 

predictable results o f  the restricted econom y are accom panied by 

unintentional superflu ity , overflow, and surplus. In this way, even 

the most deliberate and conservative action  will generate excessive, 

ancillary and unexpected  results^ (to conclude our example, even a 

cautious driver will u ltim ately receive a ticket, or worse, get in an 

acc iden t).

Because the general economy precedes, surpasses and 

encom passes the restric ted , it has the po ten tial to become a new
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transcendent term  (in the way the subconscious did for the 

Surrealists). Accordingly, M cCaffery refines B ata ille 's relationship  

betw een the general and restricted  econom ies to prevent any 

elevation. Although the general econom y is o p p o se d  to the restricted 

econom y, M cCaffery stresses that their operation is s im u l ta n e o u s ,  

c o n c u rr e n t  if not sym b io tic .

I want to make clear that I am no t  proposing “general” as 

an alternative econom y to “ restricted.” One cannot 

replace the other because their relationship is not one of 

mutual exclusion. In m ost cases we will find general 

econom y as a suppressed or ignored presence w ithin the

scene of writing that tends to emerge by way of rupture

within the restricted, putting  into question the conceptual 

controls that produce a w riting of use value with its

privileging of m eaning as a necessary production and

evaluated destination. (“W riting ,” MI 203)

In classic deconstructive fashion, M cCaffery collapses the binary

which opposes general to restricted , rendering the operation of the

two collateral, necessary a n d  agonistic. With this paradigm,

M cCaffery moves into a more self-consciously  postm odern phase, 

where nothing is wholly present, certain , or immune from  

dissem ination. In addition to Bataille, his influences in this regard 

include the usual theoretical suspects: N ietzsche, Derrida, Lacan, 

Kristeva, and Baudrillard. Poetically he is influenced by the 

aleatorics of John Cage and Jackson M ac Low, and of course Gertrude 

S te in .
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Applying B ata ille ’s theories to language, M cC affery  concludes 

that reference, com m un ica tion , narrative and rep resen ta tio n  

exem plify restricted econom ies, w herein language is conscrip ted  to 

relay a definite story, in form ation , intention, or sequence o f events. 

In contrast, M cCaffery pursues a ‘“ poetics of the g en era l’” (“W riting,” 

N I  202), rationalizing his w ork as an attem pt to reveal the 

random ness, entropy and play suppressed w ithin the  restric ted  

econom ies of reference, com m unication and rep resen ta tion . If 

transm ission tends to res tric t language’s operation to a system  of 

equitable exchange, M cC affery’s poetry follows a “T heory  of 

Sedim ent” exploring that w hich does not flow: the rem ains, the 

sedim ent, the froth, the back flow , the silt and stra tifica tio n  beneath 

the linguistic current. T hrough his poems, M cCaffery show s that 

language always carries its own excess, always harbours m eaning 

and content in excess of conscious expression, operating  

autonom ously, unp red ic tab ly , non-in ten tionally , beyond  the dictates 

of vouloir dire.

Linguistic m ateriality  persists as one exam ple o f  this excess, 

but the impulse tow ards random ness, contradiction and back current 

m anifests itself in m any new ways in M cCaffery’s w riting: in 

paragram s, palindrom es, and anagram s (statem ents w hich  can be 

read in more than one d irection , form ing m eanings in addition to the 

denoted, syntactic ones); in aleatoric and procedural tex ts, where 

chance procedures generate  unexpected order, and m athem atica l 

form ulae produce sem antic chaos; in various guises o f  excess, futility, 

accident, dissension, w aste, p leasure, rem ainder, or opacity .
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The general econom y m odel of w riting provides several 

advantages over M cC affery ’s m aterialist or M arx ist configurations. 

His writing loses its attachm ent to the m odernist and m etaphysical 

values, the desire for a presence, progress or liberation. As a 

generalist, M cCaffery no longer has to oppose transm ission-based 

language in the absolutist fashion of his early th inking. Because 

com m unicative conven tions are inevitably d isrup ted  by general 

econom ic freeplay, they can no longer be reified as language’s 

prim ary or unconditional function: if nothing is pure, nothing can be 

purely opposed. M cC affery may now engage gram m ar, denotation, 

punctuation — any linguistic  constraint — as one half of the 

restricted / general econom y equation. M cC affery’s agenda becomes 

slightly different. Instead o f opposing reference per se, M cCaffery 

resists the elevation o f reference as language’s elem ental and 

singular condition.

As “a deploym ent w ithout use” (“W riting,” N I  214), a general 

poetics further allow s M cCaffery to release his w riting from the 

productional values w hich had rationalized his M arx ist com positions, 

an ideology which M cC affery eventually comes to  perceive as 

com plicit with capitalism , u tility  and linguistic com m odification. In

contrast, a general poetics is not absolutely aligned with use or

m eaning, courting instead  “non-productional va lues” (“Language

W riting,” N I  155). In its system  of excess, use value and meaning

take their proper p lace alongside textual uselessness, opacity and 

insignificance. Conjoining opposites, M cCaffery explains that his 

w riting “should be encountered  at the bifurcation o f these two orders 

o f value: productive u tility  on the one hand, and sovereignty on the



2 0
other” (“Language W riting,” N I  157). V acillating between the general 

and restricted econom ies, readers are encouraged “to institute a 

double rhythm  of reading: u tilita rian -p roductive  and non-u tilita rian  

resistan t and to allow their interaction and m utual relativization 

inside a dialectical economy"  (“Language W riting,” N I  158). Guided 

by the paradoxical nature of the general econom y, M cCaffery no 

longer justifies his poetry according to its usefulness, and so begins 

to interrogate “utility, as an unquestionable value” (“W riting,” N I  

202) .10

U nfortunately, M cCaffery’s general econom y model is 

problem atic because it sim ultaneously leg itim izes and invalidates his 

poetry. W hile the general economy ju stifie s  M cC affery’s poetry, he 

further postulates that it is universally active within all texts, even 

the most referentially  restricted. M cC affery attem pts to show “the 

unavoidable presence of general econom ic operations as an aspect o f 

language’s fundam ental constitution” (“W riting ,” N I  202). 

Paragram m atic elem ents, for exam ple, are  “unavoidable in any 

extended alphabetic com binant a rrangem en t” (quoted in Burnham , 

“ Interview ” 6). In addition, M cCaffery sees the general econom y in 

operation in basic linguistic activities like m etaphor, m etonym y, and 

even reference itself. If this is true, if  every text sim ultaneously 

evokes both general and restricted econom ies, then no fundam ental 

difference separates conventional prose and M cC affery’s poetry. The 

difference between The Black Debt and M ansfie ld  Park  will be one o f 

degree: each still constrains language, only to transcend singular 

meaning; each applies and exceeds its ow n function. The m ost 

realistic and m im etic o f texts has its unreadable moments.
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M cCaffery’s argum ent is thus paradoxical, itself an exam ple of the 

general econom y; the aesthetic which should validate, individuate 

and explain his poetics is also responsible for its dissolution into a 

universal parad igm  which encom passes all writing.

M cCaffery’s use of the general econom y is also incom patible 

with the explicit political agendas of his m aterialist and M arxist 

phases. His declared  intent to reinvigorate and rehum anize a 

population a lienated  by capitalism  and reference is inunobilized  by 

the paradoxical logic o f the general econom y. By rem edying 

reference, M cC affery ’s poetry only defers and displaces problem s, or 

at best creates a set o f new ones. Because defect and effect are 

constantly conjo ined  in his general poetics, M cC affery’s texts achieve 

a kind of political paralysis, a stasis of consequences, rather than a 

humanizing progression of the sort Marx envisions. Indeed, his 

writing becomes increasingly nihilistic at this stage. Here is a still 

point in M cC affery’s project: his M arxist ideology of progression and 

em ancipation is fundam entally  irreconcilable w ith his la ter B ataillean 

ae s th e tic s .

Of the three different configurations, I find the general 

economy model the m ost helpful in coming to terms with the flux, 

variance and paradox of M cCaffery’s poetry. On this note, 1 would 

like to point out a central paradox which seems to infect M cC affery’s 

whole project. G iven his pursuit of disorder and flux in his poetry, 

M cCaffery does a very strange thing; he becom es dogm atic and 

dictatorial in his conceptual writing. At every stage of his career, 

whether explain ing  sound poetry or language w riting, M cC affery



2 2
typically  m arshals a giddying array o f technical terms, h istorical 

precedents, theoretic ians, expertise , defin itions, social contexts, 

pseudo-science, catalogues and categories — an im perious erudition  

that is suffocating to new com er and veteran alike. Although some o f 

his criticism  is intentionally bom bastic, if not burlesque, his 

speculations on language and society can be as sincerely universal 

and sweeping as any uttered by a logical positiv ist or structuralist. 

A lthough M cC affery’s ex trem ely  dense, com bative and self-righ teous 

criticism  has been defended as both parody and social 

c o m m e n ta ry , 11 his style is also designed to intim idate the reader 

and establish the authority o f the author. Even where M cCaffery is 

arguing for a plurality of in terpretation , he is unequivocal and 

absolute in his claim s o f in terpretive freedom . He has also ravaged 

his critics and fellow poets, show ing in rather draconian fashion that 

in terpretive freedom  has l i m i t s . 12 This is more than a poet’s 

arrogant self-assurance. M cC affery’s theoretic writings often behave 

like texts of the father; they are engaged in the patriarchal 

endeavour of establishing legitim acy, right, precision, rule, and 

universal justification for his art. Sw aggering with Old Testam ent 

severity , M cC affe ry -the-theo re tic ian  consequen tly  p resents h im self 

as a kind of prophet who bears the laws o f a new poetic covenant.

These two incom patible im pulses — one towards 

indeterm inacy, the o ther tow ards au thoritarian ism  — anim ate and 

delim it M cCaffery’s writing. If his poetry inevitably underm ines his 

aesthetics, the very chaos of his art spurs him  on to m ore universal 

and general theories, to w ider speculations and explanations. It’s as 

if poetic flux terrifies him tow ards ever m ore dictatorial criticism . In
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this way, the poetry and theory feed off and in tensify  each other, 

causing his whole project to wobble and destab ilize  in spectacular 

fash ion .

The incongruity betw een M cC affery’s m ateria lis t poetry and 

poetics is discussed in C hapter One. This im plicitly includes a 

critique of his M arxist poetics, as these two in itial phases of 

M cC affery’s career are intim ately connected, d iffering  prim arily in 

rhetoric rather than practice. Chapters Two and Three exam ine 

M cCaffery’s application o f general econom ic principles. Chapter Tw o 

exam ines the way the poet deliberately m isuses the technology of 

the printed word (page, line, paragraph, book) to create a new, 

disjunctive poetry; C hapter Three exam ines M cC affery 's transla tions, 

which typically  transgress rather than reflect the ir sources. C hapters 

Four and Five look at the entirety of M cC affery’s oeuvre, but from 

theoretical positions outside M cC affery’s own professed project. 

Chapter Four offers three different readings o f M cC affery’s poetry, in 

terms of how it genders language. Chapter Five looks at the d ifficu lt 

relationship of M cC affery’s poetry to Canadian poetry, cultural 

identity , and nationalism .
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Chapter One

Poetry that Matters: M cCaffery’s Mass Appeal

A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little 

minds . . . .

Ralph W aldo Emerson ("Self Reliance" 

4 1 )

Do 1 contrad ict m yself?

Very well then  I contradict myself,

(I am large, I contain m ultitudes.)

W alt W hitm an ("Song of Myself" 88)

I have chosen to begin this study of Steve McCaffery with an 

exam ination of his earliest works, the poem s, perform ances and 

m anifestos which he later characterizes as “ incredibly naive” (quoted 

in Nichol, “Checklist” 73) and “em barrassing” (83). This is 

M cCaffery’s concrete phase through the six ties and seventies, when 

he is working in the poetic tradition o f early concrete artists Eugen 

Gomringer, the N oigandres group, Franz Mon, Max Bense, Hansjorg 

Mayer, Ferdinand Kriw et, Ian H am ilton Finlay and Henri Chopin. *3 

Like these concrete poets, M cCaffery declares his aversion to linear, 

verbal language, and m oves tow ards a d irect engagem ent with the 

m aterial substance of signification. Typical o f concrete aesthetics, 

M cC affery’s m anifestos prom ise libera tion , revitalization, therapeutic  

effects, even spiritual enrichm ent, and so M cCaffery creates a 

political as well as aesthetic agenda fo r his poetry. If M cCaffery
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differs from his concrete predecessors, it is in the extrem ity  o f his 

claim s; M cCaffery advances the tradition by taking its core principles 

to logical, sometimes absurd conclusions. Although M cC affery now 

admits that this form ative period is filled  with excess and naivete, 

his early work rem ains valuable because it reveals the m etaphysical 

assum ptions, contradictions and d isparities at play w ithin  the 

concrete tradition. Fascinating in their own right, M cC affery’s early 

poems and essays betray a nostalgia for a lost presence, authenticity  

and origin. A lthough M cCaffery will eventually  reject m odernist- 

leaning principles, they tend to tacitly  persist in his subsequent 

works and configurations. And this is perhaps the g rea test value of 

his early work: the problem s and predispositions w ithin M cC affery’s 

poetics are nowhere clearer.

Almost every concrete poet argues in some form that the old 

linguistic conventions of speech and type are either inadequate to 

the m odem  age or dow nright harm ful. True to this tradition, 

M cCaffery perceives transm ission-based language as a kind of 

repression or restriction, and accordingly his first strategy is to write 

poetry that assiduously refuses to com m unicate, narrate or even 

speak. Instead, M cCaffery deliberately  foregrounds the physicality  

o f language which underlies com m unication, and forces his readers to 

becom e aware of words as m aterial en tities rather than linguistic  

functions. In The New Poetics in Canada and  Quebec, C aroline Bayard 

rightly  links counter-com m unication to the Platonic trad ition  of 

“aletheia, the unveiling, the making presen t o f what has been 

hidden” (35); exem plifying Bayard’s insigh t, M cCaffery attem pts to 

strip language of its artificial rules, connotations and sym bolism  and
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return it to its authentic, tangib le  roots. M anifesting neither story 

nor image, M cCaffery seeks “a pure, lexemic presence” (“D eath” 63), 

where poem s are linguistic events w hich present “an opacity  to 

direct experience” (“D im inished R eference,” N I  24). Through a 

poetics o f im m anence, M cC affery hopes to reharm onize signifier, 

signified and referent into a  new physical whole: “a thing need not be 

a this standing for a that but im m ediately a that and so free o f the 

im plications of the m etaphysics o f linguistic absence” (“Some N otes” 

283). In his early  attem pt to em body “linguistic presence” 

("Introduction" C 2), M cC affery pursues a zero tolerance for reference, 

and consequently  his w ork constitu tes some of the m ost physical, 

graphic, aural and tactile poetry  ever written. M cC affery’s early  

writing finds its niche in the concrete tradition as a poetry devoid  of 

reference, a poetry  that m a t te r s .

M cC affery’s tentative exp lo ra tions o f linguistic m atter take 

three basic form s: concrete , sound and post-sem iotic p o e t r y .

These styles m anifest d ifferen t aspects o f the m aterial sign ifier, 

em phasizing language in the variety  o f its w ritten, spoken and 

perceived form s. Betw een these sty les, M cCaffery system atically  

strives to explore the full range o f linguistic polym orphism , behaving 

like an em pirica l sc ien tis t exhaustively  docum enting the d ifferen t 

configurations o f an unknow n elem ent.

Concrete poetry

Steve M cC affery’s concrete  w ork is incredibly diverse, bu t his 

m ajor investigations into the form  are found in two connected works.
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com posed over the first eight years of his career: Carnival the f ir s t  

panel: 1967-70  and Carnival the second pane l:  1970-75  (in future, I 

shall refe r to these works together simply as C a r n iv a l ) A ^  C a rn iva l  is 

both sophisticated, and large (see fig. 1). The final text involves 

sixteen 8 .5” x 11” sheets o f paper, arranged in a 4 x 4 configuration, 

described by M cCaffery as "[sjixteen square fee t o f concrete" ( C l ,  

postcard). The elaborate designs were created  through what 

M cCaffery calls a “m ask” (quoted in Nichol, “C hecklist” 72), 

p redesignated shapes cut into paper. These m asks were then typed, 

stam ped, w ritten , and printed over, leaving the desired  figure on the 

paper below . The process is partly  planned, partly spontaneous, and 

labour in tensive; it does not allow  for error, w hich explains why it 

took M cCaffery nearly a decade to finish. M any of M cC affery’s other 

concrete texts, such as Ground Plans For A Speaking City, are trial 

runs for the final C arn iva l  poems, which suggests C a rn iv a l  is of 

central im portance to his project.
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Fig. 1. Postcard from Steve M cCaffery, Carnival, the f ir s t  panel: 

1967-70 .  Toronto: Coach House, 1973. n.p.. This postcard is a 

reduced version of the six teen pages of the poem , assem bled as 

M cCaffery intended it to be viewed.
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M cCaffery describes C arniva l  as an “intelligible access to 

[language’s] neg lected  qualities of im m anence and non-reference. It 

is language presented as direct physical im pact” ("Introduction" C 2 ). 

This is a m odernist “d irect treatm ent o f the th ing,” where the subject 

under exam ination is language itself. To be more specific, M cCaffery 

uses concrete poetry  to explore language as a typew ritten and lexical 

artifact, as a thing both seen and handled. D esigned to be 

experienced rather than read, M cC affery’s concretism  is in line with 

the early concretists, like Max Bense and Hansjorg Mayer, but is 

typically denser, a lm ost overloaded. H ow ever, M cCaffery 

deliberately  d istances h im self from  the typew riter art m ovem ent 

(exem plified by the likes of Eugen G om ringer) because this tradition 

tends to preserve portions of linguistic com m unication.

If the p repositional qualities of language have been h isto rically  

privileged over the m anifest. C a rn iv a l  reverses this trend by 

allowing the v isual and tactile qualities o f  written language to 

displace the sem antic and m eaningful, the graph to be lauded over 

the idea (see fig. 2). Hence the significance of the title: carnival as a 

time of inversion and upset. M cCaffery characterizes C a rn iv a l 's  

deviations from  the typew ritten line specifically  as “a way to create 

painterly shape” (quoted  in Nichol, “C hecklist” 72). The im portance 

of C a rn iva l  as visible entity is im plicit in the subtitle “panel,” a word 

which denotes a pain ted  surface or canvas; panel can also m ean 

texture, so the title  also suggests the poem  has tactile qualities as 

well. M oreover, C a rn iv a l  is printed so that the individual pages m ay 

be detached and assem bled as a single, large wall-hanging or poster 

(the assem bled im age is included as a p o s t - c a r d ) .  1 ^ i n  these
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respects, M cC affery  dissolves the d istinctions betw een painting and 

poetry, reducing both to a visual value. Follow ing the im plications of 

this d isso lu tion , M cCaffery actually displayed the assem bled pages of 

C a rn iva l  on a rt gallery walls in Canada and Europe. 1 7
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Fig. 2. A section from Steve M cCaffery, Carnival, the first panel: 

1 967 -7 0 .  Toronto: Coach House, 1973. n.p..
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Although Franz Mon tried  to create a “poetry of surface”

(quoted in Soit 19), and Ferdinand Kriwet sim ilarly w orked with 

language “at its picture value” (quoted in Soit 20), M cC affery’s 

greatest influence in this regard  is perhaps the abstract expressionist 

m ovement, and especially Jackson Pollock. Just as the young 

M cCaffery seeks to purge reference from language. Pollock strives to 

transform  the tradition of representational painting into an anti- 

mimetic form. A Pollock canvas does not re p re se n t  a person or place, 

but rather p r e s e n t s  paint for its sculptural and visual qualities alone. 

So too does M cCaffery present language as a thing purely in 

m aterialistic splendour: text becom es texture, and M cC affery’s 

concrete poem s resem ble m ore than anything the spraw ling chaos o f 

Pollock’s “action painting.” In an oblique reference to Pollock, 

M cCaffery describes his free-form ing sound experim ents as action 

texts or “action poetry” ("Sound Poetry: A Survey" 12), and further 

refers to C a rn iv a l  as “a sort of abstract expressionism  through the 

typew riter” (quoted in N ichol, “Checklist” 72) where language is 

treated as paint. Of the two projects, M cCaffery’s is m ore difficult, 

because it seeks to translate  an inherently expressive m edium  into a 

non-expressive one — a problem  to which we shall return .  ̂ 8

In C a rn iv a l ,  type is used to form shapes in space rather than 

hypotactic and gram m atical sentences along a tem poral continuum . 

Sentences, words, and letters are arranged for their visual and 

m anifest values, and text is printed in as many as five colours. At 

times, the layout of text is w ild and random, like m onkey-splattered 

paint drops; elsew here it achieves the intricacies o f a geom etrical 

design; it even forms recognizable images, such as a hum an eye
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which glares back at the reader (in Broken M andata , M cC affery  

incorporates ready-m ade p ictures into the text, fu rther b lurring  the 

differences betw een im age and type). Such recognizable icons are 

the exception, how ever; m ore typically , M cCaffery m anipulates type 

into com plete ab strac tion  and non-representation. Punctuation  

marks and lines create an anti-ideological plane of text that m ust be 

seen rather than com prehended. Parentheses, for exam ple, are 

employed to create w ave and ripple patterns that carry a lm ost no 

sym bolic or u lterior m eaning: text becomes rhythm . Furtherm ore, 

the second panel of C a r n iv a l  uses non-lexical m aterial such as 

smudges, wrinkles. X erox distortions: elements which do not signify 

beyond what they are (see fig. 3). By incorporating non-sem antic, 

non-lexical elem ents, M cC affery  approaches a poetics o f pure 

materiality. The dense, black, overlaid ink of C a rn iv a l  com m unicates 

nothing beyond what it is, realizing itself in text as text, ju s t as the 

original “Pilot Plan for C oncrete Poetry” instructs: “an object in and 

by itself, not an in terp reter o f ex terior objects and/or m ore or less 

subjective feelings” (C am pos 72). Denuding the word o f sym bolism , 

exposing the graphic body, M cCaffery transform s language from  a 

useful vehicle into an ob jec t of gratification unto itself.
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Fig. 3. A section from  Steve McCaffery, Carnival, the second panel: 

1970-75.  Toronto; Coach House, 1977. n.p..
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Sound Poetry

In his statem ent of praxis “W hy I am the A uthor of Sound 

Poetry and Free Poetry” (1968), French Poet Henri Chopin declares 

his intention to m ove beyond dada, expressionism , lettrism e, and 

futurism  by creating a poetry using neither syllable nor letter. Such 

“a-significant hum an sounds, w ithout alphabet, w ithout reference to  

an explicative c larity” focus on the “buccal sound, the human sound” 

(81). M cCaffery’s sound poetry owes much to C hopin’s form ulations, 

particularly in the way it rejects expressive content in favour o f the 

simple human presence in the production of sound (more on C hop in ’s 

and M cCaffery’s latent humanism later). Like Chopin, M cCaffery 

employs the sound poem  as another means o f “returning language to 

its own m atter” (“Some Notes” 282). Parallel and com plem entary to 

concrete poetry, M cC affery’s sound poetry is designed to em phasize 

aural materiality: language as a sonic m edium  (see fig. 4 and fig. 5). 

Through various c licks, hoots, fricatives, yelps, slaps, chatters and 

murmurs, the sound poet displays a fervent “ respect for the purity  o f 

immediacy” (“Blood” 275) and the sound poem becomes “the road to 

the simultaneous to the relevant to the im m ediate” (275). The 

“ [c]oncretization o f the referent” (“Some N otes” 282) is accom plished 

in part by “cutting the referent line” (282); that is, sound is freed 

from its obligations to signify, and operates not as “the servant of 

sem antic” (283) but rather as an event unto itself, unique and 

unrepeatable: “ the com m unicative goal was non-inform ational and 

non-cortical” (281). In 1970, M cCaffery jo ined  with bpNichol, Paul 

Dutton, and Rafael Barreto-R ivera, to form  the touring sound poetry
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ensem ble w ittily  called The Four H orsem en. Until bpNichol's 

unexpected death in 1988, this group provided M cCaffery w ith a 

vehicle fo r his investigation into pure sound. In a typical 

perform ance, sound is produced spontaneously  w ithout de lay ing  for 

de liberation  or expression of conten t; im provisation further lim its 

prem editated or even intelligible con ten t (as well as being a source 

of much am usem ent). At the 1978 Toronto Sound Poetry Festival, 

Larry W endt observed that “each m em ber o f the group had a towel 

w rapped around  his mouth to p reven t m eaningful articu la tions” 

(291). A t the extreme, a Four H orsem en performance descends into 

a prolonged production of grunts, m oans, shrieks, howls, snarls and 

other ululations: manifest cacophony and caustic acoustics. The Four 

H orsem en even eschew m icrophones and am plification because, in 

their op in ion , technology reduces p o e try ’s imm anent, authentic  

c h a ra c te r .
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Fig. 4. A page from  Steve M cCaffery, "Study for an Unperform ed 4 

Horsemen Piece." Sound Poetry: A Catalogue fo r  the Eleventh  

International Sound Poetry Festival, Toronto, Canada, October 14 to 

21, 1978. Ed. by Steve M cCaffery and bpNichol. Toronto:

Underwhich Editions, c l 978. 37.
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Fig. 5. A section from  Steve McCaffery, "16 Part Suite." The Prose 

Tattoo: Selected Perform ance Scores. M ilw aukee: M embrane Press, 

1983. 32.
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Post-Sem iotic  P oetry

Post-sem iotic poetry develops as a reaction to the work of 

Brazilian concretists D ecio Pignatari and Luiz Angelo, who in 1964 

developed a poetry w ithout words, “a new type of non-verbal text: 

the semiotic or ‘code’ poem ” {RG  33). Taking language to be “ ‘any set 

o f signs and the way of using them’” (33), the sem iotic poet 

constructs a new and original set of pictures or iconic elements, and 

an accompanying key which decodes their significance. W riting as 

the Toronto Research Group, M cCaffery and N ichol describe Pignatari 

and Angelo's creation: “ [w]hat they propose in essence is a closed 

pragm atic system  of coded visual signs designed to suit the needs 

required by the poet” (33). W hile Nichol and M cCaffery admire the 

non-verbal and creative  possibilities of the code poem, they also 

perceive a flaw in its operation: “ [o]ne w eakness imm ediately 

apparent in this type o f poem  is the necessary recourse to a lexical 

definition of the signs utilized which involves, o f necessity, an 

inherent translation process from  words in to  sem iotic signs b a c k  into 

words” (34). If M cC affery’s desire at this stage is to embody raw, 

inexpressive language, then the semiotic or code poem  is ultim ately 

hindered by its reliance on symbolic language to provide significance.

McCaffery and bpNichol recognize this defect, and set out to 

discover an alternative. A ccordingly, they inaugurate a new genre, 

dubbed the post-sem iotic poem , which abandons the sem iotic key o f 

the code poem, and so liberates the writing from  the restriction of 

orthodox, sym bolic language altogether.
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In the sum m er of 1970 we developed a form of poetry 

we called post-sem iotic in a conscious attem pt to solve 

the inherent weakness o f sem ioticism . In the post- 

sem iotic poem  the lexical conversion  o f non-verbal code 

back into words is elim inated. The poem  operates 

predom inantly  by sem antic suggestion and by utilizing 

shapes and non-verbal e lem ents as possess m axim um  

sem antic possibilities . . . (34-35)

In contrast to concrete poetry, post-sem iotic  poetry is non-lexical in 

its construction. Ridding itself of all verbal, phonetic, logical, or 

linear tendencies, the post-sem iotic poem  presents the graph as a 

visual icon unconstrained by any sym bolic needs (see fig. 6 and fig. 

7). Such poem s appear almost as abstract, baroque designs, in which 

a basic figure or letter has been e laborated , translated, curved, 

rotated, m elted, inflated, and m anipulated — to the point of 

indecipherability. W hile the shapes on the page may su g g e s t  

recognizable objects, they do not r e so lv e  into any singular sign.

Indeed, the intent is to complicate “the one to one relationship o f key 

& sign” {TB,  back cover), ultim ately confusing and transgressing 

symbolic d istinctions. The emphasis is again on the visual 

appearance of the graph, but this tim e the lexicon is purely personal, 

non-repeatable and unexplained. The k inship  w ith concrete poetry 

is strong, but post-sem iotic poetry’s rejection  o f the semantic and 

symbolic is m ore radical and com plete. W here M cCaffery’s concrete 

poetry will incorporate  recognizable ready-m ades, disfigured w ords, 

and syntactic salvage, his post-sem iotic poetry  moves toward 

com plete ab strac tio n  and non -rep resen ta tion .
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Fig. 6. Figures from  Steve McCaffery, Transitions to the Beast. grOnk 

series 6 no. 2/3. Toronto: Ganglia, 1970. n.p..
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Fig. 7. Figures from Steve M cCaffery, Transitions to the Beast. grOnk 

series 6 no. 2/3. Toronto: G anglia, 1970. n.p..
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Linguistic Sabotage

As different as they are, post-sem iotic, sound, and concrete 

poetry are contrived to each transgress a particu lar aspect of 

referential language. In a fairly obvious m anner, M cCaffery’s 

concrete poetry is configured to disrupt the conventions of 

typew ritten line, page or book, disable w ritten com m unication, and 

perform a “CHANGE OF ADDRESS” (C2). Most obviously, the Carnival 

series marks a radical deviation from the standard , orthographic 

typography designed to  facilitate easy consum ption  of inform ation. 

Lines here not only stray from the horizontal, but they intersect each 

other, overlap, lose linear coherence. M cCaffery describes this linear 

dispersal as a tactic o f “conflict and internecine statem ent” and “a 

structure of strategic counter com m unication” (“ Introduction” C 2). 

Com peting styles, typefaces, language form s, m essages and sentences 

are physically arranged into suggestive con junctions, tensions, 

oppositions, even collision and negation. C onsider for example the 

cover of the second Carnival: it is overprinted until it is nearly black. 

As a consequence o f this typographic collision, the comm unicative, 

instructional mode o f language is torqued as “ [l]anguage units are 

placed in visible conflict, in patterns of defective m essages, creating a 

sem antic texture by shaping and interference w ithin the clear line of 

statem ent” (“In troduction” C2). A drastic reduction in the language 

o f instruction and descrip tion ensues: one stable m eaning does not 

dom inate the linguistic plane. Voice transform s into a void of intent 

and meaning. At tim es the text chants its own aphasia. The second 

panel of C a rn iv a l  is repetitively marked by a rubber stamp which
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reads “NO EXCHANGE REQUIRED ON CHEQUES.” Often, only the first 

two words of the rubber im print are legible. T he reader experiences 

an incessant repetition o f the words “NO EXCHANGE.” Carnival  is thus 

a system that iron ically  declares its own suspension o f exchange 

values.

Established instead o f the line is an open field of linguistic 

com petition in w hich no m eta-order is apparent (excep t perhaps the 

chaos of the carnival itself). When freed of d ictatorial syntax or 

narrative, each indiv idual graph interfaces w ith its neighbours to the 

north, south, east and west, multiplying in significance as they are 

read in a variety o f contexts and sequences. In M cC affery’s concrete 

poetry, then, the g raph  signifies in 360 degrees, and achieves what 

could be called a syntactic aura, or in M cCaffery’s term s, a corona:

“the replacem ent o f linear direction by a vertical and horizontal 

tension . . . creates a tracery in the spatial field and highlights a 

coronal quality in the graphem es” (“Dim inished R eference,” N I  23). 

“TRUE VISION IS RAD IAL” (C /)  and, accordingly, M cCaffery creates a 

kind of radiant or “ vibratory syntax” (“Notes on trope, text and 

perception” 46), recalling  G om ringer’s notion o f c o n s t e l l a t i o n .  19 xhis 

is the sense in w hich M cCaffery suggests ‘̂’C a rn iv a l  was essentially a 

cartographic project; a repudiation of linearity in w riting  and the 

search for an alternative syntax in ‘m apping’” (quoted in Nichol, 

“Checklist” 72). Follow ing its cartographic logic, concrete poetry is 

writing which u tilizes both the horizontal and vertical axis of the 

page, which is aware of the graph’s existence in tim e a n d  space. 

Clearly, M cCaffery is influenced by the pioneering Brazilian 

concretists known as the Noigandres group, w ith their em phasis on
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“graphie space and a structural agent” (Campos 71) and “tension of 

thing-w ords in space tim e” (71), but M cCaffery m odernizes these 

maxims as “CATEGORISED LINE BEGETS COMPUTORISED LABYRINTH” 

{Cl ) .  M cC affery’s colour-stream ing in C arnival  is typically  random, 

working across syntactic , sem antic and phonetic grids, creating  

hom ogenous areas that are random  and hostile to the line and word. 

Colour thus offers an alternative gram m ar which encourages readers 

to create new  non-linear relationships.

Like concrete  poetry, sound poetry begins by transgressing  and 

destructuring the sem antic grids and referential netw orks which 

order language. As M cCaffery suggests, the sound poet practices “the 

frontal de form ation o f language” (“Some Notes” 281). W here 

concrete poetry  attacks the orthography of the prin ted  page, sound 

poetry attacks the constraints phonetics and gram m ar place on the 

production of sound. Using conventional texts, im ages or icons as a 

starting point, the sound poet w ill compose a poem  by intentionally  

violating the phonetic  and syntactic configurations, p roducing  

through deliberate  m isreading a “deform ation of linguistic  form  at 

the level of the signifier” (“Sound Poetry,” LB  88). O rthodox linguistic 

form is but “a point o f departure” (“Some Notes” 281). Sound 

pursues its own trajectory  apart from  its requirem ents as a sign, 

sentence, phrase, word or even phonem e. Phonic w aves are released 

with “no pausing for in teilectualization” (“Blood” 275). In this sudden 

liberation o f suppressed  potential, M cCaffery com pares sound poetry 

to an energy d ischarge (sim ilar perhaps to the rad iant co rona or aura 

effect o f concrete  poetry): “ [w]hen considering text-sound it is 

energy, not sem antica lly  shaped m eaning, that constitu tes the
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essence o f comm unicated data” (“ Sound Poetry,” LB  88). Through the 

distortions of the sound poet, language releases its static charges, 

allow ing it to assume new, unlettered  possibilities.

If concrete poetry d isso lves the typography of the lineated 

page, post-sem iotic poetry attacks language’s m ost m inim al written 

unit: the letter. While C a rn iv a l  preserves the typ ist’s keyboard as 

the monads of composition, post-sem iotic poems such as T ra n s i t io n s  

to the Beast (1970) explore w hat shapes, symbols and patterns 

language may assume in place o f  the alphabet. To achieve this 

expansion of our symbolic lexicon, M cCaffery frequently takes a 

standard, fam iliar letter (“E” is a favourite) and com plicates it until it 

can no longer be identified purely as a phonetic symbol. Through 

“the m anipulation of perspective and shape” (back cover), each letter 

m orphs into other forms (a crescent, tube, or blob). The letter’s two- 

dim ensional plane is ex trapolated  into the third dim ension, revealing 

vast subterranean com plexities. Post-sem iotic poetry is thus a kind 

o f m odern Book o f  Kells, an illum inated m anuscript where the 

frivolous arabesques eclipse en tire ly  the letters they supposedly 

decorate. Through these convolu tions, M cCaffery occasionally creates 

lim inal or borderline letters (the “E ” hovers in a state that could be 

read as H, A, W, M or S). The intent here is not only to confront 

readers with the pictorial quality  in written language, but to shatter 

the alphabet as a natural or norm al set of symbols. To read the post- 

sem iotic poem is to suspend a prim ary and elem ental level of 

language; no longer does the sign have a predeterm ined visual or 

phonetic value; no longer can the w ritten word be voiced or 

pronounced, but must be experienced on a non-verbal level.
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Through post-sem iotic poetry, readers con fron t w ritten language as 

if for the first time, as if they're children view ing strange and 

beautiful shapes. Post-sem iotic poetry thus satisfies basic Russian 

Form alist requirem ents for art: it m akes the fam iliar new.

Reference Strikes Back

So the word persists even in the state of its 

own excom m unication .

Steve M cCaffery (“Sound Poetry,” LB  

9 0 )

A lthough M cCaffery distinguishes sound, concrete and post- 

semiotic poetry as disruptions to com m unicative language, his 

poetry’s transgressions are never as severe as he claim s. Contrary to 

M cCaffery’s express wishes, his poetry of im m anence never fully 

frees itself of content, definition or clarity. In various ways, 

reference pervades his m aterial poetry, even tually  m itigating and 

diminishing the pure physicality he seeks. His sound poetry often 

employs recognizable language. The Four Horsem en, for exam ple, 

typically perform  with one m em ber of the group speaking 

conventionally, while the rem aining three chant, echo, or otherw ise 

improvise around his voice. In C a rn iva l ,  m oreover, referential 

language is employed as an integral part o f the poem: readable 

words, lines, even whole sentences persist in generating m eanings 

which obscure the unm ediated physicality o f the graph (see fig. 8). 

This in terplay between graph and legible phrases assum es various
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gradations: from  fragm ented  but traditional orthographies, to 

overlapped and in te rstitia l lines, to the reduction-degree-zero  o f 

recognition; type lam inated upon type, until it can only be 

experienced as ink. A t best, his poems w aver betw een their 

referential and non-referen tia l aspects. This persistence o f reference 

may seem m inor, but it has serious ram ifications precisely because 

his early agenda depends upon the annulm ent of reference in 

language .
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Fig. 8. A section from  Steve McCaffery, Carnival, the second panel:  

1970-75.  Toronto: Coach House, 1977. n.p..
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W ith this caveat duly noted, referential lapses constitu te  some 

of the m ost interesting m om ents in M cCaffery’s m aterial poems. The 

recognizable voice in the sound perform ance provides a fam iliar 

touchstone which can contrast with, orient, and even explain the 

other noises. Like a lucid m oment in a storm of m adness, the 

conventional language in C a rn iva l  offers snippets o f instruction on 

how to cope with the chaos of contesting blocks. By including these 

atoms of instruction. C a rn iv a l  becomes a self-teaching text, a 

pedagogical exercise. One panel, for instance, advises us to “read 

down the page please across read down the line” (C 2 ). Although this 

phrase is syntactically  am biguous, we can discern at least one 

message which em phasizes the spatial quality o f the language in play 

here, advising the reader to experience the tex t perpend icu larly . 

However, by follow ing the advice, the reader moves against the 

linearity of the instructing line itself (so the content o f this m essage 

contrasts its linear delivery  system ). The reader m ust obey and 

disobey the requirem ents o f the line, experiencing v iscera lly  the 

discrepancy betw een language’s m aterial and sem antic  vectors.

What m akes M cC affery s m aterial poetics engaging and relevant to 

this day is the tension betw een language’s literal and letteral, 

fettered and figurai qua lities.

R eferential language further infiltrates M cC affe ry ’s poem s 

through his poetic statem ents, essays, critic ism  and m anifestos. 

M cCaffery’s tendency to describe and validate his poetry  assum es 

two forms. Firstly, M cCaffery composes autonom ous essays, such as 

those collected in Open Le tter  or North o f  Intention. On a more 

subtle level, M cCaffery also composes short statem ents o f praxis
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which are added to the indiv idual poem as an in troduction, 

afterword, or dust-jacket précis, and even circulated before a 

performance. In actuality, very few of M cCaffery’s poem s of textual 

imm ediacy are devoid of c o m m e n t a r y . 20 Alm ost all o f his concrete, 

sound and post-sem iotic poem s are framed by som e explanatory 

gesture, a set of instructions on the back or inside cover that guide 

and inform  the reader (a feature which persists th roughout 

M cC affery’s oeuvre).

Although the two d iscourses are intertw ined, M cC affery’s 

m aterial poetry and his c ritic ism  cannot be understood as 

com plem entary endeavours; they are not argum ent and exam ple, the 

performance and the theory o f a common aesthetic. Because of 

M cCaffery’s resistance to explanatory  language, his critic ism  and 

poetry are inherently antagonistic ; the essays engage the very 

com m unicability the poem s wish to purge.2 1 In this conflict, 

M cCaffery clearly values the poetry above criticism . In 1973, in the 

first credo of the Toronto Research Group’s founding M anifesto, he 

asserts “all theory is transient & after the fact of w riting” {RG  23).

For M cCaffery then, critic ism  and explanation are activ ities which 

follow poetic creation, and constitu te  a second order, ancillary, 

degraded  w riting.

However, if the critic ism  functions m erely as a type o f addition 

or necessary concession to the dissem ination of the poem , it typically 

acts as a supplem ent in the Derridean sense of the w ord. Derrida 

suggests that the supplem ent points out a fundam ental lack or 

shortcoming in the original text, an absence in the source which 

necessitates correction or com pletion . In this respect, the
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supplem ent can even tually  becom e m ore  au tho rita tive  than the 

original, and supplant it in im portance.

W hat is fundam entally  m issing in M cC affery’s m aterial poetry 

is the ability to com m unicate its own raison  d ’etre, a reticence which 

is both the poetry’s strength and its A ch illes’ heel. By failing to 

establish any sort o f a priori  worth, the poem s risk being rejected as 

m eaningless background noise or m isprin ts. Thus, M cCaffery needs 

expository writing in o rder to provide an essential ingredient m issing 

in the poetry itself: an aesthetic which not only identifies the m erits 

o f linguistic m ateria lity , but critiques transm ission-based  language as 

restrictive and alienating. Theory — w hich  M cCaffery depreciates as 

supplem ental and “after the fact” — canno t be dism issed as 

irrelevant to art. W ithout a rationale, m ateria l poetry m ight rem ain 

unpoetic and silent m atter — how could  one recognize post-sem iotic 

poetry as poetry  when all ties to conventional language have been 

severed? Thus theory supplies the defin ing  context which grants 

value to non-representation. In this sense, M cC affery’s prosaic 

rationales are not only necessary to the appreciation of his poem s, 

but an integral aspect o f them  — they provide the principles which 

render the poems sign ifican t.

This is the ultim ate irony of M cC affery ’s m aterial poetics: 

M cCaffery must adopt referential m odes — the critical essay, the 

m anifesto, the afterw ord — to ju stify  and explain  his non-referential 

poetics. If his criticism  explains and engenders value in his art, this 

sam e expressive mode inevitably  underm ines the presentation  of 

pure linguistic m ateriality  (the very substance  deem ed worthy). In 

his attem pt to justify  his art, a conundrum  em erges: the sym bolic
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m ust be used to clarify  the pre-sym bolic; the referen tial m ust 

elucidate the non-referential; the earth ly  m ust stand fo r the 

paradisal; the prosaic has to explain the ecstatic (in th is respect, 

M cCaffery’s early poetics follow an alm ost Kantian notion of 

sublim ity, driven by the desire to rep resen t the unrepresen tab le, to 

express through language the non-linguistic , to evoke in fin ity  in the 

finite terms available to hum anity). T his is possibly the central 

contradiction of post-sem iotic, sound and concrete poetry: the critic

m ust engage in the very processes w hich the poet attem pts to

eschew . As an unfortunate consequence, M cC affery’s legion 

m anifestos, statem ents and declara tions reverse and prob lem atize  

the flow of his poetry’s activity, enacting  a counter-resistance to the

activities of the poems they purport to rationalize. U ltim ately ,

M cC affery’s poetry and poetics stand in harsh contradiction .

A lthough he w ishes to critique referen tial language through a poetry 

of substance and non com m unication, he is sim ultaneously  

com m itted to the transm ission of his ideas.22 He thus relies upon 

the language o f uncom plicated reference for unequivocal expression 

o f his poetic rationale — and so thw arts his own poems. For these 

reasons, George Hartley rightfully concludes that “M cC affery ’s 

position depends on and could be seen to perpetuate the very orders 

he loathes” (71).

When M cCaffery is faced with critic ism , he can sim ply dism iss 

it, arguing that “conventional in tellection  and critical response to 

sound poetry [is] irrelevant” (“Some N otes” 281). Because his poems 

have little com m erce with the sym bolic, because his m ateria l poems 

are founded in blood and graph rather than ideas, M cC affery
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suggests he can ignore critic ism , contending it engages the very 

communicative process he is purging. A neat bit of logic, this: using 

referential c larity , M cC affery outlines an aesthetic of appreciation 

which includes a proh ib ition  against fu rther prose com m entary.

Using com m unication to forbid com m unication, theory to ban theory, 

M cCaffery’s platform  rem ains the sole criterion of poetic worth: all 

other com m entaries perpetuate  the evils o f alienation, fetish ism  and 

reification. D eflating critic ism  other than his own, M cCaffery 

maintains a m onopoly over interpretation; only his voice persists. In 

reality, M cCaffery’s aesthetic does not let anyone else speak, and so it 

prevents a dem ocratic d iscussion  o f the benefits and detrim ents of 

m aterialist poetry. In this respect, M cCaffery acts like a kind of 

Moses figure, the lone w itness to God and sole bearer of the poetic 

com m andm ents, which he dispenses, at tim es with Old T estam ent 

severity, to a people lost in referential babel.

Manna-fest Language

The way that can be spoken of 

Is not the constant way

Lao Tzu {Tao Te Ching 57)

I use the im age o f M oses deliberately, because M cC affery’s 

writing leans tow ards the prophet and his holy text in m ore ways 

than one. Just as Moses glim psed the divine fire of a God with no 

name, M cCaffery perceives a kind of spiritual value in the non- 

referential, the m aterial, and the unnam able. In this respect, post-
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sem iotic, sound and concrete poetry show rem arkable  sim ilarity  in 

design, form , practice and m otivation to tribal, ritua listic , religious 

and cerem onial verse. The sim ilarity of sound poetry to chanting is 

obvious: a deliberate repetition o f a restricted  vocabulary (in some 

m editative exercises, the vocabulary is lim ited to a single phoneme. 

Such m antras are intended to energize supplican ts and release the 

latent divinity). The Pentecostal tradition o f speaking in tongues is 

another religious precursor; the free-form ing o f  sound is 

unconstricted by m onolingual denotation, and is used by devotees as 

a technique to m anifest G od’s voice. Such vocal techniques have also 

been used to elicit elevated states of consciousness or to harmonize 

the social body — choral singing in modem C hristian ity  is still used 

for the purpose of com m uning. M oreover, concrete  and post-sem iotic 

poetry have overt sim ilarities to religious scrip t — C a rn iv a l  often 

mimics a Biblical use of decoration, flourish, colum ns and 

palim psests. M cCaffery even suggests that a m ulti-layered  textual 

style can efface and transcend “the past/present duality” (7?G 132). 

Perhaps the greatest influence on concrete and  post-sem iotic  poetry 

is the Hindu, Tantric and Buddhist tradition o f  yantras and m andalas. 

Designs o f geom etric com plexity, m andalas and  yantras are 

meditation aids intended to quiet the ego, purify the soul, focus 

energy, link the supplicant with the cosmos and eventually  God. 

N on-representational and non-iconic in construction , the m andala or 

y antra is a spiritual labyrinth which the in itiate  enters, seeking 

communion with his or her d iv in ity .2 3

Today, concrete and sound poets still operate as “ technicians of 

the sacred” (to use Jerom e R othenberg’s phrase), pursuing much the
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same goals. At tim es, M cC affery likens sound poets to shamans; 

sound poetry becom es a ritualistic  p ractice  w herein group breathing 

is synchronized as a form  o f communal s p e e c h . 24 M cCaffery’s 

description of the sham an in “Drum Language and the Sky Text” is 

essentially  a descrip tion o f  a non-verbal poet, whose drum ming and 

abstract images connect the tribe to a “ universal cen tre” (81) or the 

divine sky. Although the sound poet typically  works “ [i|n isolation 

with the single voice anchored to a unilinear vector,” McCaffery 

recognizes that reading functions best “th rough  group soundings.

The poem  as com m unity. A living syntax in the bioenergetic 

interw eavings of m ultiple voice and m ultiple bodies” ("Some Notes" 

282). The Four H orsem en frequently use chan t in order to bind 

audience and perform er in a transcendent, pseudo-m ystic bond. 

C ollapsing subject-object d istinctions, the sound poem  becomes a 

spiritual tool to achieve “a com m unal product and a collective 

experience” ("Sound Poetry: A Survey" 17).

M oreover, M cCaffery conceives of the second panel of C arn iva l  

as a functioning m andala w hich defends “a sacred centre” 

(“ In troduction” C2). Its courting of “Silence” is comparable to a Zen 

exercise in transcendence o f the ego (or to the T ao ists’ disavowal of 

declarative speech as a m eans of en lightenm ent). Significantly, 

M cCaffery conceives of C a rn iv a l  as a prelental exercise, a rite of 

restriction, reduction and chastisem ent o f flesh. M cC affery’s 

archeology of the word “carn ival” makes the book’s religious roots 

explicit: “from  Med. L. carnelevale, a putting away of the flesh and 

hence a prelental language gam e in which all traces o f the subjective 

‘I ’ are excom m unicated” (“ Introduction” C 2). M cC affery’s passage
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suggests an ego-suppression, a d isabling o f the brain’s linguistic

centres in order to facilitate a d irec t perception of the linguistic body.

At other times C a rn iv a l  operates in a decidedly cabalistic m anner: 

various deity names can be deciphered  from  the random ized letters. 

Reading the concrete poem  becom es equivalent to perceiving

Godhead (where God's word is conceived, according to Jewish

tradition, as all possible a lphabetical perm utations along all possib le  

reading paths). In line with th is religious impulse, the first panel of 

C arn iva l  fills itself with references to G enes is ,  especially to Eden, Eve, 

Adam, Babel and the serpent, characterizing itself as a type o f  textual 

paradise or linguistically  undifferen tiated  world. The poem  even 

claims that “EVE WILL LEAD ME BACK TO / THE PULSE OF PURITY.’’ 

No different than m onks and Zen m asters of old, sound, post-sem iotic 

and concrete poets claim  to perfo rm  a transcendence, return ing  

readers to a state of ecstatic b liss, to a naive, child like condition o f 

perceptual innocence, to com m union and, eventually, to God.

If this is accurate, concrete , post-sem iotic and sound poetry  

clearly  situate them selves w ithin a theological fram ew ork — as 

form s of prayer and revelation. Despite their avowed radical and 

revolutionary intent, a religious agenda exists in concrete poetry. In 

“A Section from  Carnival,"  M cCaffery admits a theological m otivation: 

i start w ith the creation myth — God as the ultim ate 

alphabetical source o f A/Ad am the first man & first 

letter. Adams [sic] creation as an individual is 

sim ultaneous with his absorption into the m atrix o f  the 

word (the visual-phonetic square) & his genetic fall 

parallels his graphic descent from  the purity of the letter
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as pure substance & pure volume thru the  word & the 

semantic sense . . . (n.p.)

At this stage in M cCaffery’s developm ent, the p re-lingu istic  graphic 

mark is deistic in nature. Concrete poetry becomes a devotional form 

o f w orship of the pure and present physical body o f  the letter. In 

contrast, the symbolic configurations of civilized “m eaningfu l” speech 

are aberrations from the divine body. Ideas are babble. M cCaffery’s 

m aterial poetry displays a fam iliar Christian aesthetic  of redem ption. 

To return to the body of the word is to return to the body of G o d . 2  5 

Clearly M cCaffery has granted a level of presence to matter, 

treating it as an authentic origin or prim eval truth that escapes the 

evils o f linguistic function. U nfortunately, M cC affery’s fa i th  in 

linguistic m atter is m isplaced. O ur awareness of “fundam ents” as 

m atter is socially influenced and ideologically inform ed. M atter is 

neither natural, nor self-evident, nor universal. It has no a priori  

status. On the contrary, it is a sem iotically constructed concept, 

affected by societal values, histories and language; m atter is not 

transcendent but culturally specific. As Nietzsche argues, we never 

encounter m atter except as the interpretation of m atter. In this 

light, there is very little that is concrete in concrete poetry.

One o f the ideologies that inform s M cCaffery’s early aesthetic in 

this respect is a nineteenth century positivism  that uncritically  

equates the physical and sensational with the r e a l . 26  For M cCaffery, 

the audible and visual qualities of language present a fundam ental, 

unassailable base-line, the raw data o f his research, and so concrete 

poetry often presents itself as a new realism. H ow ever, by granting 

“tru th” and “reality” to textual or sonic matter, M cC affery  unbalances
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his poetics in a unique way. The unrem itting em piricism  of concrete 

and sound poetry recreates anew  the transcenden talism  of P latonic 

ideology — m atter rather than form  becom es the determ inative  

m otivation. The assumed com m onality  of the em pirically  “real” text 

becom es the source o f com m union — that w hich is com m on to all 

people. The concrete poem ’s substance becom es mass, a universal 

and uniting sacram ent. By treating  linguistic m atter in the 

uncom plicated , imm ediate m anner o f an E n ligh tenm ent sc ien tist, the 

concrete/sound poet m erely m oves God from  heaven to earth , from  

the idea to the vehicle. In effect he in v e r ts  ra ther than n e g a te s  the 

theological structure. C oncrete, post-sem iotic and sound poetry have 

forged m atter into a universal constant, an earth  God, a lingering 

deity , which needs to be questioned as thoroughly  as any o ther form  

of presence. Like the concretists before him  w ho placed their trust 

in the object in and of itself, in organic form, in structure, M cCaffery 

trusts the m aterial signifier as an absolute au thority , a truth, a  real 

(and so creates the very authority  he sets out to dissolve). The task 

which aw aits is literary geocide: the rethinking o f concrete and sound 

poetry w ithout the touchstone o f an im m utable and perm anent 

m ateria l fundam ent.

The Politics of Non-Reference

No less problematic is the “biological and social /  program m e” 

(“L yric ’s L arynx,” N I  181) M cCaffery stakes ou t for his m aterialistic 

poetry. B eginning his career am id the counter-culture  fervour o f the 

1960s, M cC affery  justifies his m aterialist poetry  through m anifestos
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and statem ents tha t em ploy the clichéd rhetoric o f em pow erm ent, 

hum anization and liberation com m on at this time. A nd McCaffery 

never com plete ly  abandons this revo lu tionary  persona.

In various w ays, M cCaffery construes sound poetry  as “a 

practice o f freedom ” ("Sound Poetry: A Survey" 18). In particular, 

this freedom  is achieved  through an unrefined F reudian notion of 

lib id inal release, in w hich the poet expresses the energy or 

physio logical drives w ithout the social constraints o f gram m ar or 

m e a n i n g . 27 j n  1969, M cCaffery declares to his audience that pure 

sound “ liberates the elem ental regions & m ost prim itive  impulses of 

the hum an se lf ’ (“B lood” 275). In this way, M cCaffery argues that 

“ [sjound poetry is m uch /  more than sim ply returning / language to 

its /  m aterial base” (“L yric ’s Larynx,” N I  181). The em phasis on 

language’s body is achieved through a sim ultaneous em phasis on the 

hum an body as m eans o f audio production (it is here that 

M cC affery’s sound poetry m ost clearly intersects w ith C hopin’s: both 

foreground the sound poem ’s hum anizing elem ent). “ [Sjound is the 

extension of human bio logy” (“Blood” 275), and through the sound 

poem , argues M cC affery, the body reasserts itself in articulation.

get dow n to the wormed roots of poetry: sound & 

rhythm  & pulse — region of interaction o f the primitive & 

the anim al which has been m isin terpreted  as both 

dadaism  & surrealism , 

you’re bound to affect an audience

rhythm ic sound is not an artifact but a profound 

instance o f the human self, it is our sim ple rhythmic 

id e n tity :
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our regular organic processes (heartbeat, 

p u ls e )

our sem i-voluntary actions (respiration, 

p ro p u ls io n )

our simple em otional signals (foot-tapping, 

h a n d -c la p p in g )

it is the spirit o f our thighs, it is the basis of 

every  sexual act

rhythm  = the basic life force 

in liberating sound we are d iscovering these basic 

forces fo r ourself in organic expression istic  performance. 

(“Blood” 275)

Just as Jackson Pollock  claim ed to be nature  when he paints, 

M cCaffery accesses the physical instincts and pulses that lie in excess 

of the social code, beyond the rules of pronunciation and speech. The 

power of the sound poem  lies in the way language interfaces with 

flesh: words are translated  into “ [elnergy up the spine. Through the 

CNS” (“Some N otes” 281), that is, through the central nervous system. 

If the concrete poem  m anifests itself in text as text, the sound poem 

realizes itself in the perform er as perform ance.  Because the 

enunciation cannot be separated from the announcer, sound poetry 

theoretically effaces the distinction between body and text. In the 

simplest and most m em orable quotation, “POETRY BECOMES BLOOD” 

(“Blood” 275). By foregrounding the corporeality  of the speaker, 

sound poetry fu rther critiques the au thorless, subjectless, 

structuralist m odels o f  language:

Saussurean  linguistics posited



6 2
a system  o f language from which 

the agency of

the sub ject was

excluded. The sound poem (or 

a tex t-sound  w riting) re-inserts 

the prim ary agency of the subject 

as an instinctual

body-before-self. (“Lyric’s Larynx,” N I  181)

Through the vocalized poem , abstract linguistic  space is reconfigured 

as personal biology. In the sound perform ance exist no universals, 

no regulations, only singular bodies, individual utterances: p a r o le  

usurps langue', sub jec t/ob jec t distinctions evaporate. P roprioceptive 

in praxis, sound poetry is related to Charles O lson’s projective verse. 

W hen McCaffery says “breath is the purest sound” (“Blood” 275), he, 

like Olson, roots the sound poem in living processes. However, sound 

poetry differs from  projective verse because it em anates from  the 

whole body — m uscles, bones, and soft tissue — and not ju s t the 

voice or breath. O lson ’s championing of the voice aligns projective 

verse with gram m ar, linearity , speech and thought which sound 

poetry opposes. In contrast, sound poetry elim inates the textual 

aggregates of the voice — the line, the word, the syllable — in hopes

o f returning speech to a pre-linguistic, pre-com m unicative state, a

child  like state w here the speaker is able (theoretically) to d irectly  

express his or her lib id inal energy.

Although post-sem iotic  poetry does not involve the poet in the 

direct and im m ediate m anner o f sound poetry, it too strives to put 

readers in contact w ith  their biological origins. M cCaffery suggests
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that the post-sem iotic  poem  presen ts raw  spectral m aterial before it 

has been codified , cornered and incorporated into a verbal code. It 

tries to dep ic t the visual data o f the eyes before the linguistic and 

phonetic centres of our brain process it; the pre-sym bolic in this 

sense is literally  the pre-cognitive. This is perhaps one m eaning o f 

the title Transitions to the Beast: upon reading this poetry, M cC affery 

suggests we shed our codes, drop our civilized habits o f reading, and 

return to a m ore anim alistic, prim itive  state of apprehension. The 

aesthetic in trigue o f the piece arises from  the tension betw een w hat 

the eye sees and what the brain can identify and understand. In this 

way, the poem  attem pts to “p resen t the poets [sic] own perceptual 

system ,” or m ore exactly, the prelim inaries of perception.

Post-sem iosis of th is kind attem pts to present the reading  

as a perceiving experience  and vice-versa as Pound 

suggested. [The] poem  is precisely that — what the 

view er sees the v iew er reads; even more, the view er 

“ sees” the reading process itself; his/her reading is not 

sim ply “a kind of seeing” but the  seeing. {RG 36 )

The aesthetic precedents for this type o f art are numerous: 

Im pressionists, Cubists and C ézanne all depict psychological states o f 

perception as w ell as external objects. In literature, G ertrude Stein 

uses words instead of images to explore the complex interaction o f 

thought, m em ory, em otion, language and sensation. By abandoning 

all lexical and linear requirem ents, M cC affery adapts S te in ’s 

technique to focus not on thought but on the experience o f vision 

itself: reading as it is im printed on the cornea. Such poetry 

em phasizes the way the brain constructs  am bivalent perceptual
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m aterial into significant patterns. It liberates in the sense that each 

poem is supposedly free o f personal or sociological prejudice and 

influence. It is “more raw ly human"(TB back cover) in the sense that 

it reflects the neuro-optical system. Even the com position of 

Transition to the Beast  is grounded in the spontaneous movem ents of 

the body. M cCaffery describes its construction  as “a return to the 

hand as the basis of com position” (back cover). He seems to have in 

mind here a kind of autom atic writing w here the hand doodles 

w ithout d irection from  the brain, separating  the scriptive flow from  

any sym bolic-phonetic train ing . Such “m anual construction” once 

again constitutes “a part step in bringing poetry back to the body 

where it truly belongs” (back cover), and allow s writing to follow a 

more reflexive and b io logically  expressive tra jec to ry .2 8

However, a poetic return to the body is as problem atic as 

M cC affery’s return to the m aterial signifier; once again the poet 

believes he has recovered a lost origin, presence, authenticity and 

wholeness. M cCaffery believes he can recuperate a child like state of 

innocence and im m ediacy via a return to flesh, libido, blood, direct 

perception and anim ality. However, ne ither the body, nor the blood, 

nor the child, nor the beast exists in the pure and primeval state that 

M cCaffery imagines. Quite simply, his priv ileging of these states is 

biased, uninform ed and nostalgic. A nim als have com plex language 

system s, and to perceive them  as presym bolic is m erely to 

anthropom orphize them. Sim ilarly, percep tion  can never be direct or 

pure, as M cCaffery implies. This stage of M cC affery’s writing is 

clearly m otivated by w hat he later calls “ the Rousseauist dream of 

im m ediate-in tuitive com m unication . . .  a  present, self-authenticating
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instant" (“Nothing Forgotten ,” N I  111-12). In his essay “Panoptical 

A rtifice,” Charles B ernstein rightly  characterizes M cC affery’s rhetoric 

o f the presym bolic as “the last outpost of Rom antic ideology in 

poststructuralist doxa” (11). Bernstein m ight have added that the 

em phasis on blood has a certain  fascist purity to it.

M cC affery’s rationale for sound poetry is further suspect 

because the liberation of the libido is accepted unquestioningly as a 

positive event. In reality, the total release and absolute freedom  

M cCaffery advocates are not necessarily beneficial. On this point, 

George Hartley critiques M cC affery ’s aesthetics, via the Frankfurt 

School, by pointing to fascism  as an exam ple o f “ libidinal flow  [that] 

does not always produce desirab le  results” (70). Hartley could have 

gone much further. Rape, aggression, rage, rio ts, incest, hysteria, 

sexual harassm ent, m urder: liberty  and libido have many destructive 

and terrifying faces. A lthough Hartley does not deny the possible 

therapeutic advantages of sound poetry, he is perhaps right to 

chastise M cCaffery’s uncritical release o f libido as an aesthetic which 

leans tow ards anarchy .- 9

M oreover, the very idea o f sound poetry as em ancipatory rests 

on somewhat shaky ground. In M cCaffery’s poetics, the prem ise of 

libidinal release is predicated on the repressive character o f 

conventional language, its restriction  of libido and freedom. But how 

accurate is this? M cCaffery feels that he liberates desire by 

delim iting reference, but Lacan argues that desire itself is a product 

of reference. That is, we becom e desiring beings through a symbolic 

recognition of som ething outside ourselves which we lack. For Lacan, 

desire begins with — and no t before — language acquisition.
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M oreover, g ram m ar and reference m ay restric t am bigu ity  and 

polyvalency, but they do not necessarily restric t the u se r’s freedom  

or desire, even  in the conventional, non-Lacanian sense. Q uite the 

contrary: log ical, ordered, hierarchical language may actually  

increase our ab ility  to achieve overall gratification by enhancing  our 

ability to com m unicate, cooperate, analyze, exchange, identify , 

understand, participate , predict and control. M cC affery’s theories 

skirt the fact that conventional language is an effective and 

productive tool that helps us articulate and reach our goals. If it is 

repressive, referen tial language is like Freud’s reality  p rincip le , 

which m om entarily  represses desire in order to effect a long term  

satisfaction. As an extension of the reality principle, referential 

language actually  serves rather than inhibits our desires. If this is 

true, if reference is only strategically and not absolutely repressive, 

then the en tire  “ liberating” character of m aterial poetry is 

questionable. In his stringent aesthetic, M cCaffery refuses to 

recognize the sim ple advantages that accom pany speech, 

com m unication and story, viewing them autom atically  as com plicit 

with alienation and capitalism . Clearly, this broad rejection of 

conventional language is an overstated position that g losses not only 

the social advantages of reference, but its possibilities fo r resistance 

and critique.

If M cC affery ’s early , pseudo-Freudian configurations are 

problem atic, w hat about his later M arxist rationale? W hat about the 

claim  that his poetry decreases sem antic alienation and consum ption 

by rehum anizing and empowering readers? In many ways 

M cCaffery’s concrete  poetry does  encourage readerly  partic ipa tion .
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In C a r n iv a l ,  for exam ple, readers are required to becom e creators o f 

the poem ’s content. W ith the abandonm ent o f the line and 

paragraph as organizing princip les o f the page, the reading sequence 

becom es increasingly  arb itrary  and subjective . A ccordingly 

M cCaffery invites the reader to “ m ove freely, as language itself 

m oves, along one and m ore of the countless reading paths availab le’’ 

("In troduction  " C 2). W ithout a c lear syntax, the reader is forced to 

construct the m eaning that is apparen tly  absen t from the poem.

How, for exam ple, to read linguistically  reduced scraps like “pie” 

(C 2 )?  app /e?  s tip p /f? p /eb e ian ?  p /g asan t?  The reader m ust se lect 

from  a plenitude of m eanings. Faced w ith lacunae rather than 

m essages, faced with uncom m unicative  p h y s i s ,  readers are forced to 

adopt a generative  (rather than a consum ptive) posture tow ards the 

text, becom ing participants in the assignm ent o f meaning. W ith no 

clear beginnings or endings, w ords and lines arise only as their 

term inal points and pathw ays are ind iv idually  assigned. N arrative, 

even letter sequence, is a choice. The lack o f grammar, context and 

denotative borders forces the reader to be the producer o f sign ifican t 

orders. If the artist m ust treat language as a medium to be laboured 

over and arranged, so too m ust C a r n iv a l ' s  readers. Gone is the ease 

of reception  that marks the com m odified  w ork. Instead, the reader 

is faced with an enigmatic and silen t wall o f type. One cannot speed- 

read C a rn iv a l:  it must be returned to, repeatedly encountered — a 

c ra m m e r’s n ig h tm are .3 0

It is tem pting to accept M cC affery’s M arxist rationale, with its 

focus on production and hum anization. H ow ever, M cC affery’s 

socialist rhetoric here is no m ore capable o f avoiding contradictions
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and m etaphysical assum ptions than  its Freudian coun terpart. For 

example, a t the heart o f M cC affery 's poetics lies an unanalyzed 

concept o f personal freedom  that suggests the reader can construct 

the text in any m anner s/he desires. Yet, readers are never free in 

this absolute sense. Although we m ay exert conscious choice in 

reading M cC affery ’s poems, our decisions are highly influenced by 

previous experience, biases, ideology and program m ing, m uch of 

which may be subconscious. C hoice is always determ ined by 

personal and social history. W hen M cCaffery celebrates the reader’s 

freedom of in terpretation , he is b lindly  cham pioning the reader’s ego 

as a sovereign and independent force, w ithout considering  the ways 

in which the ego is itself socially m ediated. Indeed, M cC affery’s 

poetics seem  to rely on an eighteenth-century  fiction of the 

individual’s pure  liberty . To use another eighteenth-century  trope, 

M cCaffery’s ideal reader is som ething of a blank slate that acts out of 

an ethereal sense of enlightened self-in terest.

In Textual Politics and the Language Poets, George H artley 

further c ritic izes M cCaffery by suggesting that his poetry is not 

necessarily as unrestric ted  and unfettered  as the poet presen ts it. 

While rem oving the strictures o f reference and gram m ar, M cCaffery 

in turn im poses restrictive, repressive orders of his own. This is 

particularly true of his later works, such as the translations, “L ag,” 

o w ’s waif, or D r. S a d h u ’s Muffins, w hich demonstrate an alm ost 

obsessive form ulaic  writing procedure. The sense o f liberty  and 

freedom  is fu rther lim ited by the in terd ic tion  against reference and 

com m unication integral to his w riting. As M cCaffery h im self admits 

in 1986, readers o f his poetry are guided by “a series o f prohibitions
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(you can ’t consume, you can ’t reproduce an identical m essage, you 

can ’t subvert a representation). Hence the em ancipatory  character of 

the reading becom es a m andatory  liberation” (“D im inished 

R eference,” N I  28). A “m andatory liberation” : readers cannot treat 

the text in a referential m anner because the poem is structured 

precisely to prevent an easy read. Hence, readers cannot enjoy 

absolute freedom  because they  are prevented from  em ploying  

fam iliar narrative, tem poral or referential patterns. R eference and 

gram m ar become the forbidden fruits of M cCaffery’s poetry, the new 

lim its to sign operation. M cC affery’s poetry does not liberate 

readers: it merely substitu tes one set of restraints fo r another, 

changing the m anner in which readers are controlled , while 

m ain tain ing  control.

In addition, M cC affery’s tendency to explain his poems 

inev itab ly  impedes the in terp reta tive  freedom  and sem antic 

p lurality  that he wishes to foster. By persuading the reader to 

consider the work according to his perspective, M cCaffery actually 

lim its the diversity of possible interpretations. C ontrary to his 

a ttem pt to em phasize m ateria lity  and increase readerly  participation, 

M cC affery’s pedagogical style strives to indoctrinate the reader and 

enforce a passive consum ption of the poet’s ideas. His explanations 

are so numerous and forcefu l, they suggest that he fears his poetry 

may be m isinterpreted; that is, he fears the full in terpretive freedom 

he ostensibly seeks. Som etim es M cCaffery’s prose is so persuasively 

clear, his claims so transparent and absolute, that his explanations 

actually  replace a reading o f the poetry altogether. His dust-jackets 

act like keys or answers that provide the easy, com m odified ideas
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absent from the d ifficu lt, unstructured poems. They have the effect 

o f eclipsing in teraction  w ith the poems.

In fact, review ers tend to quote M cC affery’s rationalizations 

much more frequently  than they do the poetic text. Reviewers tend 

to accept his account o f the poetry in lieu of an actual, personal 

reading. In “V irtuosity Its Own Reward,” a review o f The Black Debt, 

critic Kent Thom pson adm its that M cCaffery’s poetry is probably not 

going to be read, partly  “because it is unreadable, and m eant to be 

so” (121), but also because “alm ost everything you need to know 

about it is explained (sort of) on the back cover of the book” (120).

In his review “Risking All on the Road to Rideau H all,” Colin Morton 

likew ise admits not fin ish ing  Theory o f  Sediment, but that does not 

stop him  from  discussing  the unread poem  using the term s and ideas 

from  M cCaffery’s ow n explanatory notes and dust-jacket blurbs. In 

“Scream or Speech,” a review  of Dr. Sadhu’s Muffins, Eugene 

M cNamara quotes from  the “Note on the M ethod o f Com position,” but 

does not exam ine a single scrap of the poetry. I point to these three 

review ers to suggest that M cCaffery actively encourages surface 

readings through his explanations, sum m ations and statem ents of 

m ethodology. These c larifications increase the facility  o f the text’s 

consum ption, and in so doing defeat M cCaffery’s attem pt to undo 

cap ita lis t reification and hum anize the reading experience. Indeed, 

they threaten to fo reclose the reading of a poem altogether, allowing 

easily  absorbed, fam ilia r answ ers to prevail.

On these grounds, M cC affery’s em pow erm ent o f the reader is 

dubious. We should note as well that hum anization betrays trust in a 

self-evident subject w hich can be hum anized; thus, the human
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subject persists as one m ore m etaphysical conceit behind M cC affery 's 

early aesthetic . M oreover, this hum anization is fraught w ith 

contradictions. His poetry prom ises an elevation of the self, but 

sim ultaneously strives to destab ilize  the intellectual mind. T his is 

the sense in w hich Carnival: the second panel  is typified by “ the 

absence of a sub ject” (quoted in Nichol, “Checklist” 72) and strives to 

eradicate “all traces o f the subjective ‘I’” ("Introduction" C 2). In the 

sound perform ance, M cCaffery contends “there is no poet 

FORTHEPOETISATONEW ITHHISSOUNDS” (“Blood” 275). As the title of 

a 1977 article  suggests, his stra tegy  of “counter-com m unication” is 

com plicit with “T he Death of the Subject.” At this point, we reach a 

paradox in M cC affery’s logic: on the one hand, he writes out o f a need 

to hum anize and energize his audience; on the other hand, he 

proscribes the trad itiona l form s o f subject-oriented w riting w hich 

help legitim ate selfhood. Encountering his works, we return to 

reading with a rev italized  sense o f im portance, but we lose the very 

structures and boundaries which give us a sense of identity. The 

increase in readerly  participation  is accom panied by an in tense and 

sustained depersonalization  of the readerly self. Growing 

increasingly aw are o f the paradoxes of sound poetry, M cC affery 

sum m arizes his con trad ictory  positions: “La poeme  [sic] c ’est mol.

And yet the absolu te  annihilation o f the subject” (“Some N otes” 282).

As M cC affery  becom es m ore theoretically inform ed by Lacan, 

Levinas, D errida, K risteva, D eleuze and Guattari, his conception of the 

human se lf becom es m ore explicitly  postm odern. In place o f the 

stable subject, M cC affery  begins to em phasize that subjectiv ity  is a 

textual construct, prone to perpetual displacem ent, d iffusion  and
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dislocation. In this more sophisticated stage, McCaffery considers the 

human subject as an amalgam o f social codes, a sub routine o f 

language itse lf, a program  o f signifying practices which constitu te 

being hum an. Ironically, M cCaffery still persists in his rhetoric of 

hum anization. This presents another serious contradiction. W hile

the reader m ay be foregrounded in the construction of a tex t’s 

meaning, M cC affery’s poetry effects a parallel and debilita ting  

implosion o f subjectivity  itself. W hile em phasizing the hum an 

benefits of his poetry, M cCaffery concurrently  stresses that each 

reader is also absent and artificial. W hile envisioning a field  of more 

human interactions, M cCaffery also insists that “we must avoid a 

hum anization o f the reader who is not to be anthropologized as a 

‘person’ but seen structurally as a theoretical location in textual 

activity’’ (“D im inished Reference,’’ N I  27). Or, as he says in “Lag, ” “the 

subject belongs to the sentence that utters it” (67). This 

incom patibility is a problem. Can we become more human while we 

subordinate iden tities to language? Is an em powerm ent o f the 

reader possible w ithout a stable self to energize? No, I would argue, 

it is not. W hat we witness in M cC affery’s writings at this stage is the 

collision of incom patible rhetorics and projects: enlightened 

hum anism  and deconstruction; poetic Rom anticism  and struc tu ra list 

objectivity; m odern ist nostalgia for progress or the se lf-ev ident 

subject and the  postm odern acceptance that these are im possible.

This co llision  is eventually reso lved  when M cCaffery abandons 

his quest for a pure presence and accepts a fairly standard 

postm odern position  that d irect experience is an im possibility.
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It was in 1978 also that 1 started to reconsider my own 

sound poetry from  the vantage of a parad igm  other than 

im m ediate presence. I became convinced that my 

several years in sound poetry perform ance (solo and 

collective) linked genealogically back . . .  to Romantic 

ideology. I abandoned the quest for unm ediated 

(because p relingu istic) com m unication in favour of outlay 

and expenditure derived from economy. (“ A Book 

Resem bling H air” 263)

O r as admitted in a Four Horsem en performance score:

We have, as yet, failed utterly to develop a m aterialist

poetics, a poetics of the libidinal flow and signal, a poetics

of the surplus value of the signifier. T here can never be 

a truly sound poetry — only the ritualized  failure of art 

to reach its sixth dim ension. (“Schedule F or Another 

Piece: A Theory o f Practice,” The Prose Tattoo  6)

Rather than reclaim ing a lost presence or bem oaning absence, 

M cCaffery begins to celebrate  the loss of certainty, exploring  the 

numerous ways in which identity , meaning and rea lity  can be 

diffused, unsettled and scattered . Although he consisten tly  

foregrounds linguistic m atter throughout the rem ainder o f his career, 

m atter becomes but one stra tegy  among many for achieving  this 

d is se m in a tio n .31 If M cC affery’s early concretist experim ents are 

naive and filled with revo lu tion ist cliches, they rem ain  valuable

today if only because they test the limits of expressive nihilism  and

discover that reference m ay be dim inished, but never purged from  

language.
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However, we m ust be cautious regarding M cC affery’s rejection 

o f his early m anifestos and m odernist aesthetics. A lthough he 

distances him self from  suspect notions of presence, his love of 

im m ediacy persists, in d isgu ised  form, in his M arxist phase. Indeed, 

M cCaffery’s renunciation o f his early motives im plies the poet is still 

seeking a right answ er, a  place beyond contradiction  and paradox, 

shielded from  the absurdity  inherent to language. The concrete 

poet’s desire for linguistic m ateriality  persists, fo r exam ple, in his 

analysis of the m aterial conditions of signification. The two projects 

naively trust directness and em piricism . The sound poet’s quest for 

a linguistic presence is not significantly d ifferen t from  the socialist’s 

dem and for decreased alienation . For that m atter, how different is 

the sound poet’s liberation of libido from the liberation of the 

reader’s productivity? T he two projects focus not only on 

hum anization of the audience, but on the need for liberation and 

em ancipation. In this w ay, the reader’s freedom  appears as an 

unquestioned value in both stages: both cham pion an unexam ined 

and uncritical concept o f the reader’s liberty. Furtherm ore, the 

notion of a perfectible, utopian society looms behind M cCaffery’s 

M arxist analysis, suggesting that it too has m etaphysical, even 

transcendent, impulses. In his recountings o f his early  excess, 

M cCaffery shifts from  a Freudian paradigm  (the liberation of desire) 

to a M arxist one (the liberation of labour), but the com m itm ent to 

liberty , freedom , ind iv idua lity , and em pow erm ent rem ains largely 

the same. Although the rhetorical vocabulary is d ifferen t, M cCaffery 

continues to pursue a m odern ist project g rounded in eighteenth- 

cen tu ry  fictions.
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Chapter Two

From Use to Ruse: Technological Catachresis

All art is quite useless.

O scar W ilde ("Preface," The Picture o f  

Dorian Gray  236)

In the “Q uestion C oncerning Technology,” M artin Heidegger 

questions the dom inant role that technology assum es in our society, 

cautioning that, despite  its instrum ental value, technology poses a 

serious danger. By arranging the natural world according to purpose 

alone, by precluding any order other than function, technology 

threatens to reduce all existence to useful purposes. In this 

constraint of nature or p o ie s i s  (as Heidegger also calls it), technology 

threatens to impose an end or destination on hum anity itself. To 

resist our u tilitarian  destiny , H eidegger urges that we reread 

technology and transgress its functional m andate:

essential reflection  upon technology and decisive 

confrontation with it must happen in a realm  that is, on 

the one hand, akin to the essence of technology, and, on 

the other hand, fundam entally  d ifferen t from  it.

Such a realm  is art. (340)

By reading technology artistically , by subsum ing t e c h n e  under 

p o ie s i s ,  Heidegger suggests we return the world to its natural or 

poetic state: full o f irrelevancies, m ultiplicities, p luralities, 

contradictions and decadence. By perceiving values other than
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utilitarianism , H eidegger offers “hope” 32 that hum anity’s end m ay be 

avoided, and that we may live in excess o f our usefulness.

In “For a Critique of the Political Econom y of the Sign,” Jean 

Baudrillard sim ilarly  argues that W estern socie ty  regards utility  as 

an absolute, proper, natural and irreplaceable value. According to 

Baudrillard, utility is valued to the extent that function eclipses all 

other features of the object and “registers itse lf as a kind of m o r a l  

law  at the heart of the object” (67). Precluding any sort of play, 

utility restricts the object into a singular capacity  and “represents an 

objective, final relation of intrinsic purpose {destination pro p re )"

(64). Like H eidegger, Baudrillard lam ents that “the restricted finality  

o f utility imposes itself on people as surely as on the world of 

objects.” R ather than accept “ [tjhis u tilitarian  im perative” (69), 

Baudrillard critiques use value as a type o f naturalized, arrested 

form  of exchange value, and argues that u tility  is not an intrinsic or 

inherent condition of any object, but rather “a social relation” (66) 

that appears natural only by necessity. In this way, “the system  o f 

use value is produced by the system of exchange value as its own 

ideology . . .  it is only the sate ll i te  and alib i  o f exchange value” (72).

In many ways, M cCaffery’s writings are a poetic analog to both 

Baudrillard’s and H eidegger’s, for all three are engaged in d isplacing 

utility as the controlling discourse of our tim es. If use value 

substitutes “ [a] sim ple finality . . .  for a m ultiplicity of meanings” 

(Baudrillard, "PE " 67), M cCaffery tries to reinsta ll a symbolic and 

productive am bivalence in language, forcing the useful object into 

the slippery world o f exchange. Consistently  em phasizing values 

other than utility, M cC affery’s poetry perform s a technological
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catachresis, and becomes part o f the larger Heideggerean attem pt to 

return t e c h n e  to its historical condition as an aspect of p o ie s i s .  In 

1977, M cCaffery described his work as an attempt “ [tjo step out of 

use . . .  to see w hat a hammer is when not in function” (“Death” 61).

In the Toronto Research G roup’s founding “M anifesto,” the third tenet 

declares “research can function to d iscover new uses for potentially 

outdated form s & techniques” {RG  23): in other words, research is 

conceived as deliberate perversion. In “The F-Claim to Shape in a 

’’Patalogom ena Towards A Zero Reading (For Ihab H assan)” (1980), 

M cCaffery com ically  describes his w riting project as a transgression 

of functionality :

M ay I describe this geo-m etrico-epistem o-logical 

realignm ent as an instance of FUTILITY, which, expressed 

as F + UTILITY becom es susceptible to the definition of 

that which is ONE LETTER PAST UTIœLITY [sic]? . . .  As F + 

U TILITY , however, it is a slightly more com plex algorithm  

and decipherable as an increm entality to function by the 

addition of F to a usage. (12)

Over the top in its technical vocabulary, yet resistant to application, 

this passage parodically suggests M cC affery’s agenda is one of serious 

and applied frivolity . Harkening back to Kant’s “purposiveness 

without purpose,” M cCaffery’s “unproductive productivity” (“P g ra y ” 

54) em ploys system s, apparatus and m achinery in unin tentional 

ways, enlarging and exceeding their u tilitarian capacity. In the 

poet’s own term inology, M cCaffery resists capitalism  by encouraging 

a general econom ic play within the restricted econom ies o f use and 

function. C reating  “ [a]nti-functions as explanatory seepages” {TS 35 ),
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M cCaffery puts the fun in to  function, and turns use into ruse, and 

even abuse.

This kind o f technological misuse is ev ident in M cC affery’s 

early  phase, in the way that sound, post-sem iotic and concrete 

poetry position them selves as ruptures to com m unication . M oreover, 

McCaffery conceives of these  early poems as technological 

interrogations in a literal sense. Carniva l  is “an exploration of 

technological tension” because it attempts to “ex tend  the capabilities 

o f tex tual-textural m echanics: typew riter, xerox, e lec tro sta t, tape 

etc.” {RG 141). M cCaffery elides the practices o f the first and second 

C arn iva l  som ewhat in this statem ent. To clarify: the first panel arises 

as an engagem ent and experim entation with the typew riter, 

exploring and testing the alternate possibilities o f the type-set line, 

an investigation into the typew riter’s non-linear po ten tia lity . If 

“ [t]he typew riter fixes page size to carriage capacity ,” then in the first 

Carn iva l  “the carriage capacity  lim itations are ac tive ly  confronted” 

(R G  65). In the second Carnival  M cCaffery in te rrogates m ore current 

technologies: “Panel two places the typed mode in agonistic relation 

with other forms o f scrip tion: xerography, xerography  within 

xerography (i.e . m etaxerography  and d isin teg ra tive  seriality ), 

e lectrostasis, rubber-stam p, tissue texts, hand -le tte ring  and stencil” 

(“ In troduction” C 2). In these poems, the m echanics o f mimetics are 

em ployed “not in the conventional, neutral usage as sim ply 

‘duplicators’” (RG  141), but as producers o f textures, icons, and visual 

m o tifs .

In 1978, when M cC affery wryly defines sound poetry as “a 

new way to blow out candles” (“Sound Poetry,” L B  89), he
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characterizes it as an excessive, w asteful engagem ent of the voice 

“outside the utilitarian  / production o f m eaning” (“Lyric’s Larynx,” N I  

182). On a m echanical level, M cC affery’s sound poetry is often 

generated through a deliberate m isuse of the technology designed to 

amplify, record and transm it the hum an voice. When not used to 

sim ply transcribe, M cC affery suggests that the tape recorder allow s 

the poet to transcend not only the lim its of speech and voice, but the 

body as well. In this fashion, “ [t]he body is no longer the ultim ate 

param eter, and voice becom es a poin t o f departure rather than the 

point of arrival” (“Sound Poetry,” L B  90). Rather than accede to the 

lim itations of the individual speaker, poets can now extend their 

vocal range through tape, and liberate com position from “the athletic  

sequentiality o f the hum an body” (90). This is the sense in which 

M cCaffery claim s that the tape recorder “allows speech — for the 

first time in its history — a separation from voice” (91). By 

m anipulating tape speed, the recorder can also provide “a m ore 

detailed appreciation o f the human vocal range” and language in 

general (90). Editing, cutting and splicing further create the 

possibility of arranging sound “outside of real time perform ance”

(9 0 ).

T echnological time can be superadded to authentic body 

tim e to achieve either an accelerated or decelerated 

experience o f voice tim e. Both time and space are 

harnessed to become less the controlling and m ore the 

m anipulable factors of audiophony. There exists then 

through recourse to the tape recorder as an active
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com positional tool, the possibility of ‘overtak ing’ speech

by the m achine. (90)

Using the tape recorder in a com positional rather than m im etic 

capacity, M cCaffery creates new sound-scapes beyond the lim ited 

range of the spoken word. As he effects a general deconstruction of 

the word, M cCaffery abandons not only any claim  to a “poetry of 

blood,” but logocentrism .

Although M cC affery will misuse m achines, cam eras, faxes and 

video equipm ent to generate  his poems and perform ances, the vast 

m ajority of his experim ents interrogate some aspect of prin t 

technology or print culture. In this regard, M cCaffery’s poetry is 

enorm ously indebted to M arshall McLuhan, and his vision o f pre

literate human societies organized by the spoken word. A ccording to 

M cLuhan, hearing is a holistic form of perception that can receive, 

process and respond to m any disparate kinds of stim uli 

sim ultaneously. W e have no problem  discerning and en joy ing  the 

dozens of instrum ents in an orchestra, for example. In addition, 

hearing does not require a person to ignore the other senses; hearing 

perm its a d irect, synaethesic  involvem ent with one’s environm ent. 

M oreover, speech is a diffuse, non-specific form  of com m unication 

which can address and unite entire groups. Based upon this 

inclusive, auditory logic, oral societies tend to be highly integrated 

com m unities, which em phasize the fam ily or tribe over the 

individual. The speaker’s involvem ent with his or her language is 

synonym ous with the strong sense of attachm ent felt tow ards the 

clan: for M cLuhan, oral societies are com prehensive and 

p a r tic ip a to ry .
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M cLuhan argues that our society began to move out of this oral 

stage of social developm ent with the adoption of a standard  phonetic 

alphabet. The Roman alphabet, for exam ple, imposes a sym bolic 

paucity on language, reducing the variety , richness and subtlety  of 

ideograms to a restricted set o f form alized, abstract icons. This shift 

initiates a transform ation into a prin t culture, organized upon the 

written ra ther than the spoken word. In contrast to speech, writing 

is dependent upon a visual rather than an auditory logic, in which 

vision predom inates and even eclipses the other senses. “As an 

intensification and extension of the visual function, the phonetic 

alphabet d im inishes the role of the other senses of sound and touch 

and taste in any literate culture” {U M  87). With the proliferation of 

repeatable type, print culture tends to foster a d issociation  of 

sensibility, divorcing sight from  sound, thus depriving objects of 

their full ex tent of integrated sensation. Hence, “ [tjhe phonetically  

written w ord sacrifices worlds o f m eaning and perception” {U M  86). 

With the flourishing use of script, our perception of the world 

becom es increasingly fragm ented, abstract and partial. W here sound 

is a field  of concurrent, overlapping events, print tends to encourage 

a linearization o f experience, w here each event is connected to the 

next in a logical, cause-and-effect sequence. Because it privileges 

this abstract, arbitrary chain of connections over a gesta lt, because 

reading is an isolated and private activ ity , the written word tends to 

decrease o ne’s emotional bond to fam ily or clan, and accelerate  one’s 

alienation, detachm ent, and specialization. Where oral societies tend 

to harm onize their populations in to  tribes, print culture tends to 

segregate its population into individual citizens. A lthough p rin t’s
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ability to isolate, sequence and repeat has been responsib le  for much 

of our cu ltu re’s success, M cLuhan warns that the ensuing alienation, 

fragm entation and m echanization are reaching dangerous levels.

Drawing from  M cLuhan’s reading  of history, M cCaffery begins a 

poetic critique o f print culture. As part of the T oronto  Research 

G roup’s work through the m id-seven ties to early  eigh ties, M cCaffery 

analyzes the book as an exam ple o f a reproductive technology which 

has becom e naturalized to such an extent that it is no longer 

recognized as a sophisticated, m echanical instrum ent. Echoing 

McLuhan, M cCaffery and N ichol argue that the book is a highly 

advanced m achine because it a rranges, orders, records and expedites 

data in a schem atic way. “By m achine we m ean the book’s capacity 

and m ethod for storing inform ation  by arresting, in the relatively  

im m utable form  o f the printed w ord, the flow o f speech conveying 

that inform ation” (RG  60). A ccording to Nichol and M cCaffery, the 

book has been configured as a m ethod for preserving speech, and as 

such, the design of the book has been heavily influenced by an 

incipient logocentrism . T extual layout has been tailored  to reflect the 

voice’s putative tem poral and sequen tial nature. In its full form , the 

book is defined by a triple linearity : “the book organizes content 

along three modules: the lateral flow  o f the line, the vertical or 

colum nar build-up o f the lines on the page and thirdly a linear 

m ovem ent organized  through dep th  (the sequen tia l arrangem ent of 

pages upon pages)” (60). Type is laid out across, dow n and through 

the page. For M cCaffery and N ichol, prose is the typographic medium 

analogous to the voice, and the book’s preferred m eans o f expression. 

Like speech, prose is a sequential organization along a tem poral
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continuum ; conventional reading is a kind o f  seance which sum m ons 

a disem bodied voice, and “reconstitutes the duration of a ‘listening’” 

(6 2 ).

Like McLuhan, M cCaffery and Nichol perceive “ [i)n the 

m echanics of page . . .  a phenomenal and chronological constraint: 

enforced  consecutivity , a m andate for sequen tia lity , linear 

com paction and unilinear direction” (RG  165). Like McLuhan, they 

perceive the orthodox book as a reductive form  which prevents “an 

adequate representation of extralinguistic rea lity ” {RG  100). Print 

takes the am bivalent flux of subjective experience  and makes it 

com prehensible by ordering it through the m echanism s of syntax, 

orthography, chapter d ivision, and narra tive . Prin t transform s the 

chaos of raw perception into a clear cause-and-effec t sequence. 

H ow ever, by ordering the chaos of com pounded existence, print may 

actually  m isrepresent, reduce, fragm ent and deform  it. Because 

consciousness is not necessarily linear or sequential, McCaffery and 

N ichol point out that “ the enforced consecutiv ity  o f the bound book 

form at [is] a falsifying elem ent in the psychological presentation of 

character” (86). Conventional fiction tends to present subjects in a 

logical, progressive, determ inate way, w hich is incongruous with the 

sim ultaneity  and m ultip licity  of lived sub jective  experience. If 

narrative and syntax dem and clear subjects and actions, then these 

w ill a rtific ially  separate the continuous overlay  between present 

perception and past memory, conscious and unconscious flux. By 

continually  conform ing consciousness to fit the book’s concatenation, 

argues M cCaffery, we needlessly precondition  and predispose 

ourselves to its logocentric, linear w ord-w orld order; as M cCaffery
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suggests, “gram m ar will /  organize your life on / a lateral ax is” 

(“NARRATIVE” 14). In his untitled contribution to The Order o f  

Things,  M cCaffery further com plains that digitalization erases 

“intuiTIVe proceduRes” and the “parADiGM  of seriaLity” spells “thE 

demisE/ [of] all refleCTive thiN K Ing” (25). And what is worse, 

M cCaffery and N ichol suggest that the linearity of conventional prose 

fosters the illusion that hum ankind is om nipotent and om niscient, 

absolutely in control of its environm ent.

W hile echoing M cLuhan’s analysis of print culture, the Toronto 

Research Group also constitutes an im portant nuancing, even 

correction of his thought. To begin, M cCaffery and Nichol do not 

accept M cLuhan’s valorization o f speech as a medium which precedes 

writing, offering a direct, polyvalent involvem ent with the world. 

According to the Toronto Research Group, speech not only fosters a 

kind of logocentrism  that m ay debase the visual realm  (and fragm ent 

experience in its own way), but also mandates the linearity o f 

phonetics and print. The Toronto Research Group suggests that 

speech fails to achieve the sim ultaneous, holistic state desired by 

McLuhan. M oreover, the T oronto Research Group shows that the 

printed, phonetic word is not as lim iting as McLuhan suggests. For 

the Toronto Research Group, only select modes of print foster this 

lim itation — in particular phonetic, gram m atic and prosaic form s. 

W here M cLuhan cham pions the electronic media as a technology 

which can reinvest hum anity w ith the wholeness enjoyed in the 

speech-dom inated tribal age, M cC affery and Nichol advocate a return 

and re-evaluation o f the prin ted text in hopes o f recuperating the 

wholeness enjoyed in the pictographic or hieroglyphic a g e . 3 3 Both
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M cLuhan and the Toronto R esearch Group hope to a llev ia te  a 

G utenbergian disassociation o f sensibility . However, M cLuhan 

attem pts to do so by exploring new, electronic m edia, while 

M cCaffery tries to do so by reinventing and restructuring print itself 

— that is, by inventing new, non-linear forms for typography.

For McCaffery, the book is not menacing because o f its 

sequential form per se; rather the book becomes a danger because it 

has been reified, institu tionalized , standardized and natu ra lized  to 

the point that it precludes o ther potential, d isjunctive, general 

econom ic orders. In response to its cultural dom ination, M cCaffery 

consisten tly  attem pts to leg itim ate  other graphic possib ilities  which 

are not predicated upon linearity , and in this way allow  other, 

suppressed, irrational values to em erge. By stepping out of line so to 

speak, McCaffery hopes to co rrec t print culture’s lim iting , outmoded 

world view, and offer benefits parallel to those prom ised by 

M cLuhan’s electronic media: d im inish ing  alienation by increasing the 

read er’s participation w ith language; abating fragm entation  by 

encouraging a fuller play betw een the senses, and so fostering a 

holistic awareness; creating a g rea ter sense of com m unity by 

em phasizing the m ateriality  o f the signifier as a universally  

accessible medium — a global v illage in print. A lthough M cCaffery 

still dem onstrates a p red ilection  for hum anitarian rheto ric , his 

poetry seriously expands our lexicon of textual possib ilities. By 

creating disjunctive, open fields, M cCaffery hopes to create  a 

tex tuality  that better reflects “ex ternal reality as indeterm inant, 

dissociative and illogical” (RG  101). In effect, M cCaffery attem pts to 

tailor the book for a quantum  culture.
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M cC affery’s nostalgie fondness for the book is his strength and 

his burden. Where M cLuhan w illingly em braces the new electronic 

m edia, M cCaffery rem ains a lm ost obsessively  com m itted to print 

(albeit in innovative form ). W here M cLuhan en thusiastically  accepts 

the new technologies and their consciousness shift, M cCaffery tries to 

make typography effect the sam e changes. M cCaffery accurately 

com m ents that the Toronto R esearch Group “was, through its entire 

history, a non-com puter phenom enon” (R G  16). A lthough media like 

the in te rnet may be ideally suited  to M cC affery’s destructured, 

depersonalized , non-narrative, iconic w riting, an electron ic  

term inology is conspicuously absen t from  M cC affery’s rationale. 

M cCaffery affirms that the a rtis t’s duty is to always rem ain 

“con tem porary” (RG  18), yet he refuses to accept the advent of a new, 

electronic culture. In this respect, M cCaffery’s logic is conservative 

and atav istic , evolutionary ra th er than revolutionary: he does not 

explore new possibilities so m uch as deconstruct old ones. When 

M cCaffery and Nichol declare “EVERYTHING IN THE WORLD EXISTS 

TO END IN A BOOK” (RG 191), they seem alm ost aggressively 

t r a d i t i o n a l . 34 However, M cCaffery is traditional in the same sense 

that D errida  is: a deconstructiv ist who preserves the past in order to 

overturn  it.

Against the Book

The book exploded in his hand.

Slow ly at first

Steve M cCaffery (Evoba  99)
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I would like to turn to the specific ways in which McCaffery 

interrogates and alters the orthodoxies o f  print.3 5

M cCaffery begins to revise the book through a physical and 

structural interrogation o f its m andated fo rm .36  Regularly, he 

devises new formal configurations for texts. As an alternative to the 

bound book, for exam ple, M cCaffery often publishes texts on single 

sheets: cards, pam phlets, posters and broadsheets. Such an unbound 

form  o f publication offers distinct advantages over the book. The 

singular page does not disappear as a stepping  stone in narrative 

progression. There is no distracting aggregate of pages, no 

propulsion beyond the leaf, no m ovem ent through the page to reach 

the story’s conclusion. In contrast to a succession of leaves, an 

ungathered page appears in perceptual iso la tion . Consequently 

attention is drawn to the surface (even the edge) of the page as a 

discrete, independent elem ent. The effect is one of magnified 

discernm ent, a m editative pause in which to consider the thing in 

h an d .

If the book is an inveterate structure, its pages numerically 

sequenced and physically glued to its sp ine in one permanent 

succession, then unbound cards or sheets also foster an uncertainty, a 

m ultiplicity of orders. Moon: a post-semiot ic  sequence  (1974), for 

instance, is a series which includes but three poems, each of which is 

printed on an individual, movable card (see fig. 9). The cards are not 

held, but housed in a folder, and the reader can freely shuffle them. 

Openness is literalized. The title word “sequence” becomes ironic 

because the pages are not sequentialized. A lim ited freeplay ensues:
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the reader may arrange the pagination in a way that is not 

predictable. The productionai values o f concrete poetry are applied 

at large across the book; personal choice determines page order, and 

consequently content. Lost is the book’s ability to stabilize 

inform ation, to preserve a consistent narrative of experience. If the 

traditional book tries to impose a closure to the text, if the book may 

be physically closed, unbound texts such as Moon: a post-semiot ic  

se q u e n c e  rem ain open.
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Fig. 9. A card from Steve M cCaffery, Moon: a post-semiotic sequence.  

Toronto; Seripress, 1974. n.p..
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A lthough marketed in a gathered  and bound form . C a rn iva l  is 

another w ork which unhinges the boo k ’s determ inate ordering of 

text. In a sacrificial gesture. C a r n iv a l  sanctions the dism em berm ent 

o f its own body. Readers are instructed to detach each page from the 

book’s spine and in turn reassem ble them  into one all-encom passing 

panel: “perforated pages m ust be physically  released, torn from 

sequence and viewed sim ultaneously  in the larger com posite whole’’ 

{RG  65). For those not brave enough to gut the work in this way, a 

post-card depicting the final text-im age is included. C a r n iv a l  thus 

works on a two-tiered optical system : the page is taken first as a 

visual unit unto itself, and secondly as a component in a coordinated 

assem bly o f pages. Because it encourages the destruction o f its own 

form , "'Carnival  is an anti-book . . . The work demands that language 

be engaged non-sequentially rather than read in sequence” {RG  65). 

In terestingly , the larger picture can only  be activated by the reader’s 

violation and rending of the book structure. To read C a r n iv a l  is thus 

to destroy the book, and create its substitute, the panel. Compared to 

a work like Moon: a post-semiotic  sequence. Carnival  does not 

sanction an infinite num ber o f possib le arrangem ents. It does not 

encourage the same narrative openness: M cCaffery intends for the 

reader to assem ble the pages into one specific pattern. However, 

once the panel is assembled the eye is free to roam the surface, and 

sequence the elements at will. It fosters a pictorial freedom .

In “A Book Resembling Hair” ( c l 988), McCaffery adm its that he 

“was led into perform ance from  profound dissatisfactions with the 

im posed linearity  of the w ritten” (263). He further defines 

perform ance precisely as “the condition  o f writing after the book”
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(263). Emphasizing the oral values of com m unity, im m ediacy, and 

full sensibility, many o f M cCaffery’s perform ances are direct 

responses to the enforced  linearity and alienation  dem anded by the 

book, narration and pagination. In his video perform ance “Paradise 

Improved” (1978), for exam ple, “ [a] copy of M ilton’s Paradise Lost  is 

‘lost’ in a wood (the pages are ripped out, torn and scattered and 

seven days later are ‘regained’ to constitute M ilton’s other great epic” 

(Robertson 166). By dism em bering and rem em bering M ilton’s poem 

in this manner, M cCaffery conducts what he calls literary  “parricide” 

(quoted in Nichol, “C hecklist” 76). The literary classic becomes the 

text-of-the-father w hich m ust be sacrificed in order to release the 

other stories em bedded in the corpus, an idea which becomes more 

prom inent in his transla tions.

In his perform ance pieces “V.O.T.O. ” (1977) and “The 

Pluralities” (1978), M cC affery expands the book ’s decreed linearity to 

absurd, even laughable proportions. In both perform ances, “text is 

typed on a continuous telex roll” (Robertson 159) for several hours, 

so that each docum ent is dozens of feet long, and m ust be suspended 

across pulleys, passing in the latter case “over the studio floor, 

through a window, down a fire escape, across a  lawn and into a lake” 

(159). Although the scroll prom ises a prolonged continuum  of linear 

composition, the continuity  o f the scroll is d isrupted in each case: 

deliberately in “V.O.T.O , ” as text is cut into m anageable sheets; 

accidentally in “The P luralities,” as the scroll descends into and 

disintegrates in the reflective waters o f a lake. The im plied m essage 

is that pure linearity is unobtainable.
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Against the Page

consider the page not as a space but as a

death occuring in / the gap between /

w riting ' and wanting to say'

Steve M cCaffery (KNK  24)

In ""Peras: an Extract from  a Page” (1985), McCaffery argues 

that “the page is constituted as that radical O ther of language” (47).

If the black marks of ink establish a sort o f textual presence or 

statem ent, they are discernible as signs only as far as the page is a 

contrasting absence, a blank slate, an em pty field, a vacancy which 

can be filled with writing. In order for w riting to be legible, the page 

m ust be held by “an epistem ic law which links [it] to neutrality” (50). 

In contrast to the graph, the page is “ the support surface for text and 

literature” {RG 165). In M cCaffery's eye, “ [ajs soon as a m ark enters

the paginal scene . . . then a displacem ent m ust occur . . . page can be

no longer just a neutral earth , but m ust becom e displaced, erased  

and pushed into its self-articulation as betw eenness” C P e r a s "  47). 

Punning on the word “vaginal,” M cCaffery suggests that the page 

must be suppressed in order to allow the m ark to appear. T his is the 

sense in which M cCaffery claim s “the page is the presupposition for 

the production of all that comes to torture it” (52); writing 

necessitates the erasure o f the very m ateria lity  which enables 

in sc rip tio n .

D isrupting the hegem ony of the letter, M cCaffery reverses this 

“prim ary repression” (49) by asserting the physicality o f the page in
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several ways: d iscussion of the etym ology and character o f the page; 

handw ritten referen tial statements “This page” (48), “This is not a 

page” (52), and “This is still a page” (55) which draw attention to the 

papyrus screen; m i s e - e n - a b î m e  e ffec ts  — internalized fram es or 

tym pans, rep le te  w ith encapsulated type, w hich m iniaturize the 

effects of a page (see fig. 10 and fig. 11). By accenting the 

m ateriality o f the sheet itself, M cC affery  disrupts the purity  o f 

statem ent, and places the graph and page “ in a constant state o f 

parasitic in terac tion , each ex tracting  a surplus value from  the other, 

a polar m adness o f a life w ithout a life saturated with w ords, ex isting  

in a condition o f  two parasites w ithout a host” (61). This in ternal 

conflict betw een page and sign m otivates M cCaffery to label ‘"'Peras"  

sch izophrenic, paranoid  writing.
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Fig. 10. A hand-draw n addition to Steve M cCaffery, "Peras:  an 

Extract from a Page. " Open Letter  6.1 (Spring 1985): 60.

b

1
,--------------------------

P f
-

e . T TC 1

Fig. 11. A hand-drawn addition to Steve M cCaffery, "Peras:  an 

Extract from a Page." Open Letter  6.1 (Spring 1985): 61.
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Sim ilarly, G round Plans For A Speaking City (1969) breaks the 

imposed uniform ity o f  the page, and offers instead a variety of 

alternative m easurem ents and m agnitudes upon w hich to write, 

although m ost are, surprising ly , square or rectangular. In the edition 

1 studied, one long th in  “page” connects to the spine diagonally, so 

that it actually wraps around another page, thus m aking a linear 

reading (or turning o f  the pages) im possible; others fill only small 

corners of the book space, or likewise enclose sm aller sheets. The 

overall effect o f the com position is of an irregular, idiosyncratic, and 

non-continuous pagination . By disrupting the hom ogeneity of the 

standard book b inding , by individuating the proportions, content, 

and substance of each sheet. Ground Plans For A  Speaking City forces 

its readers to question the conventional “page and surface as binding 

powers” (quoted in N ichol, “Checklist” 81). As in Carnival,  the page is 

no longer a natural vecto r of linguistic m eaning, but a socially 

defined space which a rtific ially  restricts and determ ines content. As 

in " 'Peras ' ’’ the page here refuses to cooperate as a blank slate which 

carries a content; rather, each page is foregrounded as a material 

entity  and an already w ritten field. By varying the surface space of 

w riting, M cCaffery im plies that textual m argins are never natural nor 

neutral, but rather the products of predeterm ined choices and lim its 

to writing. M cCaffery further suggests that illusionary  blank pages 

act as a kind of invisible, ideological limit to texts.

In the consisten tly  provocative P a n o p t i c o n  (1984), the page is 

dissected into d istinct horizontal bands, each o f w hich contains a 

separate discourse or com m entary. One band is a t times coloured 

grey to visually d ifferen tiate  it from the others. In one section of
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P a n o p t i c o n ,  the top band o f the page is fu rther delineated into 

individual colum ns, identified as “channels” or “screens” (see fig. 12). 

It is im portant to note that this partitioning of page is not regular: it 

happens sporad ica lly , tem porarily, with no d iscern ib le  pattern . 

Recalling D errida’s Glas,  this division of the textual surface into bands 

or columns is designed to “bring into play the d ialogic possibilities 

and properties of the page” {RG 165). In effect, M cCaffery creates a 

typographic equ ivalen t of cubism; the single perspective o f the 

renaissance canvas or conventional narration  is abandoned in favour 

of a m ultiplicity o f perspectives from  d ifferen t tim es and spaces. 

Recalling m edieval texts laden with palim psests, M cCaffery adapts 

print so that it can achieve the layered, po lyvalen t sensation of 

sound: many “voices” are perceived sim ultaneously . Here then is 

another m anner in which M cCaffery creates a more inclusive poetry: 

if conventional prose presents a single voice w hich hom ogenizes its 

listening audience. P a n o p t i c o n  presents a chorus o f unharm onized 

information — a quadraphonic stereo in prin t.
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dow n , m em ories o f  the 
w ords p laced  wrong, 
w hich  words, any words, 
th e  w ords abou t the 
photographer.

the  descrip tion  o f  a blue 
sky . a paragraph about 
pho to g ra p h y  in a clear 
light.

the  m en tio n  o f  a book.

hoping  y o u  look, hoping  
y o u  see again, hoping  
y o u  describe.

the  m ention  o f  a lens, the  
lens y o u  focus on a w o
man. which woman, the  
w om an in the p h o to 
graph. which photograph, 
the  one m entioned in the  
paragraph.

LEFT CHANNEL:

a pho tographer in a para
graph. the  m an in the 
photograph  w ho looks at 
yo u . the  m an w ith a cam
era w ho the o th er  woman 
describes.

so m eth in g  a b o u t descrip
tion. som eth ing  about 
seeing w ith  a gun. which

THIRD SCREEN:

th e  man yo u  see through  
a w indow  in a room, the  
m an w ith a pen in his 
hand that the wom an  
sees.

the  wom an who sim ply  
looks, the woman w ho  
d o esn 't write, som ething  
a b o u t reading, som ething

%

uMves.' y  D eath'drives. V ifi^ 'w e r e  hoA ^^.
ç ^ -k iiie d jn ;à .ç a f .”s-'The. body as f ^ n d .  Cornpwe. ''having ',  ̂
\ re a c f^_  the^face. ” Both.'channeis: .^'! to o k  a bath. ’’ ,Both..:\ 
. s c re e n s r '^ ^ e  sorte \image, a d iffe re n t locate^ a la d y i'th e  ' 

h è îv ~ ,jth é {fiilier's'_ la w y e r .) '' A lterriative take: Place ie .
. ’̂ h e r e ,  d id  y o u  .ta k e 'it?  (a room  in the  movie, a small 

h o u se  in  th e  book, the copy o f  the  film  in both the book

Fig. 12. A page from  Steve McCaffery, Panopt icon .  Toronto: 

B lew ointm ent, 1984. n.p..
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Against the Chapter

A conC ept o f technoloGy thereFore is 

inC O m m enSurate tO its specific  aPPIicatlonS. 

Steve M cCaffery (untitled piece, The 

Order o f  Things 25)

After the book itself, the chapter is the next largest unit o f 

textual integrity. Its im portance is revealed in its etym ology: “ from  

Latin, small Head, chapiter, from  capu t ,  head” {The American  

Heritage Dictionary).  A rubric, an organizing force, the chapter 

classifies, arranges and standardizes the text into distinct stages of 

developm ent. Because o f th is im posed sim ilarity, the relationship  

betw een the chapters rem ains cum ulative: each style, stage or 

perspective reveals prev iously  unknow n facets, possib ilities or 

inform ation. In M cC affery’s M arxist term inology, the chapter is “a 

stage in capital accum ulation w ithin the political economy of the 

linguistic sign. [It] is the product of investment, its surplus value 

(m eaning) being carried into som e larger unit,” the book or the 

collected works (“N otebooks,” L B  160). Because of this agglom érative 

action, the chapter draws curiosity  to the next unit of the series, and 

away from the actual text itself.

If C arn iva l  dism em bers the book’s body. P ano p t ico n  practices 

tex tual decapitation, or m ore p recisely  de-chapteration. Seven hand

w ritten chapter titles in P a n o p t i c o n  refer to “plates” which never 

appear. T itles such as “plates 85-93” introduce not pictures but 

blanks or more text. Such floating  titles are a textual beheading.
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separating designatory ep ithet from  designated body. The rem aining 

divisions in Panopticon seem  conventional: there is ' ‘Part I The 

M ark,” “Part II Sum m er A libi,” and “Part III The Mind o f Pauline 

B rain.” However, the order of these chapters is reversed: we begin 

with the finale, and end with the introduction. Here, the plot does 

not progress, but is continually  telescoped into earlier units.

Even if they were num erically  arranged, these chapter 

divisions would be ineffectual, for they fail to establish clear 

separations between d istinct stages, perspectives or styles. Each 

chapter title appears elsew here in P a n o p t i c o n  as a “real” object, 

incorporated into the narrative action. The descrip tive language of 

the title im perceptibly m erges with the dram atic action. “The Mind 

of Pauline Brain,” for exam ple, appears not only as a chapter title, but 

as the title of a book read by a woman in the bath, as a script title, 

and eventually as a m ovie. In this fashion, each chapter division 

progresses by moving sideways into a nested form  of textuality. To 

m ake m atters more confusing, these designations do not remain 

stable. Each title refers to discordant objects. Even the title 

P a n o p t i c o n  appears as a book, movie and chapter. We read 

P a n o p t i c o n  not by advancing through a logical sequence, but by 

collapsing through layers o f intertextuality. The plot never 

progresses because each chap ter changes the param eters o f action 

and dem ands that the en tire  narrative paradigm  be reconsidered. 

R ather than identify d istinc t stages, these chapters im plicate and 

com plicate textual boundaries. To borrow again M cC affery’s M arxist 

rhetoric, the strategy in P a n o p t i c o n  is to create an “uninteresting” 

work; readers cannot accum ulate m eaning, and so cannot accrue
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“interest” in fu rther developm ents. Instead, w e are forced to 

reassess the very facu lties upon which we bank — which makes for

lucrative read ing  indeed .

Against the Sentence

A sentence is an in terval in which there is 

finally forward and back.

Gertrude Stein (“S en tences” 133)

The logical positiv is t Rudolph Carnap argued that philosophical 

confusion stems from  a failure to properly follow  the laws of logic, 

syntax and gram m ar. Elucidation of the w orld  depends upon proper 

sentencing o f a proposition. For Camap, the sentence thus becomes 

the m inimum unit o f a m eaningful utterance, a m onad of singular 

m eaning, and the build ing  block of p h i lo s o p h y .^  7

To the chagrin o f logical positivists everw here, McCaffery 

attacks logic and linearity  by perpetually com plica ting  the sentence 

and g r a m m a r . 3 8 “L ag,” the first poem in The Black Debt  (1989), 

com plicates the rule o f the sentence by presenting  the reader with a 

single sentence that stretches over 110 pages (recalling  Beckett’s 

long sentence in The Unnamable).  More precisely, it confronts the 

reader with a pro longed sentence fragment. “L ag” has no terminus, 

no period; it ends w ith a comma, tapering o ff in exhaustion rather 

than com pletion. T his unw ieldy sentence p rob lem atizes the 

generation o f m eaning in several ways. F irst o f  all, the enormous 

force of phrasal contingency defies an easy assim ilation. Second, the
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absent period postpones the final processing o f the sentence, keeping 

questions of ultim ate m eaning open. In this respect, M iriam  N ichols 

describes “Lag” as a kind o f utopie writing: it never lets you get 

beyond its horizon, and thus holds the reader literally in tex tual 

utopia, a semantic no p l a c e . 39 The tex t’s perpetual w ithholding of 

meaning provides an im portant sense of the title; m eaning l a g s  

behind, never crystalliz ing  into a proposition or theme.

As we grapple w ith the enorm ity of this sentence, we are 

forced to fragm ent the tex t into sm aller, more m anageable pieces: 

reading becom es a p rocess o f partition and m eaning dow nshifts. In 

part, this fragm entation is already inscribed for us. M cCaffery 

utilizes the com m a (in place of the period) as the graphem e which 

m arks individual units o f com position and significance. As the back 

cover suggests, “L a g  presents a series of statements whose phrasal 

nature is determ ined w holly  by the com m a.” The effect of this 

com m a division is the fine-tuning of perception to a phrasal 

consideration of language. We are forced to focus on individual 

phrases as they appear apart from their syntactic setting. Sentence 

extension becom es yet ano ther strategy to confront the reader with 

the m ateriality of language: as the text itself declares, “this line leads 

to an im m anence” (53).

Although “cause is not an order in these pages” (109), the 

disjunctive, non-sequitur arrangem ent is not absolute, and “L ag” 

frequently functions in a conventional, progressive m anner. A t 

tim es, phrases have a c lea r sequential and accum ulative rela tionsh ip , 

as in the series “my belt, my ego, my m istake” (21) or “we rest, we 

void, we penetrate” (108). At other tim es the work advances by
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association, creating  sm all, but discernible motifs. E lsew here, “Lag” 

seems to show a logical development, as in the m ovem ent from  

“what’s causing th is” (103) to “what caused that” (105). Indeed, 

M eredith Q uarterm ain  sees as much conjunction as d isjunction  

throughout “L ag” : “num ber sequences, name sequences, a lliterative  

sequences, assonant sequences” (“M irrored Interior” 131). It is as if 

M cCaffery w ishes to preserve ju st enough of the linear, gram m atic 

and narrative structure of the sentence and book to m ake their 

dissolution recognizable. The opening line of “Lag” becom es oddly 

indicative of the work as a whole: this is indeed “SENTENCE NOT 

SENTENCE” (11), for it both satisfies and frustrates syntactic 

requirements. M cCaffery seems to be following his own advice: “to 

deny the /  line insist /  on the line” (“NARRATIVE” 5).

The brilliant “An Effect of Cellophane” (the second half of The  

Black Debt)  is also only one single line (slightly shorter than “Lag” at 

a mere 81 pages); it too lacks a period, and so achieves a sim ilar 

syntactic lim bo. The internal technique of that d isruption , however, 

is different. Here, hypotactic ordering undergoes a fu rther 

decom position. W here “Lag” preserves the com m a as the phrasal 

divider in sentence construction, and so collects a horde o f intact 

phrases that is finally  overwhelm ing, “An Effect of C ellophane” 

eschews the com m a, and so removes the last punctum  o f discretion 

in the sentence. In “An Effect of Cellophane,” clauses and phrases are 

not im m ediately apparent; they are not d istinguished a priori  by 

punctuation. Subjects cannot be accurately separated from  objects, 

from items in a list, from a noun in the next independent clause. A 

brief exam ple w ill suffice to illustrate the tex t’s gram m atic hubbub:
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“ speech a link to plumm et plunge and plume the separation of the 

fan im possible to seize in unisons the retina a retinues perception of 

descriptive fragments of a m essage lost . . . ” (157). The reader 

experiences this “lost m essage” as an undifferentiated body of 

language, whose uniformity m akes it “ impossible to seize in unisons.” 

The result is a non-linear coherence: an associative swoon; a 

“plum m et plunge and plume.” “An Effect of Cellophane” is a linguistic 

snarl (if he felt inclined to rhym e, M cCaffery could have named it 

“Snag”). Because it is d ifficu lt to perem ptorily distinguish phrasal 

com ponents, it is impossible to hold them  in a clear syntactic 

relationship. If the method o f  “Lag” is phrasal listing and 

accum ulation, the method of “ An Effect of Cellophane” is one of 

gram m atic fusion and extension. Syntax persists, but is stretched to 

absurd lengths and inhum an com plexity .

Although Carnap may perceive poetry as logically m uddied, 

M cCaffery may be attem pting to adapt the sentence to a tw entieth 

century  understanding of ex istence . Saturated with syntactic 

am bivalence, “An Effect of C ellophane” does not offer a reality that 

can be em pirically observed and validated; readers are not presented 

with unequivocal, linguistic subjects. The implication seems to be 

that reality is chaos and disorder. If this confusion is to be read at 

all, readers must intervene in  the text, and arbitrarily assign 

provisional subjects and m icro-statem ents (or as Lyotard m ight say 

“petits-récits” ). As in quantum  physics, it is the process of 

observation  itself which constructs the observed phenom ena: the 

text, like sub atomic reality, is fundam entally  plural and am biguous. 

M cCaffery explicitly describes Theory o f  Sediment  (1991) as “a
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sustained application o f the uncertainty p rincip le  to the phenom enon 

of language, wherein the progress of language can only be 

‘understood’ by m aking an arbitrary assum ption that its m otion is 

(can be) stopped” (TS  back cover). By confronting the reader with 

this unavoidable indeterm inacy, M cCaffery c rea tes his own poetic 

version of H eisenberg’s theorem  (see fig. 13).
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Fig. 13. A page from  Steve McCaffery, "NARRATIVE: THE OBSOLETE 

ABSOLUTE." Open Letter  2.5 (Summer 1973): 8.
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Even at the level o f the phrase, “Lag” problem atizes the seam of 

reading. M cCaffery deliberately encrypts his poem  with 

paragram m atic e lem ents, m essages encoded in to , beside, above, 

beyond or otherwise contrary to the flow o f the line. The most 

obvious and fam iliar o f these paragram m atic devices is the 

palindrome, a sentence which reads the sam e both forw ard and 

backward. “Lag” d isperses palindromes at in tervals o f about one per 

page (see appendix). The palindromes range from  the blunt and 

brief “lepers repel” (20), to the enigm atic and convoluted “straw no 

too stupid a fad i put soot on warts” (l 14). The reader shifts his 

efforts from  m ain tain ing  a narrative m om entum  to disassem bling 

encrypted puzzles; the reading pattern changes from  a line to a 

spiral. We are rew arded during our exploration  w ith m oments of 

extreme hilarity — “m ay a moody baby doom  a yam ” (30-31) — as 

well as beauty — “are we not drawn onw ard draw n onward to new 

era” (83). Because these Janus-like expressions sustain  sensible 

statements in two d irections, they unsettle the  autarchic nature of 

syntax by encourag ing  opposite and transgressive  reading patterns, 

authorizing a bi po lar gram m ar.

In “Lag” M cC affery also explores a new device somewhere 

between a palindrom e and an anagram, which I will call a paligram. 

The rules o f a paligram  require that an even num ber of letters be 

used, and each letter m ust appear twice, or in factors of t w o . ^ O  it i s  

like an anagram  m erged with its own solution. Thus a very simple 

paligrammatic expression reads: “ocean canoe” (“Lag” 29); the letters 

of the word “ocean” have merely been rearranged to form  canoe 

(although seldom  is the rearrangem ent so neatly  d ivided as here
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between two words). M ore typically  the paligram s are complex: 

“W ashington crossing the Delaware a wet crew gain Hessian 

stronghold” (118). Yet the paligram s are typically sensible, if a bit

gawky and alliterative: “om phalopsychites pipes holy stom ach” (84)

or “semaphore see arm hop” (33). At times, the paligram s are

sententious and beautiful, to be savoured on the tongue, in the ear

and mind: “athletics lithe acts” (53); “nostalgia lost again” (57); 

“burying the hatchet’s butchering thy hates” (80); “ sin causes 

sauciness” (74); or my favourite “Saint Elmo’s fire is lit for seamen” 

(79). Further slowing down narrative propulsion, the paligram , like 

the palindrom e, advocates reading texts from  a non-syn tactical 

perspective. In addition to the content expressed through linear 

progression and h ierarchical arrangem ent, m eaning arises from  

numerical distribution o f letters; a statistics of the alphabet, the 

paligram  could be understood as the translation of a m athem atical 

form ula into a phonetic system. “Lag” requires that its readers 

survey its letters in order to perceive the perfectly  sym m etric 

dem ographics of the phrase. Such paragrams are the clearest 

exam ple of M cCaffery’s general economy: the in tentional statem ent is 

underm ined by a lternative  reading paths that reveal unintentional 

m essages.*^ 1 Here every m essage contains its other or excess.

Given the rigid control M cCaffery exerts over “ Lag,” we need to 

reconsider his claim  that the paragram  “links to en tropy and the 

general d rift tow ards random ness” (quoted in B urnham , “ Interview ” 

6). Indeed, we have to question the elevation o f “chaos” as a salient 

feature of the general econom y. Is the paligram , fo r exam ple, truly 

random  or unintentional? It carries a message in conventional.
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syntactic fashion. Even the non-linear, coun ter-pattern  o f the 

paligram  is rigidly contro lled  by a formula; letters are selected to 

fu lfill a m athem atical equation . Rather than tend ing  tow ards 

entropy, the paligram  is an exam ple of over-coding, the intersection 

o f two rival patterns: the doubling, not the negation, of order. If 

“chaos” is m anifest, it lies in confusion of the intentional plane with 

the non-syntactic sequences or counter-linearities. In contrast, the 

palindrom e is a poor exam ple to dem onstrate tex tual entropy.

R ather than creating a sem antic indeterm inacy, it has a denotational

double thrust. Because it is a perfect reflection o f itself, because it

reads identically in e ith e r d irection , the palindrom e ironically  

confirm s intention, even as it suspends the m ono-d irectional 

gram m ar necessary fo r its operation. The enduring w onder of the 

palindrom e is the tension  betw een its violated syntax and its 

persisten t, harm onized  m eaning .

Just as the palindrom e and paligram  do not tend towards 

d isorder or purposelessness, arguably neither does the general 

econom y. The priv ileg ing  o f “entropy” obfuscates the actual business 

o f the general econom y, and links it to practices o f fate, chance, 

hazard, and d iv ination , constitu ting  a new m etaphysical m om ent in 

M cCaffery. In this respect, we could see “chaos” as the evolved form 

o f M cCaffery’s earlier evocations o f freedom  or liberty. He is not yet 

free of his m antras and m andalas. As my analysis suggests, a

general poetics is not balanced between chaos and order, but

constitutes an agonistic re la tionsh ip  of com peting orders, m ethods 

and patterns.
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Against the Word: "the pun as a password" ( BD  40-41)

Pun is sem antics in stereo . . .  in the rag trade 

pun is seam.

Steve M cCaffery (“Notes on trope, tex t 

and percep tion” 43)

M cCaffery em ploys the pun as a type o f logical sabotage on the 

sanctity and singularity o f the word. In addition to evoking laughter, 

the pun undermines the specificity  o f the w ord by allowing two (or 

m ore) different m eanings to cohabitate  in one signifier, thus sp litting  

the singularity o f statem ent. Jean B audrillard  suggests that the pun 

is a politically disruptive tool:

Only am bivalence (as a ru p tu re  of value, of another side

or beyond of sign value, and as the e m e rg e n c e  of the

sy m b o lic )  sustains a challenge to  the legibility, the false 

transparency o f the sign; only am bivalence questions the

evidence of the use value of the sign (rational decoding)

and of its exchange value (the discourse of

com m unication). It brings the political economy o f  the

sign to a standstill. (“PE” 82)

In “Lag,” M cCaffery handles puns in a novel way: he resolves their 

oral am biguity by delineating  their com peting  m eanings into d istinc t

graphem es. The repeated statem ents “bier not beer” (62), “peaks not

peeks” (101), and “Cyprus nor cypress” (111) point to the enorm ous 

prevalence of hom ophonie overlap in language. This technique is not 

lim ited to hom onyms, or indeed to single words. Taking liberties
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with pronunciation, phonetic division, and  “the effect of spacing on a 

lower case vowel” (“Lag” 13), M cCaffery applies this procedure to 

word groups and entire phrases. In a pseudo-serious tone,

M cCaffery c larifies for the reader “m ass debate not m asturbate” (84), 

“get up at eight o ’clock not get a potato clock” (45), and “letters spray 

not let us pray” (81). Such clarification is at once whimsical and 

scientific, in the Foucauldian sense; it separates, categorizes and 

individualizes the m eanings of the spoken word, d ifferentiating them  

via the written m ark. If the printed line is designed and conceived 

as a means o f representing and recording speech, that purpose is 

here lost. The voice yields its uniform , originary, designatory pow er 

to the text which in turn determines the significance of the spoken: 

the vocal pow er o f  the pun is underw ritten by the graph. Through 

this technique, the reader is encouraged to concentrate on, not 

beyond, the ultim ate arbitrator of m eaning in “Lag” : the tangible, 

visual mark. Here the importance of the opening phrase “SENTENCE 

NOT SENTENCE” becomes even more evident. By syntaxing w ords, we 

also penalize them , lim it them to a single meaning, isolate and 

com partm entalize them . “Lag,” appropriately, is also a term  for a 

convict. M cCaffery thus continues the m otif started in P a n o p tic o n ,  

and again suggests that conventional language is a system of 

r e s tra in t.

Even as “L ag” deflates the pun, puns are utilized throughout the 

text. Groaners such as “it’s a butcher not Athens owns the aisles of 

grease” (23) and “ still it seems to pit the olive against the salad” (78) 

depend upon an aural/tex tual confusion. Although the denotation  of 

each phrase is singular, sound returns to d isrupt singular m eaning.
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It is as if  M cCaffery purposely reintroduces the sam e sem antic virus 

that he e lsew here purges: a counterpoint o f pun/counterpun. He is 

sincere when he declares “the intention is alw ays to thw art design”

(28). By this strategy, M cC affery perhaps m eans to show that 

writing can never absolutely elucidate speech. It cannot be an 

ultim ate a rb itra to r of m eaning because w riting has vagaries and 

ambiguities o f its own. W riting can’t prevail over speech because the

systems are in terrelated, and interruptive. A tug o f  w ar between the

aural and graphic teams, “ Lag” is the place “where paralle l limes 

never m eat” (101).

Against the Word: "the literal from metaphor reversing

this" ( BD  22)

Paraphrasing P la to ’s C ra ty lu s ,  M cCaffery argues that the “true 

word . . .  is attainable through an etym ologizing process by which a 

search through com ponent parts leads to older, m ore authentic 

forms. M eaning, in other words, is proposed to be im plicit in 

etym ology” (“ M artyro logy,” N I  70). Plato proposes a theological 

system, w herein a word’s authenticity  can be traced back to its 

original source, the gods. M cCaffery could have also evoked 

G iam battista V ico, who concurs with Plato as far as reasserting the 

importance of tracing w ords’ poetic genealogies. For V ico, however, 

poetry does not spring from  the gods; on the contrary , the gods

spring from  poetry. In V ico’s m ind, the unknown is first articulated

through the poetic faculty — through fables, im ages, m etaphors, 

similes, icons and myth. By making the unthinkable th inkable.
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poetry is the prim al language; reason, rationality  and science all 

descend from  it as second order systems. To contem plate origins and 

etym ons is to investigate  the fundam ental and  defin ing  param eters 

o f language, its arbitrary  poetic nature. M ore recently, in his essay 

“W hite M ythology: M etaphor in the Text o f Philosophy,” Jacques 

D errida echoes V ico’s theories by showing tha t even objective and 

scien tific  languages even tually  ju stify  them selves through m etaphor. 

D errida’s recurring task  is to deconstruct the truth or reality claims 

o f these system s by exposing  their figurai underpinnings.

Like these th inkers, M cCaffery argues that “ [m ]etaphor, in fact, 

attacks the notion of absolute m eaning” (“W riting ,” N I  205). Truth 

can never be adequately  expressed  through m etaphor, because the 

trope attem pts to express “ an identity betw een d issim ilar things” 

(205), thus ensuring a certain  loss, errancy or excess. “Lag” enacts a 

C ra ty lean /V icon ian /D erridean  linguistic  s tra tegy , revealing  the 

irrational, arbitrary , m etaphorical, m etaphysical origins of words. At 

tim es, this is done through a kind of comic etym ology or semantic 

strip-m ining. “L ag” archeologizes the word, uncovering its 

connota tional, m etaphoric , nom inative and non-deno ta tiona l bedrock. 

M im icking P la to ’s “search through com ponent parts” (“M artyrology,” 

N I  70), M cCaffery refines com pound words in to  their primary 

elem ents. The phrase “the safe when it fails” (“Lag” 54) can be 

understood as a literalization  o f the word “fa il-sa fe ,” a rendering of 

the word through sim pler “m ore authentic fo rm s” (“M artyrology,” N I  

70). However, unlike Plato (or even H eidegger), M cCaffery does not 

allow  the etym ological or m etaphorical m eaning o f a word to assume 

the status of an origin or truth — indeed m any o f his etym ologies are
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patently false, paradoxical, or am usingly inconsisten t. C onsider the 

phrase “monarch is a butterfly, a king is not a crab” (29). Both the 

m onarch butterfly and the king crab were nam ed because they 

appear as sovereigns o f their species. Yet, M cCaffery validates one of 

these m etaphorical roots, while invalidating the other: the in tent, 

again, is to thwart design. The empirical m eaning of the word 

returns to challenge its m etaphoric usage. The end result is an 

incessant and enjoyable play which blurs the boundary betw een the 

figurative and literal, so the reader cannot easily  discern betw een 

reality and figure of speech.

In “Lag,” M cCaffery creates many new m etaphors through a 

formulaic procedure of reading “X as Y.” Some of the most hilarious 

moments of this text arise when M cCaffery erratically  inserts w ords 

(regardless o f suitability , sim ilarity or propriety) into this protocol, 

producing unexpected and occasionally  absurd  m etaphorical 

relationships: “effusion as tw itch” (59), “syntax as an Asia blown 

through tubes” (104), “an owl as a vehicle of econom ized distraction”

(29). If metaphor does lie at the heart of all words, as Vico and 

Derrida suggest, “Lag” can be seen as a lexical-generator, pum ping 

out a revitalized vocabulary  for the tw en ty -first century.

Against the Word: "the reinvention of words" ( K N K  70)

The dictionary is language’s internal regulator, a device which 

secures a w ord’s comm on exchange (or book) value: a lexical m achine 

w hich standardizes, stab ilizes and form ats linguistic  meaning. A 

reference work itself, it perpetuates refe ren tia lity  by presenting
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words as containers o f ideas, as in tellectual comm odities for ready 

consum ption. “C apitalism  begins when you / open the D ictionary” 

(“L yric’s Larynx,” N I  178) because the sem antic Baedeker structures 

language precisely as an econom y of equitable exchange.

M cCaffery’s poem  “The Entries” (collected in TS 1991) opens 

with a quotation from  Samuel Johnson’s Preface to The Dictionary, 

which can be understood as the d ic tionary ’s manifesto or principle: 

To explain , requires the use of terms less abstruse than 

that w hich is to be explained, and such terms cannot 

always be found; for as nothing can be proved but the 

supposing som ething in tu itive ly  known, and evident 

w ithout proof, so nothing can be defined but by the use 

of words too plain to adm it a definition. (6)

According to Johnson’s logic, the task o f definition must begin with a 

simple, natural, and intuitive vocabulary, a set o f absolutely 

understood term s through which other unfam iliar terms may be 

explained and defined  (just as Euclidean geom etry constructs 

complex figures and theorem s using the a priori “givens” of a point, 

plane and line). Indeed, the word "definition" derives from  the Latin 

verb d e fin ire ,  which means to limit, bound and fence in; here the 

movement from  the known to the unknow n becomes Johnson’s 

method of corralling, trapping and defin ing  words.

In “The E ntries,” M cCaffery seeks not to fence words in the 

param eters of the fam iliar, but rather to liberate words from 

preconceived pens. At first glance “T he E ntries” appears structured 

as a kind of lexicon or glossary, as an explanatory form, an instance 

of dictionary technology: a single term is printed on the left hand
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m argin, accom panied by a b rief defin ition , descrip tion , and 

identification o f the part of speech in question. Furtherm ore, 

M cC affery’s “entries” sim ulate a d ic tionary ’s abbreviated , concise 

style, and even provide short etym ologies, linguistic  origins and/or 

exam ples o f usage. However, it is inequivalence, rather than 

equivalence, that guides “The E n tries .” Johnson’s observation that 

sim pler w ords “cannot always be found” provides the starting point 

for M cCaffery’s playful definitions. U tilizing Johnson’s not

w ithstanding clause, M cCaffery begins to elucidate the unknow n by 

citing term s more abstruse than the one he explains. For exam ple, 

the explanation of the term  “K ungfu” is a bew ildering conglom erate 

of technical and downright obscure words. It reads:

(Scottish  dialect); the clandestine 

left hand coincident to an 

ontological void;

in Germ, 

lithographic genesis as lim ning;

commonly dehiscent as 

an etiology of woof;

the origin 

of stain in new discoveries. (TS  147)

Through use o f the rarefied words “ontological,” “ lim ning,” and 

“etiology,” the meaning of “Kungfu” is muddied instead of clarified. 

In M cC affery’s lexicon, the unknow n persists w ithin the d ictionary ’s 

attem pt at c larity .
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True to Johnson’s advice, ‘T h e  Entries” does em ploy words “too 

plzdn to admit a definition.” T he meanings of words like “Nozzle” 

(145), “Earthquake” (135), “T h ro a t” (136), “Raccoon” (152), and “Skin” 

(142), are largely self-evident and referential — instan tly  accessible 

or “ intuitively know n,” at least to native speakers. H ow ever, in 

M cC affery’s poem, these words are not used to explain others; on the 

con trary , these com m on w ords are them selves defined , and 

accordingly defam iliarized, rendered  strange, farc ical, exo tic , and 

d iscordant. Reversing Johnson’s stratagem  entirely , M cC affery 

construes the known with the unknown. His explanation of “Grave,” 

for exam ple, reads:

(uncom m on); a hypothetical wave or stu tter 

at the speed of light;

ii. a stratum  fixed for polynominals as 

M alkins in adipose;

d im inu tive  of cheap 

usu. unsanitary restau ran t in close proxim ity  

to civil war;

cf. portcullis, catapult and comb. (T5 133)

The effect of this entry is a radical undermining of the word “Grave” : 

its circadian m eaning is replaced by a perplexing one: the lucid 

becom es ludic, and M cC affery’s definitions become sources of 

am usem ent and sheer pleasure. By pairing fam iliar, quotid ian  words 

w ith surreal inventions, M cC affery further sabotages the very 

natural language or intuitive know ledge Johnson deem s necessary to
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the business o f defin ition. ‘T h e  Entries” w orks as an anti-dictionary, 

providing not defin itions, but in-finitions of words.

Ironically, com m on meanings and associations of words persist

throughout ‘T h e  E ntries,” as if  exchange value is an avatar that can 

never totally be banished. The first entry for “Raccoon” reads: 

“inedible; / a soft, gentle pat /  propelled across the highway / by a

motor . . .” (TS  152). Anyone who has driven to a cottage on a long

holiday weekend can attest to the accuracy o f this definition. Just 

enough conventional m eaning remains in “T he E ntries” to surprise 

the reader who w ishes to categorize this work.

Against R epetition

In U nderstanding  M edia , McLuhan argues that “ [rjepeatability 

is the core of the m echanical principle that has dom inated our world, 

especially since the proliferation of Gutenberg technology. The 

message of the prin t and of typography is prim arily  that of 

repeatability” (147). A lthough the assem bly line produces 

abundance, M cLuhan observes that it also hom ogenizes and 

decreases difference. In comparison, M cLuhan valorizes the 

m anuscript or hand w ritten text as a form  w hich precedes the 

hom ogenization and fragm entation of m odem  typography. Not only 

does a hand written tex t resist the uniform ity of typeface, but it 

encourages group form ation; the relative scarcity  of m anuscript texts 

requires public readings or performances. A dapting M cLuhan’s logic, 

M cCaffery explores a form  of textuality som ew here between the 

holograph and an in fin itely  repeatable typeset edition. Creating
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what he terms a “m anuscript edition,” M cC affery combines the 

process of individual creation with m echanical reproduction. In 

works such as Ground Plans For A Speaking City (1969), M cCaffery 

individuates his texts. Each copy of this poem  is a small 4 inch by 6 

inch “special hand edition ,” crafted in a way that every version is 

utterly unique; there are “not more than 150 copies” of the work in 

existence. Using the Xerox machine to create his pages, M cCaffery 

copies a series o f  new spaper articles, and inserts them into his work 

upside-down, righ tside-up , and at every degree in between. 

M cCaffery then fu rther individuates and d isfigures the text through 

the fam iliar processes of rubber-stam ping and typing (à la C a rn iv a l) ,  

but more im portantly, he varies the size and shape of every sheet of 

paper. In this w ay, M cCaffery begins to personalize the process o f 

duplication itself. Each copy is a highly subjective rather than 

objective rendering o f the model, and mass production becomes less 

alienating and m ore heterogeneous. Indeed, reproduction is no 

longer synonym ous with duplication in M cC affery’s idiosyncratic 

methodology. Each reiteration of Ground Plans For A Speaking City is 

unique in its own m anner, composition, tim e and space; even the 

number of pages per issue varies. By producing limited editions of 

personalized texts, M cCaffery refutes W alter B enjam in’s claim  that 

m echanical reproduction  necessarily detracts from  the aura or 

singularity of the w ork of art.^2 On the contrary, M cCaffery is able 

to reproduce his w ork in a manner which preserves each tex t’s 

essential difference (just as a lithograph is a piece of art 

sim ultaneously unique and a copy).
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A sim ilar m otivation exists behind M cCaffery’s other Xerox 

com positions, such as E dge  (1975). A collaboration with Steven R. 

Smith, this w ork was produced through a process of transform ation 

via the Xerox copier; from the m anuscrip t was first made “a copy of 

the original, then a copy of the copy, then a copy of the copy of the 

copy etc.” (quoted in Nichol, “C hecklist” 86). Each page of the poem is 

individuated through a “d isto rtion  and d isin tegration of the original 

im age” (86). Deviations from  the m anuscript are both deliberate 

(such as when M cCaffery crink les the page during the photocopying 

process) and accidental (degradations o f image that are inherent to 

the process o f repeated copying). Regardless of intent, M cCaffery 

redeem s the deviation and decay  o f m achine duplication as a m anner 

of textual generation; the loss o f  fidelity  to the m anuscript becom es 

the vehicle for com position and textual growth. Recalling Andy 

W arhol’s photo series of M arilyn M onroe, E dge  plays with notions of 

presence and absence; the text is present only to the extent that it is 

a mass produced object, a m echanical reproduction, reflection, 

repetition and distortion; if the copy im plies the presence of an 

original m anuscript, it also perpetually  withholds it. Staging w riting 

as both loss and excess. E dge  fu rth er exem plifies M cCaffery’s 

conception o f general econom y. T hat is, the text dram atizes “a 

sacrificial logic” (87) where w riting  both preserves and violates its 

su b jec t.

While pursuing “THE VERY FAILURE OF A FUNCTION” (“from 

W hat Else Should a Rubber Stam p Say” 62), M cCaffery’s experim ents 

with m achine duplication critique  not only utility  but exchange value 

as well. Because they deliberately  fail to achieve verisim ilitude.
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M cC affery’s attem pts at m echanical repetition suggest that pure 

exchange and exact resem blance are impossible goals. Indeed, 

M cC affery’s efforts to preserve sim ilarity ironically  produce 

difference and deviation. T his realization provides a bridge betw een 

M cC affery’s technological catachreses and his translative 

investigations. As an im portant parallel to his critique of utility, 

M cC affery’s translations exp lic itly  problem atize any sim plistic notion  

of exchange value, refuting in particular the chim era that language 

operates equ itab ly , usefully, evenly  and im partially. Through his 

transla tive  experim ents M cC affery  reveals that in ter-lingu istic  

exchange system s consistently fall short of sem antic congruence, and 

inevitably d isfigure  their sub jects.
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Chapter Three

Raveling Translations: “bahel to you” (_BD 75)

Bless thee. Bottom! bless thee! thou art 

t r a n s la te d .

W illiam  Shakespeare (A Midsummer 

N ig h t’s Dream, III, i)

In 1973 Steve M cCaffery and bpNichol inaugurated the Toronto 

Research Group by releasing their "Research Report 1: Translation." 

Prom ising to investigate “possib ilities” and “alternative d irectives” 

{RG  27), this report m arked the beginning of M cCaffery’s continuing 

fascination with the translative act. In 1974 and 1975, M cCaffery 

released Dr. Sadhu's M uffins  and o w ’s w a if  respectively, two 

collections of poems which apply some o f the translative 

m ethodologies outlined by the Toronto Research Group in their first 

report. By the late 1970s M cCaffery was busy translating several 

other authors and texts. 1976 saw the publishing of “Excerpt from 

Traité du blanc et des tein tures,” an experim ental translation of some 

of Robert M arteau’s poems. Between 1978 and 1979 he released no 

few er than three translations: Every Way Oakly, a rendering of 

Gertrude Stein’s Tender Buttons', Six Fillious, a collaborative, 

m ultilingual celebration of Robert F illiou’s poetry; and In t im a te  

Distortions: a displacement o f  Sappho. In 1982, McCaffery again 

collaborated as part o f an eight stage serial translation entitled 8 x 8 :

La Traduction A L ’Epreuve  (which was published as issue 29/30 of 

Ellipse).  Today M cC affery’s interest in translation persists; as
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recently as 1995, he published “T ranslation o f Sonnet 92 by 

Skogekar B ergbo.” Although each work is unique, we can see in all 

these transla tions a persistent challenge to the norm s of authority, 

authorship, expression , textual propriety , and origin.

Since his earliest investigations, M cCaffery has characterized 

his translative project as an attem pt to  see “w hat is to be gained 

from a break with the one-dim ensional view o f translation” (RG  27). 

In the T oronto  Research Group’s "Research Report 1: Translation" 

(1973), M cC affery  and bpNichol reject what they term  traditional or 

orthodox translation. McCaffery and Nichol identify this 

conventional rationale in the follow ing way; "[t]he traditional idea of 

translation involves a shift in notation to present a common m eaning 

to a linguistically  different audience" (R G  27). The important words 

here are "com m on meaning"; trad itional translation  purports to relay 

a stable inform ational cargo across the sem iotic void between 

linguistic or sym bolic systems. C learly, Nichol and M cCaffery are 

reacting against translation conceived as the transm ission of ideality 

through inert sym bol systems. Surprisingly, M cCaffery and Nichol 

concede that these "translations are not only attem pted but often, in 

their own term s, succeed" (RG  28), but suggest translation flourishes 

where language is strictly referential: "[tjrad itional translation works 

best where the sole demand is that the translator provide a clear and 

exact transcrip tion of the ideas in the original work and where the 

two vocabularies have developed identical sym bolic distinctions" (R G 

28X^3 The crucial words here are perhaps “c lear and exact 

transcription.” Through an anonymous quotation in 8 x8 ,  M cCaffery 

contends that traditional translation has been guided by an “historic



123
injunction o f fidelity to the text” (44). A t the heart of conventional 

translation, as perceived by M cCaffery, is a  desire for textual faith  

and fealty, conceived as an equivalent expression  of ideas.

D eviation from  pure transcription o f ideas is routinely disparaged as 

the transla to r’s failure to properly reflec t the source m aterials, 

m aligned as excess, error or the tran s la to r’s personal whim. 

Traduttore, trad itore ,  as the Italians say: the translator is a traitor.

Having identified the enem y, M cC affery  and Nichol proceed to 

outline some problem atic assum ptions at play in this traditional 

conceit of translation: that language d o esn ’t affect the m eaning it 

"carries"; that ideas exist apart from  the sym bols which express 

them; that ideas are like objects, de tachab le  and transportable; that a 

text has a stable and transcendent con ten t, authorial in tention, truth 

or set of facts to be translated. Furtherm ore, M cCaffery and N ichol 

rightfully  contend that the success o f o rthodox  translation declines as 

it m oves from  referential language "tow ards the literary arts, w here 

an em otive as well as prepositional function  o f language is involved" 

(R G  28). By privileging the idea, trad itional translation dim inishes 

not only the feeling and associations contained  in a source text, but 

stands to lose many of its supposed lite rary  devices: irony, puns, 

am biguity , po lyvalency , d o u b le-en tend res , onom atopoeia , rhy thm  

and music. M ost im portantly, M cCaffery and Nichol suggest that the 

goal of sem antic symmetry is itself unattainable. Because no tw o 

languages have identical sym bolic or syn tactic  divisions, they c la im  

that p repositional equivalency is functionally  im possible. The 

m ovem ent betw een graphically  and au ra lly  d is tin c t languages
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ensures the production o f  d ivergent texts; d ifference  is structurally 

necessary to transla tion .

In his solo work apart from  the Toronto R esearch Group, 

M cCaffery identifies trad itiona l translation as part o f the capitalistic 

reification of language. Priv ileging idea over substance, orthodox 

translation perpetuates the m odels of sem antic consum ption  and 

linguistic transparency. B ecause fidelity is valued, the transla to r’s 

imagination and invention tend to be disregarded. Like the reader of 

the referential work, the transla to r is treated as a passive 

participant, whose responsib ility  is to idly reflect the au tho r’s 

“sem inal” idea. T radition, according to M cCaffery, requires the 

translator becom e “ a silen t partner, a conduit for som eone e lse ’s 

thoughts and sensitiv ities” {8x8 44). As a collateral effect, originality 

and creativity becom e qua litie s  solely reserved fo r authors and 

artists. Indeed, trad itional translation fosters a tex tual hierarchy, 

which grants authors p roperty  rights over their ideas, and further 

separates sem antic p roducers from  receivers.

In contrast to this restric tive custom, M cC affery presents a 

fundam entally deconstruc tiv ist m odel, where transla tion  is not an 

isolated act, but an inescapable fact of existence. He abandons as 

bankrupt the notion of sem antic symmetry, and accep ts the 

inherently asym m etrical na ture  of linguistic exchange. Evoking 

M arcel Mauss's notion o f a “gift economy” (“W riting,” N I  219), 

M cCaffery suggests we consider translation as a kind o f linguistic 

bartering, an exchange w here the given is not expected to equal the 

received. A lthough M cC affery ’s translations alw ays convey 

som ething of the o rig inal, M cCaffery recognizes tha t his versions are
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inherently disruptive and contestive with their sources. In this 

regard M cCaffery accurately  describes “ the two coordinates of my 

project” as “injunction and transgression respectively” {8x8 4 4 ). 

Instead of m aintaining the idea or intention of his source text, 

M cCaffery typically transla tes by privileging som e m arginal elem ent 

o f the original.

Rather i try to take a deconstructive approach [to 

translation] by locating certain areas of suppressed 

preinscrip tion w ithin the source texts and then bringing 

these preinscrip tions to an inscrip tive surface: the target 

texts. This frequently resulted in radically  different 

texts, but w ere all authenticated by these suppressed 

preinscrip tions. {8x8 45)

His translative com m itm ent is to the unspoken, the silent, the absent, 

the other. One of M cC affery’s favourite “areas of suppressed 

preinscrip tion” is, not surprisingly , linguistic m ateriality ; his 

translations repeatedly convey the original tex t’s qualities of sight, 

sound and feeling over content.^^  Im portantly, M cCaffery considers 

the difference betw een source text and translation  not as aberration 

or error, but as a sign o f  creativity. By valuing and condoning the 

production of difference over semantic fidelity, he inverts the logic o f 

traditional translation, releasing  translation into “ the freedom  of 

deviation and the lie” {8x8  45). In the Toronto Research Group’s first 

report, Nichol and M cCaffery suggest that when “we no longer 

consider translation as being necessarily an inform ation service — 

the one tongue's access to other tongues — then it can become a 

creative endeavour in its own right” {RG  32). Through his work,
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M cCaffery transform s translation from  a derivative  process of 

m im esis, equ ivalence m atching and reflection  into a positive m eans 

o f independent textual generation. No longer failure, treason, 

com prom ise or repetition  o f another’s ideas, translation begins to 

function as an active encounter with language, an act on par with 

creative com position. W hen freed from  sem antic responsibilities, 

McCaffery fu rther suggests the translator is no longer an “historical 

victim  to an an terio r authorship” {8x8 45), no longer a passive 

conduit o f inform ation, but rather an artist in h is/her own right. 

Hardly dispensable, the translator becomes a “necessary presence . . . 

as a conscious form ulating force” {RG 29) whose productive 

difference ensures the v itality  of language.

M cC affery’s artistic exploration of translation  occurred at a 

time when the trad itional model of transla tion  was already under 

much revision. A lthough M cCaffery does not explicitly acknow ledge 

the influence of any theorist, clear parallels arise with the translation  

studies of Jiri Levy, Anton Popovic, Jam es Holmes and André 

Lefevere; and with the poly-system s studies o f Itam ar Even-Zohar 

and Gideon Toury. His largest influence is undoubtedly Jacques 

Derrida: both w riters are dedicated to the m arginal, the d ifferent and 

d i f fé ra n ce ,  the graph and the graphic; both are opposed to logos, 

reason, order and i d e a l i t y . 46 Although M cC affery’s translations 

frequently parallel and predict developm ents in translative theory, 

M cCaffery never attem pts to provide a consisten t theory of 

translation. He is com m itted instead to investigating the ways in 

which translation can be (m is)used for the purposes of poetic 

generation. In this respect, M cCaffery’s proper context is not with
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system atizers and ph ilosophers, but w ith the num erous artists who 

dedicate them selves to “spirited” translation: Louis Zukofsky, Ezra 

Pound, Jack Spicer, G ertrude Stein, Tom  Philips, David M elnick, 

Jerom e R othenberg, Stephen Scobie, D ouglas Barbour, and of course 

his partner in poetry  bpN ichol.

The follow ing taxonom y of M cC affery’s translative m ethods is 

neither com plete nor authoritative, and it should be read with the 

understanding that 1 frequently  had to a rtific ia lly  ravel, isolate and 

label M cC affery’s technologies of t r a n s l a t i o n . ^ ^  i n  reality, his 

methods tend to  overlap and blur in an energetic  rush; indeed

M cCaffery frequently  uses m ore than one m ethod at a tim e. Critical

exam inations o f these translations cannot hope to relay their 

humour, and the texts should be read aloud, as they were designed 

to be read. If 1 have left out some of M cC affery’s more idiosyncratic 

m ethods, take th is as a testam ent to the w ide variety of techniques 

he has created.

H om ophonie T ran sla tion

One of the m ost obvious translative techniques em ployed by

M cCaffery is hom ophonie translation, a process which m aintains “an

acoustic rather than a sem antic equivalence” (“E xcerpt” 17). Flipping 

the usual transla tive  h ierarchy  on its head, the hom ophonie 

translator chooses to transm it the source te x t’s sound rather than its 

meaning into the target language. Guided by this desire for a sonic 

conform ity, the ideal hom ophonie transla tion  struggles to m ake the 

aural experience o f a translated text ind istinguishab le  from  its
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s o u r c e . 48 The precedent for this operation is surely Z ukofsky 's 

C a tu llu s  (1958-1969), a transla tion  w hich hom ophonically  preserves 

in English the sound of C atullus' Latin poems; a more recent exam ple 

is David M elnick’s translation o f H om er’s Iliad,  phonetically  

transliterated from the Greek as Men in Aida  (1983). To see how 

M cCaffery proceeds at this sam e task, read aloud this section from  

Robert M arteau’s original French poem “Traité du blanc et des 

te in tu re s ’’:

Par la verticale 

ici se scinde l’autre sel, 

unique larme des dieux, 

car après tout est vie, m ort et saisons. (2 4 )

Now, listen to M cCaffery’s translation of this same passage (1976):

“by the vertical icy succint low 

tr e s s le

unique alarm  . . .

did your car appear too 

heavy m ore

moody cezanne? (“Excerpt” 25)

We see that M cCaffery sustains a sim ilar, but not quite identical,

sound experience, as a certain slide in vowel and consonant

pronunciation is evident. M cC affery’s purpose here is to m ake us 

laugh, but also to use the hom ophonie connection as a m eans of 

generating a fresh text with a new symbolic configuration. Although

the result is sometimes a little cuckoo (if not hilarious), translation

becomes a means of com position itself. As M cCaffery explains in a
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prefatory note, “ the ‘sound’ o f the french [sic] penetrates the 

sem antic zones o f the english [sic] vocabulary to determ ine by way of 

the kinship of sound a totally new meaning"  (17; my italics). 

M cCaffery’s translation sacrifices the stanzaic , gram m atic and 

sem antic structure o f the original, yet still constitu tes a translation 

because it preserves what is perhaps the p o em ’s m ost distinctive 

feature: its sound, its acoustic personality, w hat Pound termed

“m elopoeia .’’^9

Hom ophonie transla tion  supports S aussu re 's  assertion that 

m eaning does not intrinsically  inhere in a sign , but rather is 

determ ined by context. Saussure argues th a t "[t]he link between the 

signal and signification is arbitrary," and further, that "the linguistic  

sign is arbitrary" (67). By these claim s, he means that no natural 

resem blance or affinity  should exist betw een the signifier and 

signified, nor the sign and its referent. D isavow ing onomatopoeia as 

accidental, exterior and deleterious to sem io tics, Saussure shows how 

a single concept has disparate signifiers in d ifferen t languages, and 

inversely, how sim ilar signifiers indicate unlike concepts in the 

context of different cultures. By interpreting the sound of a French 

text according to English rules, M cCaffery produces a radically 

d ifferen t m eaning, and thus confirm s the fundam ental arbitrariness 

of the sign.

Homophonie translation can also be seen as an analog to 

D errida’s contest with logocentrism . H om ophonie translation does not 

privilege speech over w riting, but rather em phasizes the primacy of 

writing over speech. Like the "a" in d i f fé r a n c e  that Derrida claim s 

can only be seen and not heard, hom ophonie translation produces a
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written difference w ith in  a uniform  aural signifier. K eeping the 

sound unchanged, hom ophonie translation actualizes m u ltip le , 

graphic, significations innate w ithin the aural signifier. Show n to be

dependent upon an ex te rio r w ritten context, the aural s ign ifie r

becomes polyvalent, unfaithfu l to the spoken word. T hrough 

homophonie substitu tion , the m eaning of an utterance can be 

radically d issem inated, despite  its intention as u tterance. B ecause 

many significations can be produced from one sound, the select 

meaning of a spoken word becom es dependent upon how  it is 

scripted. Consequently, the spoken word can no longer be placed 

before or above w riting . Hom ophonie translation d ischarges the

fiction that the sole purpose o f writing is to record and represent the

phonetic. On the contrary , because writing determ ines the m eaning 

o f sound, the logocentric privileging of speech over w riting is 

re v e rse d .

H om olinguistic  T ra n s la tio n

As the name suggests, hom olinguistic translation  involves 

translation within the bounds o f one language (not betw een tw o 

languages), a process M cC affery and Nichol describe as the 

"transm ittance and recep tion  w ithin the same language bu t issuing 

from  discrete speech com m unities" (RG  27-28). This can encom pass 

m any routine sem iotic  acts, including sim ple rew ord ing , arrangem ent 

and interpretation, and paralle ls Roman Jakobson’s concep t of

in tra lingu istic  tra n s la tio n .5 0
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A lthough hom olinguistic tran sla tio n  has many d ifferen t 

techniques (and we shall look at tw o  in the form  of geom ancy and 

allusive reference), I wish to first focus on the times M cCaffery 

strives to m aintain an econom y of sound betw een two English tex ts 

(just as hom ophonie translation does betw een two foreign language 

texts). The best example o f this technique occurs in M cCaffery’s 

contribution to Six Fillious (1978),51 "PHARTINGS, SEWINGS, AND 

ONE REAR DILL," a title which constitutes an extended pun on 

Brecht's translation o f Robert F illiou ’s "14 songs and 1 Riddle." In the 

title  (as in the poem), we again see how alternate meanings are 

in troduced  into Brecht's sound pa tte rn  through hom ophonie 

substitu tion ; w riting once m ore serves the purposes of d issem ination  

and d ispersal of intent. To apprecia te  hom olinguistic translation, 

read aloud George Brecht's "no 1 rock": 

the aged bat 

(what an ass!)

and the bloodthirsty  b eav er

(what a brain w hat prom iscuity what a birth!)

beget the brutal bird

(w hat testicles!) (S F  52)

Now listen to M cCaffery's version o f  the sam e, entitled "no. 1 

w r e c k "  :

the edged boot 

(what a nice!)’

hand the blue deer the stab of a

(what a brain wet prom ise cutey what a bath!)
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big head the brood ale-board

(w hite test hackles!) ( 1 9 )

M cCaffery conveys an auditory ghost o f  B recht's version that is 

phonically sim ilar, with little semantic derivation . M cCaffery's poem  

is a d istinct signification nested within a phonic pattern parallel to 

Brecht's. It sounds close, yet means d ifferen tly , differentiating yet 

refusing to transgress the formal boundaries o f the English language. 

Such hom olinguistic  translation dem onstra tes the semantic vo latility  

o f speech even within a single semiotic system  or language. The 

existence o f aural doubles introduces uncerta in ty  into every 

a rticu la tion , d issem inating statem ent in to  m ultip le , m isheard 

m eanings. M cCaffery eagerly engages hom ophony, because it 

com plicates scientific and authoritative m odels o f language which 

pretend tow ards certitude. Under his hand, one sound, one phonic 

signifier behaves differently even w ithin one language. Just how far 

this d ispersive effect can go is seen in M cCaffery's "oh v ir tu e  

( eh ? ) "  (SF  18), where the poet takes one refrain of Brecht's and 

produces six d istinct homophonie doubles (seven if we include a 

different version in another poem). Not only is this a virtuoso 

perform ance of homophonie possibility, but the very title puns on 

the lack o f "virtue" or consistency in the spoken word. Indeed, 

m iscom m unication is inscribed into the title, "eh ?"  being a Canadian 

m anner o f expressing a failure to hear o r need for repetition. By 

pointing to the presence of "discrete speech com m unities," M cCaffery 

further reveals the inherent plurality o f the English (and by 

extension, any) language. English is not a pristine, homogenous 

sem iotic system , but rather an am algam ation o f many languages and
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systems. Translation is thus a dissem inative force that occurs within 

the normal operations of (a) language, and not ju s t an undesirable 

effect between languages. To apply D errida's already translated 

phrase, translation is alw ays already at work.

By translating the audible in place of the m eaningful,

McCaffery again parallels the work o f Charles Olson and the Black 

M ountain poets, who also consider factors of breath and line length 

to be definitive for poetry. O lson’s statement that "the line comes (1 

swear it) from the breath, from  the breathing of the m an who writes, 

at the moment that he writes" {Selected W ritings  19) prefigures 

M cCaffery’s desire to find “form s appropriate to the transla to r’s own 

breath lines” (“Excerpt” 17). However, McCaffery is far more willing 

than Olson to focus on sound alone. He does not feel the need to 

transform  his poems into som e sort of com m unicative speech act; this 

is the sense in which M cCaffery accuses Olson o f “significantly 

virulent” logocentric tendencies (“Language W riting,” N I  146). 

M cCaffery conveys sound w ithout regard for understandable content: 

his poems appear nonsensical except as they capture the sound of 

their source texts. The truth of homophonie translation, if there need 

be one, registers on the body, specifically the ear, rather than the 

mind. By m aintaining the phonics, tones, and tim bres o f the original 

with m aniacal precision, hom ophonie translation arguably  provides a 

more experientially accurate rendition of a poem. T ranslation which 

focuses solely on sem antics and forgets the music v itiates the work 

of art to Nietzsche’s ear:

W hat is most d ifficu lt to render from  one language into 

another is the t e m p o  of its style, which has its basis in
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the charac ter o f the race, or to speak  more 

physio logically , in the average t e m p o  o f its metabolism. 

There are honestly  meant transla tions that, as 

involuntary  vulgarizations, are a lm ost falsifications o f the 

original, m erely because its bold and m erry tem po  (w hich 

leaps over and obviates all dangers in things and w ords) 

could not be translated. {Beyond G ood and  Evil 40 ) 

Nietzsche suggests tw o im portant thoughts fo r our purposes. F irstly , 

he establishes a connection  between physio logy  and discourse, w hich 

legitim ates the action of homophonie translation . According to his 

logic, translations that ignore the body and its five senses will fail. 

Secondly, by using a m usical vocabulary, N ietzsche dispels the notion 

that ideas are the pith o f writing. The honest m eaning is not as 

im portant as its tem po, pitch, and placem ent through time (the lack 

of which renders transla tions false and vulgar). Enacting N ietzsche’s 

advice, M cCaffery g ives precedence to the aurality  o f the signifier, 

and diminishes the im portance of the inform ational content. He 

inverts tran sla tion ’s trad itional rela tionship  betw een  linguistic 

m ateriality and sem antics, choosing to convey  the ephem eral 

signifier over the e te rnal signified. In short, hom ophonie translation 

values sensuousness (here sound) over sensib ility , and thus is a 

writing style which appeals to bodily sense ra th e r than intellect. 

H om ophonie tran s la tio n  can thus be seen m inim ally  as a Nietzschean 

attem pt to define poetry  as music, m edially as a m ore physiologically 

based com position, and maximally as part o f the D erridean project to 

em ancipate the senses from  the dictatorship o f  the idea. W riting is
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no longer restric ted  to inform ation exchange, but becomes a creative 

engagem ent w ith  the physical world.

Sense Translation

M cCaffery does not always sacrifice m eaning to transm it sound. 

Occasionally his translations will strive to express both the physical 

and semantic qualities o f the original text. I have termed this 

technique “sense transla tion” (since the word sense conveys both 

sensation and m eaning). In some of his hom ophonie translation, for 

example, M cC affery  m anipulates the English diction so that his 

poetry renders both  the music and the m eaning of his source tex t (a 

little of each is duly  sacrificed so that both may be conveyed). Sense 

translation thus prov ides readers with both a physical a n d  

intellectual apprecia tion  of the source text. Consider again 

"PHARTINGS, SEW INGS, AND ONE REAR DILL," wherein M cCaffery 

successfully com poses a text which conveys the sound and the 

raucous, bawdy nature of Brecht/Filliou’s original. For exam ple, the 

sound o f B recht's line "lookit the fetus o f the mature seal's penis "

(53) is successfully  conveyed in M cCaffery's line "liekit fart us o ff the 

manured soul's ponies " (22). In addition, M cCaffery’s version 

continues to use grotesque and anim alistic images, just like those 

which fill B rech t’s text. Admittedly the literal images have to be 

changed, but M cC affery ’s new images produce the same affective 

response: revulsion . Although M cCaffery does tolerate m uch erran t 

meaning in o rder to m eet the phonic requirem ent, the m eaning o f 

Brecht reveals itse lf  in traces and touches. Used in this way.
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hom ophony is a  consolidating rather than a d isruptive force. The 

audio sim ilarities betw een the d ifferen t versions so lid ify , not 

dissem inate m eaning: they ironically  confirm  the au thor's original 

in te n t.

Sense translation poses a challenge to Saussure's conception of 

language. The success o f sense translation dem onstrates that the 

relationship betw een the sign ifier and signified, sign and object, is 

not necessarily  arbitrary. A ccording to Saussure's princip les, 

signifiers should m ean d ifferen tly  when placed in d iffe ren t contexts. 

This may have been true for hom ophonie translation, but in sense 

translation one phonic signifier m eans the same even in d ifferen t 

languages. This im plies that sound stands in some sort o f m otivated 

relationship to concept, regardless o f language or culture. Through 

sense transla tion , M cC affery w orks towards estab lish ing  the very 

natural association  betw een sign ifier and signified tha t Saussure took 

pains to reject, although M cCaffery only has limited success. In this 

respect, M cCaffery belongs to w hat Gérard Genette refers to in 

M im o lo g ic s  as the Cratylean tradition: the notion put forth by Plato in 

C ra ty lu s  that objects are nam ed in accordance with their appearance. 

In a more recent parallel, M cC affery’s sense translation recalls 

Finnegans Wake, where Joyce strives to "here keen again and begin 

again to m ake soundsense and sensesound kin again" ( F in n e g a n s  

W ake  121), as well as M arshall M cLuhan’s attem pt to alleviate the 

dissociation o f sensibility  o f p rin t culture. Sense transla tion  also has 

roots in the ob jectiv ist unification of meaning and th ingness, and in 

particular Z ukofsky’s conception o f poetry as a m athem atical 

function, bordered by speech on one hand, and music on the other.
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I'll tell you.

About my poetics —

m u sic

S p eech

An integral

Lower lim it speech

Upper lim it m usic (A 138)

Like Zukofsky 's "A ", M cC affery’s sense translation shuttles back and 

forth between the two absolutes of statem ent and sym phonies, 

seeking to harm onize linguistic  content with experience.

An interesting variant on sense translation occurs in 8 x 8 ,  

where M cCaffery produces two separate versions of a French poem  

by Cécile Cloutier; the firs t “a straightforw ard translation aim ed at 

preserving the sense of the original french [sic]” (147); the second a 

homophonie translation. M cCaffery then hybridizes these two texts, 

substituting every other line of the first with a parallel line of the 

second (and vice versa). The effect is an alternation, where sound 

and meaning are preserved in fits and starts. This alternation , 

however, is disruptive ra ther than harm onious, sound and sense 

working antagonistically to sabotage any sm ooth resem blance to the 

o rig inal.
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Geomancy

In “Research Report I: T ranslation,” M cC affery  and Nichol 

suggest that translation can be the o rchestration  o f space rather than 

the transm ission o f ideas. T hat is, M cCaffery and Nichol propose to 

translate  by m erely realigning  a source te x t’s w ords and typographic 

elem ents into new patterns, rather than re-express them in a 

denotative equivalent. The source text is trea ted  as an objective, 

visual event (m uch as hom ophonie translation  treats it as an acoustic 

event) and translation typ ically  occurs w ith in  the param eters of a 

single language. W ithout the need to convey a w ord’s meaning,

translation becom es the act o f organ izing  space, sem antic 

balances and the em otional w eigh t betw een individual 

w ord-ob jec tive-phenom ena; the ex p lo ra tio n  of syntactic  

possibilities; the m odification o f p ressures among and 

between words — configurational m odification. (RG  32) 

M cCaffery and Nichol find precedence for th is model of translation 

in the ancient Chinese art o f  “geom ancy,” the ordering of earth, 

landscape and env ironm en t:

G eom ancy took the existing  e lem ents in nature, aligning 

and shaping them  to augm ent and  focus the yin/yang 

energy currents that flow  over the  earth 's surface. 

Geom ancy and geom antic transla tion  are both activities in 

which the central act is the realignm ent o f space and of 

the balance betw een already ex is ting  phenom enon [sic]

. . . (RG  33)
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C ontrasting sharp ly  w ith the Romantic artist-o rig inator, the Chinese 

geom ancer m erely  reconfigures a pre-ordained lexicon o f natural 

com ponents. F ac ilita ting  rather than creating, the geom ancer brings 

a set of p re-ex isting  elem ents into fresh sym m etry. G eom ancy thus 

follows a green aesthe tic , which neither creates nor w astes, but 

rather recycles. W e can find precedent in the work of dadaist 

Tristan Tzara, w ho transla ted  newspaper articles by chopping them  

into word-sized b ites, pulling the pieces random ly from a hat, and 

presenting them  in that chance order; in collage, particularly  Kurt 

Schwitters' M e r z  P ic tu r e s ’, in the experim ents of John Cage; in W illiam  

S. Burroughs’ cu t-up  techniques; in D ucham p’s readym ades and 

found objects, o rd inary  item s transferred into radically  new ,

"artistic" c o n t e x t s . i n  McCaffery's own estim ation, “ [t]he operating 

analogy in m any cases was cubism: the process of fragm entation and 

reconstitution of a know n thing in fresh form ” (“afterw ord,” o w ).

And like cubism , geom ancy steps out o f tem poral and syntactic 

sequences, to ach ieve  other, perhaps m ore psychologically  

expressive, re la tio n sh ip s .

Geom ancy is the method of com position behind both o w ’s w a if  

(1975) and Dr. Sadhu 's  M uffins  (1974). To produce a poem  for either 

o f these collections, M cCaffery turns to various English supply texts: 

literary c lassics, sc ien tific  treatises, d ictionaries, new spapers, 

m agazine a rtic les, in terv iew s with prostitu tes, abandoned poem s and 

“whatever happened to be on or near my desk when i was w orking” 

(“Note,” D S M  n.p.). These supply texts then function “as the total 

available language system  for the poem” (“afterw ord,” ow  n.p.), or 

“the m aximum availab le  vocabulary” (“N ote,” D S M  n.p.) w ith which
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M cCaffery may com pose a new work. Borrowing his words thusly, 

M cCaffery then physically  m anipulates them  into new patterns or 

gestalts. The individual process of rearrangem ent varies, as 

M cCaffery uses both random  and form ulaic techniques for word 

selection and syntactic structuring, as well as “careful conscious 

choice” (“afterw ord,” ow  n.p.). W ith the content-vocabulary of the 

translation a foregone conclusion, with no need to express a semantic 

equivalent, M cCaffery can concentrate alm ost entirely on the formal 

relationships betw een the w ords, thus creating  more provocative 

jux tapositions, patterns, c lusters, syntactic  nuances and sharpened 

re lie fs .

M cC affery 's m ost interesting m ethod of patterning in this way 

may be the placem ent o f words according to how his eye happens to 

fall on them. In both Dr. Sadhu's Muffins and o w ’s w a if  some of 

M cC affery’s translations record the haphazard vertical paths of 

reading a text at a glance;

in this way the poem s becam e transcriptions of the 

m ovem ent o f a m om ent under actual observation, they 

graphed a treatm ent o f my own reading experience as a 

kind of seeing (Pound’s sense o f translation) graphing a 

reflex activity of my own eyes off an arbitrary verbal

surface freezing a random  sequence of words into a

meaningful form. (“N ote,” D S M  n.p.)

This translative technique recreates M cC affery’s initial perception of 

the source text, preserving the word sequence as it random ly 

appeared to his eye as it scans a text. The accidental journey of the

eye determ ines both form  and content of his poems: a sort of
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aleatorics of sight. Like post-sem iotic poetry, its verisim ilitude lies 

at a pre-cognitive or pre-syntactic level. This is the sense in which 

Dr. Sadhu's Muffins  describes itself as “the accurate transcription of a 

pure perceptual process of the  w riter functioning as reader” (“Note,” 

D SM  n.p.).

Structural Translation

At points in Six Fillious, M cCaffery transform s B rech t’s poems 

into linguistic or sym bolic structures, translation operating  as a kind 

of structural explication. In M cCaffery’s "no. 1 blouse," protagonists 

assum e a num erical value, and  their interactions becom e 

m athem atical rather than personal. For exam ple, where B recht's 

poem reads "jean paul is tw ice as big as brigitte" (54), M cC affery’s 

reads "jean paul 8 brigitte 4 /  jean  paul 6 brigitte 3" (25).

Eventually, the names o f characters are a ltogether replaced  by 

num bers; m oreover, body parts  and other env ironm en ta l inform ation 

are identified by letters, until the entire poem is com ically  reduced 

to an abstract symbol and rendered as a type of algebra, the action of 

which is formulaic: "8 + 4 + v e rb ^  + distance -+- shape" (25).

This type of transla tion  m ay seem laughable and reductive, but 

it also identifies underlying patterns, operating as legitim ate 

structural analysis of Filliou s word systems. F illiou com bines and 

recom bines words, as if  poetry  were an algebraic perm utation , and 

so M cC affery’s structuralist translation  accurately reveals F illio u s  

form ulaic tendencies. If  M cC affery 's praxis is one o f reductio  ad  

a b s u r d u m ,  reducing F illio u s  work to its non-narrative essentials.
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M cC affery’s excess can  be read as a parody of the structuralist and 

narratological be lief in these same "deep structures" that supposedly 

underlie and form ulate all writing. M cCaffery's translation  is thus a 

sophisticated  m aneuver which sim ultaneously  ju s tif ie s  and 

underm ines s tru c tu ra lis t  m ethodology.

M cCaffery’s structural translation is also linguistic. Rather than 

express the action in num erical symbols, M cCaffery begins to analyze 

the gram m atic patterns o f B recht's sentences, revealing  the syntactic 

nature of the original. For exam ple, in "no 2 b louse ,"  the phrase 

"tab and kirk" (55) becom es "those are their nam es" (25). M oreover, 

M cCaffery changes a specific sequence of action carried  out by the 

protagonist sophia — "she runs she whirls /  she runs she whirls she 

yells" (55) — to "she does that and she does that and she does that 

and she does that too" (26). In "no 4 blouse," afte r he deduces the 

gram m atic order, he indicates repeated lines with the single word 

"tw ice" (27). In this version of structural translation, the particulars 

becom e nearly irre levan t com pared to the syntactical pattern.

P roper names are replaced  by pronouns, and som etim es by the word 

"name" itself, as in "no. 6 b louse": “a name a noose a place a noun a 

position /  a name a noose a place a filler a noun a position / a name 

verbs and length verbing her noun / a name verbs and length 

verbing her noun” (28). By deleting names and refusing to 

recapitu late plot inform ation , the story-telling aspect o f the writing 

is lessened, and the poem  appears more purely as a hierarchy of 

w ords (hanging upon tha t enigm atic "noose"). The technique is 

S teinian; by using an increasingly  abstract vocabulary, words are 

drained of their referen tial power. M ateriality is heightened, and a
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rhythm ic energy appears: "what he does w hat he does after he does 

w hat he does" (27). Through repetition , structural translation  creates 

an unexpected affinity with sound poetry .

Just as M cCaffery establishes this gram m atic translative

technique, he begins to entangle it. For exam ple, consider the

opening of no 3 blouse" :

name etc. on it

name etc. on it

ten others around name having made it

ten others around name having made it

"swim" (come.) "beckon" (come.)

"call."

"choose." "prefer."

"prefer" (come.)

"prefer."

one tenth and one tenth cannot and cannot with one 

tenth becom ing less 

than one tenth.

one tenth and one tenth cannot and cannot with one 

tenth becom ing less 

than one tenth. (26)

In the first stanza, syntactical analysis is extended to a farcical 

excess. The reduction to nameless pronouns; the vague relations; the 

dism issal of local detail by an uncerem onious "etc." — all these are 

the epitom e of structuralist and scientific  over-generalization. But 

then, unexpectedly, M cCaffery in terjects words in quotation  m arks



144
into his translation. Highly exact, these verbs contrast sharply with 

the abstract and actioniess language o f  his gram m atic exam ination on 

either side of them. The effect is disjunctive; the poem  dem onstrates 

the tension in language between the universalizing  syntactic 

principles necessary for com m unication, and its quotid ian , deictic 

nature — perhaps exem plifying S aussu re ’s d istinc tion  between 

la n g u e  and parole', or Roman Jakobson’s contrast betw een m etaphor 

and m etonym y.5 3

Allusive Reference

"Allusive reference" is a phrase coined by D ick Higgins and 

M cCaffery, and is used to describe the procedure behind In t im a te  

Distortions: a displacement o f  Sappho  (1979). It describes a semantic 

translation that provides a related m eaning but one that is only 

loosely connected or associated with the original. In allusive 

reference, the original word functions as a prom pt that provokes the 

translator to produce novel yet connected words. The final 

translation may have no definitive link to its source. Indeed, the 

connections may be tangential, subjective and purely contextual. 

Douglas Barbour and Stephen Scobie com pare this process to a kind 

o f m etonym ical substitution, appropriate  to the postm odern age 

{Pirates o f  P e n ’s Chance 142). In In tim ate  D istortions  M cCaffery 

further defends the process as a reading strategy w hich fully 

explores the connotational value of the original.

Em ploying a translational system  known as “allusive 

referential" M cCaffery invents a way o f avoiding the
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strictures o f c lassica l translation. D eveloping all the 

suggestions and connotations o f Sappho 's words and 

phrases, new tex ts are produced w hich are at the same 

time vital re-readings of the originals, (back cover) 

T raditional translation  m ay unflaggingly  express the denotative 

content o f a text, but it sacrifices the expressive range of feeling, 

sentim ent and association by conveying only the objective meaning. 

In contrast, allusive re feren tia lity  is designed to suspend the 

concrete and privilege the allusive or connotational value of 

language, and so convey the em otive and literary qualities o f the 

original. A llusive reference in effect com pensates for the 

shortcom ings of a strict denota tive  rendering. If som ething gets 

preserved and com m unicated in an allusive referen tia l poem , it is a 

tex t’s intangibles, we m ight say, the linguistic unconscious: emotions 

and allusions certainly, but also ideologies and them atic  impulses. 

S im ilar to Freud’s free association . Pound’s rad ian t energy, surrealist 

autom atic writing, or even Rorschach testing, a llu sive  reference 

becom es a technique for in terrogating  and exposing  the subtle 

em otive connections that an object may evoke. Freed from  the 

restrain ts of precise de fin ition , the allusive re fe ren tia lis t may more 

fully sound the human im port o f a text.

In Intimate D is tor tions ,  M cCaffery uses a llusive reference to 

extrapolate and explore the em otive subtleties o f S appho’s poetry.

By follow ing the sem antic d rift of association and accident, M cCaffery 

lays bare some of her m ore recondite m eanings and m otivations. For 

exam ple, here is a root tex t by Sappho, as translated  by Mary

B arn a rd :5  4
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At noontim e

W hen the earth  is 

bright w ith flam ing

heat falling straight down

the cricket sets 

up a h igh-p itched 

singing in his wings (8)

M cC affery’s translation of the same poem  rhizom atically  explores the 

sym bolic-suggestive content o f the piece. This sensitivity to the 

em otional register may be one reason why M cCaffery describes this 

poem  as “intim ate.” Using an entirely d ifferen t set of w ord elem ents, 

M cCaffery creates a tonal and emotive equivalen t to Sappho’s

o rig ina l.

tim e .

no

on.

the soft erection of

the soil this month o f m outh

falls from  erection 

to the o rchestration
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of their wings, thorax

and an tennae

insect.

incest. ("Seven" n.p.)

In this com parison of the two poems, the prom pts which propel 

M cCaffery’s rendition  are im m ediately apparent: “noontim e” 

produces “time // no/on,” “earth” suggests “soil,” “cricket” is changed 

to “insect,” and sim ilarly  metonymic substitu tions may be follow ed 

throughout the poem . M cCaffery’s poem  is produced through a free- 

associative reading of Barnard’s text, w herein the original words tend 

into new positions and related definitions. But this com pository 

process is not random : M cCaffery’s poem  acts as a glass which 

focuses and foregrounds certain feelings and ideas im plicit in the 

original. For exam ple, the sum ptuousness and sensuality which 

Sappho describes in the warm sunny day is made overtly sexual in 

M cCaffery’s version. The “flaming / heat” now makes grow “the soft 

erection of the soil” ; a plant’s tender shoot becom es unm istakably 

phallic. M oreover, the erotic overtones o f “straight down” are 

concretized into “ this month of m outh,” a phrase which suggests to 

me oral sex, as well as the harvest — both are literally a time o f the 

mouth, of eating, sw elling, tasting, pleasing. M cC affery’s poem 

deliberately eroticizes Sappho’s poem, o r more exactly, it exposes and 

amplifies the sexuality of Sappho’s natural imagery. So too does 

M cCaffery’s poem  reveal the transience and ephem era them atically  

latent within Sappho’s description, its qu iet em phasis on time and



1 4 8
aging. Through allusive reference, M cCaffery’s poem operates like an 

expository reading o f Sappho’s text: the im plicit qualities of the 

images becom e overt.

M ore than any o ther translative process, allusive reference 

tends to foreground the translator in the translative act. Through it, 

the translated text is individualized by the translator's personal set 

of reactions, reading strategy, associations, preferences, cultural 

predilections and in terpretive praxis (think of the “erection” in the 

eleventh poem and “sperm ” in the sixth poem of In tim ate  Distortions,  

which clearly indicate M cCaffery has m asculinized Sappho’s erotics). 

W hat is truly translated  through allusive reference is never a text, 

but rather the transla tor's personal experience of a text. A llusive 

reference thus em phasizes the autobiographical e lem ent of 

translation, the prom inence of the translator in the production of 

equivalents, a personal history of interaction between reader and 

text. A llusive reference records not ideas, but one person ’s reading 

of another’s writing. In the privileging of the reader and the reader’s 

experience of a text, allusive reference parallels developm ents in 

affective and reader-response  critic ism .

However, in allusive reference, the discourse of the free 

drifting mind is not alw ays valuable and significant in and of itself 

(as it is in psychoanalysis, and to a lesser extent surrealism ). Such 

stream of consciousness marks only a beginning that is structured, 

worked and arranged into new poetic wholes. A llusive reference 

thus am algam ates aesthetic , personal and social codes and is 

irreducible to an individual. It may accent individual consciousness, 

but it stresses its m anifold roots as well. The poems should be read
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not only as psychological ind icators, but rather as com plex 

in tersections o f psychological, aesthetic, personal and social codes.

In 8 x 8  (1982), M cCaffery develops a m ethod parallel in many 

regards to allusive reference. W orking from a French text, M cCaffery 

transcribes each w ord’s literal m eaning as recorded  in the dictionary, 

much as any orthodox transla tor m ight. H ow ever, instead of finding 

the single word which correlates perfectly with the source text, 

M cCaffery tends to provide all possible denotative readings of the 

original. For exam ple, M cC affery translates “sec” (47) by providing 

five possible English m eanings: “dry sharp rude unguarded total”

(48). He then explores the possible interrelations o f this quintet of 

m eanings, generating “the d ry  sharpness the rude unguarded 

dryness / the total dryness” (48); and so on until the potential 

com binations are exhausted. If allusive reference m aps the range of 

linguistic connotation, this stric tly  literal transla tion  charts the 

am biguous spectrum  of a w ord ’s definition, and explodes the idea 

that words have precision. In this manner, M cC affery preserves and 

stresses the m ultiplicity alw ays already at work in a w ord’s 

deno ta tive  m eaning.

S u p p le m e n ta t io n

In m any regards, ancillary  writing is an essential tool for 

translation. Through footnotes, prefaces, indices, appendices, 

afterw ords and introductions, a translator is able to provide a fram e 

which properly explains and contextualizes the transla tion . A 

translator m ay accordingly com pensate  for changes in history.
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culture, circum stance, e lucidating here an archaic m eaning, there the 

ritualistic role the text served in ancien t society. Perhaps most 

im portantly, ed itorial additions appear not to a lter the original text, 

but yet provide access to its original m eaning.

At one point in "PHARTINGS, SEW INGS, AND ONE REAR, DILL," 

M cCaffery feels the need to supplem ent Brecht's text. Leaving 

B rech t’s language u n t r a n s l a t e d , 55 M cCaffery frames it with 

additional, parenthetical m aterial. H ere is Brecht's text: 

th e  s o lu t io n  

my first is a desert 

the lands

my second is a desert 

the seas

my third is a desert 

the heavens 

and my whole is an oasis 

the universe  (5 6 )

Rather than find aural or sem antic equivalents, M cCaffery translates 

by a peculiar process of annotation and addition. Unlike a 

conventional annotator, M cCaffery does not situate his additional 

inform ation outside the text in an appendix, footnote or margin. 

Instead, he places his supplem ents d irectly  into the textual body. 

Appearing in brackets, these supplem ents rem ain  provisionally  

ex terior to the main text, literally  and figuratively  parenthetical. 

the (fatal) solution
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my (goodness) f irs t  (you bring me here then expect me to 

im agine it)

is a (b ird  cage bottom fil led  with) desert (sand) 

the(m ) (g)lands

my (goodness this is the) second  (time that you've  

expected  me to 

imagine this) is a (bird cage bottom f i l led  with sahara)  

d e s e r t  

( s a n d )

(the(se) seas(ick  slobs)

my (goodness this is the) th ird (time you've woke me up 

to ask me what 

this is. I  refuse to believe any more that this) is a desert 

(full o f  

bird cage bottoms)

the(ir  baloony) universe  (3 0 )

Logically, M cC affery 's additions are extraneous to Brecht's text 

proper; effectively  how ever, they are not. By disrupting and fram ing 

Brecht's w ords w ith his parenthetical additions, M cCaffery 

consistently recon tex tualizes Brecht's text in larger narratological or 

expressive fram es, w hich perem ptorily change the significance o f the 

original. A lthough literally  parenthetical, M cC affery 's additions 

usurp the m eaning o f the source text, d ispersing the intention by 

displacing it to a radically  new context. M cCaffery is perhaps
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debunking the idea of an ed ito ria l voice which can com m ent 

objectively on a text without interpreting or changing it. By so 

controlling the source text w ith the addition, M cCaffery again 

exem plifies the Derridean idea o f  supplem ent. His parenthetical 

m aterial dom inates B recht’s tex t by providing an exp lanato ry  

fram ework which com pletely subsum es the source text. The 

appropriative character o f supplem entation  is more v isib ly  and 

comically evident in a passage im m ediately previous to the one 

quoted above. Once again, here is Brecht's text; “before parting they 

will proceed to the reading of the /  solutions to the riddle which 

have been proposed’’ (56). And M cCaffery's:

comb hair (before parting) the lice will arise (they will 

proceed) in

batallions all over the scalp (to the reading) at the pores  

which are

theatres to hold out shampoo (solutions) that m ight kill 

them. They

will answer (the riddle) that they have com posed  (which) 

might (have

been) unanswered h a d  the author not (proposed) it. (30) 

With the help of some allusive reference, Brecht's words are 

displaced into a hum orous story about hair care. S ignificantly , 

McCaffery inverts the roles of supplem ent and source, so that his 

additions becom e m ainstream , w hile  B recht's expressions are 

demoted to the parenthetical outback . Because M cC affery 's text 

becomes host to Brecht's in trusions, supplem entation is thus 

foregrounded as a constitutive ra th er than ancillary action.
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Numerical Replacement Translation

In R ational G eom ancy, M cCaffery outlines ye t another 

transla tive  procedure, w hich  he dubs “num erical rep lacem en t 

transla tion” : “ [e]ach word is analysed into a respective rational 

num eric value by treating such letters which can double as Roman 

num erals in accumulative values (viz. M, C, X, L, D, V and I)” (55).

This modus operandi is applied in Six Fillious, w here M cCaffery 

transla tes B recht's "closing" (56) into the m athem atical "a hundred 

and one zero s one ng" (29). This rather form ulaic  procedure is 

in teresting for several reasons. F irst, it treats ind iv idual letters 

im agistically  rather than sym bolically , draw ing a tten tion  to their 

shape rather than function, fu rthering  the d isrup tion  to logocentrism . 

Secondly, it draw s attention to the Roman and A rabic genealogies 

inherent in the English alphabet. M cCaffery uses the history im plicit 

in the English language to d isperse  and d issem inate d irect statem ent.

Intralinguistic, Anamorphic, and Topomorphic Translation

In the m id-seventies, M cC affery  first a ttem pts to translate 

F innegans Wake by using a m ethod called “intralinguistic  

transla tion .” The phrase is borrow ed from Roman J a k o b s o n , 56 ^nd 

describes the hom olinguistic m ovem ent of signs w ith in  one language. 

M cC affery’s method also borrow s from  his own allusive reference as 

it w orks to establish a conno ta tive  or subjectively  connected 

m eaning. Unlike allusive reference, M cCaffery’s goal is to imitate the
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creative act behind F in n e g a n s  W ake  itself. Joyce’s famous opening 

reads: “riverrun, past Eve and Adam ’s, from  swerve of shore to bend 

o f bay, brings us by a com m odius vicus o f recirculation back to 

Howth Castle and Environs” (3). In com parison, M cCaffery’s version 

(which has never been published) reads:

neep streems was time o f noun and nam e’s S from the 

dodged — was it water end? — to round of sea womb 

com ing to the roaming im perial ease and commodity 

ita lic ized  ita liana te  aesth e tica ted  vitgenstinnian 

gertrudism  banked flowing to an oily spine at the 

question’s artic le  rooked and hinter steel.

("In tra lingu istic  T ranslation" n .p .)

M cCaffery translates by keeping only a m odicum  of Joyce’s content, 

while em ploying a sim ilar punning m ethod. M cCaffery thus recalls 

the Russian form alist approach of transla ting  the specific literary 

language or aesthetic effect rather than the subject.

U nfortunately, M cC affery’s recreation  is a pale shadow to 

Finnegans Wake. W hile Joyce uses a m ulti lingual, hybrid language 

of nearly every nation and race on earth , M cCaffery stays alm ost 

entirely in English (except for a few neologism s). Consequently he 

drops Joyce’s com plex, international puns. The effect is a reduction 

of scope: the text becom es restricted to one language, and loses 

Joyce’s polyglotism  which gives his book its frenetic complexity. It is 

a rare exam ple where M cC affery’s transla tive  procedure weakens an 

original and, for this reason, I believe, M cCaffery eventually 

abandons the project.
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In time M cCaffery again attempts to translate F innega ns  W a k e .  

In an end note to a piece entitled A n t ic o l la b r a  (1990), M cCaffery 

explains his new procedure of translation.

A n tic o l la b o ra  constitutes an “anam orphic” excavation of 

Jam es Joyce’s F innegan’s Wake [sic]. Taking the V iking 

Press edition of 1959 as the source text, it records the 

prem ier portions of all the w ords fractured at a line end 

and carried over to the next line for completion. Each 

line of A n tic o l la b o ra  corresponds to one page in the W ake 

and stanza breaks correspond to  textual breaks in the 

source. The vocabulary then, com prom ises 50% of the 

total lexem ic units that Joyce w ould have considered 

sem antically  incom plete and a rb itrarily  broken. (55) 

M cCaffery describes anam orphic painting as a style of representation  

popular in the B aroque period, wherein the im age is perceivable 

from only one view ing angle; from any o ther angle the painting is 

jum bled and d istorted . M cCaffery’s translation  is anamorphic 

because it preserves a likeness of F innegans Wake when viewed only 

from the very select perspective of the page edge. From any o ther 

vantage, M cC affery’s version is incoherent.

Surrec Mac Te gen carry

um prin quan club Fan ducks yellow  Ceol

good A m su Naman bargainbout

m ilch hearth  consecrand Dig ex in any

tittle  sourd sponthe pura break evera re admini (54)

The hyphenated w ords in Finnegans Wake become a kind of found 

poem for M cCaffery; the formal constraint im posed by the page
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produces a d iscourse beyond Jo y ce ’s intentions. Com pared to his 

previous translation  of F innegans Wake, A n tic o l la b o ra  increases the 

amount of suggestive am biguity o f the source text. In anam orphic 

translation, M cC affery thus finds a style o f textual translation  that 

does not reduce the com plexity o f Joyce’s original, even as it defies 

the original intention(s). As the m ethod’s name indicates, M cCaffery 

no longer seeks to translate Joyce’s original sense: this is a disruptive 

reading, an an ti-co llabora tion .

A nam orphic translation is related to what M cCaffery describes 

in 8x8  as “topom orphic” translation.

Take a French-English D ictionary. Locate the page, 

colum n and line placem ent of the word to be translated 

(e.g. the word “talus” occurs in my Bantam New College 

D ictionary as the sixth entry in the left hand colum n of 

page 318.) Now go to the equivalent p lace-entry in the 

E nglish section (page 318, sixth entry from  top of left 

hand column generates “stock com pany” .) Now substitute 

the sem antic equivalent: “société anonym e.” (142)

The arbitrary  typographic position of a word in the d ictionary  

generates unpredictable sem antic correlations In the new poem . 

M cCaffery ju s tif ie s  this quirky, geom antic-style procedure as an 

assault on “overdeterm ined b ib liographic system  i.e. that transla tion  

here can be considered as the issue of a book” (142). How ever, one 

wonders if M cC affery’s own translative system, so form ulaic and 

devoid of personal input, isn ’t itse lf an “overdeterm ined 

bibliographic sy stem .”
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Self-Reflexive Translation

M cCaffery’s creative genius shows in his ability  to 

sim ultaneously  translate and provide a se lf-re flex ive  com m entary on 

the process of translation itself. W herever possib le , M cCaffery 

m anipulates his source text so that his transla tion  discusses the 

principles of its own com position. Consider a section from  

McCaffery's opening to "PHARTINGS, SEWINGS, AND ONE REAR, DILL": 

“there are some which are more or less exact to the case /  this isn't, 

this, /  is for fun: a phun-act where nothing / is certain” (18). As an 

allusive referential translation o f B recht’s text, th is passage tacitly 

repudiates the idea of equivalence which guides orthodox translation. 

M cCaffery's work is not "exact to the case" because it displaces as 

much as expresses B recht’s version: an idea econom ically  expressed 

in the juxtaposition "this isn't, this. " M oreover, the accent on "plastic" 

reflects M cCaffery's own preoccupation with the m ateriality  of the 

signifier. Suggesting an em phasis on both phonem es and 

phenom ena, the phrase "phun-act " evokes the aurality  of 

hom ophonie translation. Through the pun on "fun," a writing 

em erges guided by joy , laughter and play, as opposed to faith and 

conform ity. Perhaps play can occur because "nothing/ is certain," 

because the authoritarian  categories au thorsh ip , ow nersh ip , voice, 

and book, are under erasure. M cCaffery's text is thus overwritten: a 

translation and a description of translation. A m azingly, alm ost every 

one o f M cC affery’s translations eventually describes its own 

operation in this manner, even as it conveys som e aspect o f the 

o rig in a l.
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When considering all of M cCaffery’s translations, one sees a 

c lear m otif appear in his self-reflexive comm entaries: he consistently  

conceives of translation as a form of transgression, rupture, 

wreckage, fragm entation or infraction. As its title suggests, the 

reader of “PHARTINGS, SEW INGS, AND ONE REAR, DILL” encounters 

repeated references to  (m ale) hom osexuality, which im ply that 

translation is not only a transgression of a norm, but a means of 

ream ing or buggering (up) a text. Digestive and scatological 

references further dep ic t translation as a form of decay, dissolution, 

im propriety and destruction : decim ation as d issem ination, or perhaps 

m astication as rum ination (d igestion  also mirrors transla tion ’s 

process of in ternalization, and if we pursue the analogy, translated 

texts become inferior shit). At the extreme edge of propriety, 

McCaffery uses images of rape and incest in Intimate D istortions  to 

portray translation as an act sim ultaneously violative yet sensual.

Although sexual, queer and grotesque subjects are present in 

M cCaffery’s source texts, he typically amplifies and perversifies his 

m a t e r i a l . 57 His rendition o f Sappho tends to render Barnard’s 

romantic material indecent and lascivious. “PHARTINGS, SEW INGS, 

AND ONE REAR, DILL ” is so replete with flatulence, dung, obscenities, 

graphic sex, excretions, internal organs and genitalia, it makes 

B recht’s/Filliou’s text seem  tam e in comparison. M cCaffery’s overall 

translative strategy is parodie, an attem pt to turn P illion’s m usical 

interlude into lew dness. M cC affery’s translative readings can at 

tim es be gut-w renchingly hilarious, but McCaffery and Nichol suggest 

that “parody can be legitim ately  considered a translative act as well” 

{RG  30). Through the com edy, M cCaffery’s texts act as a
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v e r fr e m d u n g se f fe k t  (alienation effect), or in Charles B ernstein’s more 

recent phrase, as an “anti-absorptive work” (Bernstein 30). The 

bawdy language tends to disrupt the uniform ity of naturalized  

speech or discourse, forcing his readers to consider the text as a 

rhetorical com petition. In addition to entertaining his readers, 

M cCaffery’s texts becom e politically destabilizing, for as B audrillard 

observes: “[pjarody, the reversal of signs or their hyperextension, can 

touch power more deeply than any force relation” {Forget F oucault  

5 9 )

Politics and Poetic Translation

M cC affery’s tran sla tive  experim ents underm ine m any 

m etaphysical assum ptions intrinsic to com m unicative language, 

instituting “a sem inal violence against all that is fixed as dom ain”

(<5x5121). If M cC affery’s technological fetish is to shatter the 

physical form of the book, M cCaffery’s translative mania is to 

explode the illusion o f a tex t’s semantic stability. By dissem inating, 

m isreading, m orphing and distorting his sources, M cCaffery shows 

that meaning persisten tly  exceeds both in tention and deno ta tion .

Even the m ost transparen t statem ent contains ulterior m eanings via 

his translative m ethods. M cCaffery’s research into translation 

joy fu lly  dem onstrates that language never presents a stab le  conten t 

to be consumed. R ather than being intrinsic to the text, m eaning is 

provisional, personal, arbitrary , and ephem eral. Indeed, m eaning 

com es to largely depend upon how a text is (m is)read or perform ed.
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Through translation  then, the work o f art loses its object status to 

become m ore p rocessual, dynam ic, and partic ipa to ry .

T hroughout his career, M cCaffery assiduously  rejects subject- 

centred m odels o f  w riting, criticizing expression  as dependent “on 

obsolete m ythologies of causality” (quoted in N ichol, “Checklist” 78) 

and literary personism  for evading “the su b jec t’s inherent linguistic 

constitu tion” (78). In contrast to subject-centred  models, M cCaffery 

consistently  underm ines the illusion of the C artesian , se lf-au thorizing  

presence. His num erous collaborations attem pt “to eschew the c u lt o f 

personality, to ge t c loser to a kind of ideal o f the i-less i, to establish 

a group identity where, in fact, there [is] a group activity” {RG 1 4 5 ). 

Similarly, the use o f dialogue in the Toronto  Research Group reports 

is designed to risk  “thought’s proprietary nature ” {RG  10).

M cCaffery’s fo rm ulaic  procedures and aleatorics also reduce the role 

of ego in com position , by restricting conscious thought and by 

surrendering to language’s own im pulses and  inclinations. In these 

ways, M cC affery  suggests that “creativ ity  is not integral/expressive 

but d ialog ic/relational” (quoted in Nichol, “C hecklist” 75).

C ontinuing this critique of subjective expression, M cCaffery 

exploits transla tion  as a semiotic practice w hich is solitary, yet also  

inherently  d i a l o g i c . 5  8  Typifying D errida's notion of writing as a 

trace structure, the translated word m arks a dual lineage, recording 

on one hand the transla to r’s choice and preference, and on the other 

hand preserving a vestige of the author’s orig inal sentiment. An 

artistic parallel to Barthes and Foucault’s question ing  of the 

subject/author ca tego ries , M cCaffery’s transla tions inscribe a d ialogic 

m ultiplicity in to  each and every graph, and record not a single in ten t.
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but a bifurcation o f psyches, experiences, cultures, histories, 

sem iotics, countries and languages. As the in tersubjective form par 

excellence, translation also conflates writing and reading, collapsing 

the productive-receptive poles o f transm ission. Subtitled “a book of 

w ritten readings,” Dr. Sadhu 's  M ujfins  co-opts both

the w riter and the reader as co-initiators of a language 

event that both begins and ends as a reading experience 

thus, in a sense, elim inating all writing from the writing 

and negating the functional stance of the w riter as 

anything more than a seer o f his own reading. (“N ote,” 

DSM  n.p.)

M cCaffery perhaps overly priv ileges “reading.” More accurately, 

M cCaffery reveals the m utual contam ination of these supposedly 

binary terms. Suggesting th a t all texts are translative, M cCaffery 

conceives of com position as explicitly  readerly (the passive 

tabulation of uncodified perception), and reading as w riterly  (the 

active construction of significant form  from a semantic field). In 

translation, M cCaffery finds an interm ediary, hym enal form  of 

writing that refuses to be subsum ed by any one category, place or 

body. Refusing to rigorously  separate translators from  artists, 

readers from w riters, poetry  from  translation, original from  

reflection , M cC affery’s transla tions ultim ately unsettle “the 

norm ative assum ptions around au thorsh ip” {RG  11).

The manner in w hich M cC affery questions authorial propriety 

differs significantly from  tex t to text, but two works stand out in 

particular. Six Fillious  is an homage to Filliou and his poetry, but here 

celebration is used not only to evoke laughter, but to system atically



162
dim inish and com plicate the importance of a nam esake. If  the title 

acknowledges Filliou as the wellspring of this poetic stream , it also 

alters his name from  a proper to a collective noun (a process known 

as antonomasia). “F illiou” loses his individuality, becom ing instead a 

linguistic term, an iterative  sign, a mask borrow ed and perform ed by 

five other authors. Six Fil lious  treats translation as a m asquerade, in 

which authorial style and identity are “put-ons.” A nd like a carnival, 

this festive celebration conceals a sacrificial logic: the corpus of 

Filliou is perpetually cannibalized by the celebrants, lost so that it 

may be born anew.

Intimate D is tor t ions  also dissolves boundaries betw een author, 

texts, and translator, m erging the identities o f Sappho and M cCaffery, 

presenting the text as an intersubjective field. If Six  Fil l ious  

characterizes translation as a celebration. In t imate  D is tor t ions  

suggests it is a rom antic encounter, a moment of intim acy. Consider 

M cCaffery’s poem “SIXTY NINE” as an emblem of the relationship 

betw een translator and transla ted , 

i am around you 

your p a ren th es is

i dont know what 

you know if

even know ing you 

know any th ing

but of two m inds
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to form  a horn

some other blow s (n.p.)

The image of the parentheses is suggestive in a num ber of ways: of 

coupling physically; o f the vagina; of touching; of separation. Charged 

with sexual innuendo o f horns, blowing, know ing, and sixty-nining. 

Intimate Distortions  treats translation as a kind of sexual act, which 

allows McCaffery and Sappho to come together. Executed in a “spirit 

o f love and respect” (back cover). Intimate Dis tort ions  considers itself 

a love poem where translation  is ultimately an erotic act of physical 

and intellectual union.

However, this tendency of translation to dissolve personal 

boundaries marks another contradiction in M cC affery’s aesthetic. As 

we have seen, M cCaffery exploits translation because it affords 

opportunities for personal expression and creative change. However, 

the very values of creativ ity  and expression are lessened in 

transla tion’s in tersub jective  field  of confused authorship .

McCaffery sees his own translations as politically  invigorating, 

a liberation of suppressed elem ents which allow s texts to propagate 

via new semantic configurations. McCaffery is to be comm ended for 

em bracing rather than den igrating  difference as aberration from  an 

arbitrary origin or norm . But his quest for d ifference also com m its 

him  to a pursuit of im purity , infidelity, transgression, theft, 

fragm entation, and d isrup tion . His writing becom es increasingly 

com fortable with invasion, appropriation and violation in content, 

form  and practice. He eventually  conceives o f translation, for 

instance, as “deliberate m utilations” or “as the technique of
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m urdering w ithout pain” (5x545). At this point o f in tensify ing  

violence, M cCaffery m akes an unexpected claim. In the “N ote on 

M ethod of C om position” for Dr. Sadhu's  Muffins, M cC affery  subm its 

that he has “no responsibility  w hatsoever for the lexical m ateria l” in 

his poems:

as a poet i took responsibility  for the page bu t not 

necessarily  for everything that found its way onto the 

page, what i did was set up the sufficient conditions for 

an open field to form  into which a word could  find its 

own way settling in its own syntactic space and thereby 

determ ining the m eaning o f that space, (n .p .)

C ontrasting sharply  w ith past descrip tions, here the tran s la to r is 

likened to an em pty conduit, or m ore precisely a blank, passive and 

neutral surface on which language follow s its own refluxes and 

s u rg e s .59 T his translator is neither creative nor accountab le , and 

words find their “own w ay.” W hy the shift? W hy does M cC affery 

feel the need to abjure responsibility? Does he sense the v iolent 

trespassing inherent in his poetry? Is he attem pting to h ide his 

guilt? In the next chapter, I w ould like to exam ine the m ore 

m enacing im plications o f M cC affery 's violent rhetoric, and look at 

w hat gets shattered  in his production of difference.
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Chapter Four

The Three Faces of Steve: Dubious Gender

Make sure you make it vague and am biguous. 

Steve M cCaffery (P n.p.)

Although M cC affery’s pursu it o f the “vague and am biguous” has 

created provocative poetry, it has also deterred political analysis of 

his writing. Like the New C ritics before him, M cCaffery contends that 

plural texts are apolitical by virtue o f their m ultiplicity. T his is 

clearly wrong, if  only because plurality  itself is a political value. In 

this chapter, I would like to m ove towards a critique of M cCaffery, 

by analyzing how his writing engenders language — an issue 

M cCaffery scrupulously avoids. U ltim ately, three d ivergen t, even 

incom patible positions are d iscern ib le  within his poetics, and his 

w riting can be sim ultaneously read as patriarchal, fem inist and 

a n d ro g y n o u s .

A Hidden Narrative: “the story of the body of a lady” (P 

n.p. )

language is closest to being a body w ithout a 

head, a vast, undifferentiated torso  o f 

inscription, a scarred, incised surface . . . .

Steve M cCaffery (“Language W riting ,” N I  

1 5 5 )
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M cCaffery repeatedly  pursues an aesthetic o f transgression, 

rupture, fragm entation, theft, v iolation and superflu ity  as integral 

not only to art, but to linguistic function. But w hat’s at stake in his 

aesthetic of the rift? More im portantly, who  is at stake? Who is 

ruptured, fragm ented and v io lated? Who benefits from  the 

dissolution of syntax, narrative, identity and com m unication? If we 

accept M cCaffery’s M arxist explanation, his poetic critique of 

capitalistic  com m odification benefits the linguistic w orker, who 

assum es a m ore productive, im m ediate relationship  with language. 

How ever, like M arxism  itself, M cCaffery’s explanations avoid issues 

of gender, subsum ing both m en and women under the single, sexless 

category of the linguistic w orker. In this respect, M cC affery’s 

universal theory o f social-linguistic  function d o esn ’t adequately 

address the d ifference betw een the sexes.

M cCaffery contends that his poetry is revolutionary, yet his 

w riting is com prom ised by its failure to address the inequality 

betw een the sexes. A lthough M cCaffery prom ises social reform, the 

hom ogenized androgyny o f his theories prevents any m eaningful 

consideration of sexual d ifference, and, thus, o f sexual prejudice. 

Focused on labour, production and reification, M cC affery’s linguistic 

paradigm  rem ains blind to the way that language discrim inates 

ag a in st w om en.60 Treating both reader and w riter as androgynous, 

M cC affery’s theories becom e a kind of linguistic im perialism , which 

ignores issues of sexual d isparity . M cCaffery thus risks perpetuating 

the sam e politics of sexual prejudice, sustaining w om en’s oppression 

under the guise of com bating linguistic alienation. The very 

liberatory sheen of his poetics disguises the same old politics of
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sexual inequity, rendering it legitim ate, even desirable. Thus, it is 

women who are at stake in M cCaffery’s aesthetic o f rupture and 

tra n sg re ss io n .

To show how M cC affery perpetuates patriarchy, I would like to 

evoke Alice Jard ine’s theory of “gynesis.”61 In Jard ine’s analysis of 

W estern philosophy, the th inking-speaking-reasoning  being has been 

traditionally gendered as male. W oman has not only been denied 

full access to the d iscourses which legitimate presence, but has been 

devalued as non-ex isten t, irrational and other. R ather than recognize 

w om en’s d istinct consciousness, our culture has habitually  gendered 

as female the space, agency or medium which conceives this 

m asculine subject: the eternal, m asculine soul m anifests itself 

through the ephem eral, fem inine body; the m ale mind expresses 

itself through w riting troped as a womanly reflection; Jesus becom es 

flesh through M ary’s wom b. Although W oman has been consistently  

eclipsed in favour of M an, Jardine suggests she becom es ironically 

necessary to the assertion of male subjectivity. She provides the 

suppressed ground upon w hich Man perform s his unin terrup ted  

m onologue.

Although this bias has come under heavy revision, Jardine 

argues that many theo rists  today perpetuate patriarchy  under the 

guise of dism antling it. Through the process she dubs “gynesis,” 

Jardine claims that L acan, D errida, Lyotard and others purport to 

deconstruct an thropocentric  notions of being, tru th , history, presence, 

God, and reason, but persist in subordinating the category o f W oman 

to Man. Although they disturb the presence of the m asculine subject, 

they do so by foregrounding its areas of exclusion, such as m adness.
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perversity or the body. These areas o f exclusion, however, are still 

troped as fem ale. C onsequently , these supposedly radical w riters 

m aintain and sanction  the prejudicia l rhetoric that aligns W om an 

with irrationality , non-ex istence, physicality  and flux. If these 

thinkers suspend ra th e r than confirm  m asculine universality , they 

do so through the continued conflation o f W oman with 

polym orphism , m adness, duc tility , surplus, and otherness. By 

troping W oman as a destab iliz ing  force which exceeds or com plicates 

representation, by u tilizing  the fem inine as a deconstructive tool to 

underm ine pha llogocen trism , they once again deny W om an sta tus 

and being. These w riters place a disruptive value in the abjected  

areas of the fem inine, and so continue to open, explore, name and 

claim  female spaces. W om an once m ore becomes the m etaphorical 

ground upon w hich their deconstructive  dance is perform ed.

Although D errida, Lacan and Lyotard may localize truth and valorize 

indeterm inacy, they  still appropria te  the fem inine in their 

d iscourses. For Ja rd ine, their deconstruction  of universality tacitly  

rejuvenates the p a tria rc h a l trad ition .

In many respec ts, M cC affery 's  texts exem plify Jardine s concep t 

o f gynesis. From  his earliest w riting onw ards, M cCaffery genders the 

com peting vectors o f language, labeling the m aterial signifier as 

specifically fem ale, and ideational content as male. In “The Scene of 

the Cicatrice” (less a review  of Lola Lem ire Tostevin’s poetry than a 

statem ent of his ow n praxis), M cC affery describes Tostevin as 

conducting a double articulation: on one hand, her poem operates via 

a  “paternal code” ( N I  88) and “patriarchal signification” (88) w hen it 

presents a “ lineal sequential m essage” (89); on the other hand, this
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com m unication gets deconstructed by “a non-linear, non-linguistic  

force deriving from  a body prior to writing” (89). This corpus, which 

evidences itse lf through “the various dev ices of typography, 

rhythmic and phonic patterns and para-verbal clusters” (89), is 

identified as fem inine by M cCaffery. L inguistic palpability is “clearly 

linked to unconscious drives and u teral-um bilical intuitions” and is 

labeled by M cCaffery as “a gynocography” (90). Thus M cCaffery 

creates a c lear tension between a male m essage and a fem ale graph.

For M cCaffery, poetry marks the eruption  of fem inine linguistic

matter through the logical code: “ [t]his is the scene of the cicatrice, 

the gynocographic wound that opens out into itself; invaginates to 

mark an atopia, a no-place too intensely present to be anything but a 

gap, a space, a deleted mark or wound” (92). As does Derrida,

M cCaffery presents the blank page, the very spacing of w riting, as a

m etaphoric vagina or womb, which gestates the patriarchal 

proposition. Through the m ateriality of this feminine chora, “ [t]he 

logophallic code gets biologically unspoken” (89). Although the male 

com m uniqué m ay rem ain undelivered in this way, the d isrup tion  is 

accom plished by m aintaining W oman as subversion, by using Woman 

as a means to fulfill “the deconstruction o f a code” (88). M cC affery’s 

configuration den ies W oman stable iden tity , characterizing her 

instead as a kind o f aesthetically useful chaos.

A sim ilar process of linguistic engendering occurs in 

M cCaffery’s poetry as well, especially in the Carniva l  series. Indeed, 

the dual vectors o f language are personified , and enacted inside a 

sexual parable:
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i start with the creation myth — God as the  ultim ate 

alphabetical source o f A/Adam the first m an & first 

letter. Adams [sic] creation as an individual is 

sim ultaneous w ith his absorption into the m atrix  of the

word (the visual-phonetic square) . . .  (A Sect ion From

Carnival,  n.p.).

In his “phonetic semantic a llegory ,” M cCaffery equates the semantic-

phonetic level of language w ith a paternal Godhead and His male

heir. Furthermore, the capacity  to individualize is characterized  as a 

male quality. In contrast, the physical, material aspect of language is 

explicitly  fem inized and christened  “Eve” : textual m atter becomes 

m aternal. Eve is decidedly non-verbal, expressing her presence in 

sensual, sensuous rhythm s. T hroughout Carnival ,  M cC affery  

m anipulates the typographic sim ilarity  between “Eve” and “E ye” 

suggesting that the fem inine is the visible page, graph, o r text. Yet, 

E ve’s tangibility is evil:  her body corrupts the im m aculate bond 

betw een God and Adam, polluting the precise expressivity  of the 

transcendent word. Cast as the material signifier. Eve functions as a 

d isruptive and intrusive force which unsettles the theo- 

phallogocentric universe. M cC affery’s poetry thus rhetorically  casts 

fem ininity in its traditional role as flux, physicality and excess. 

M oreover, it advocates the use of this feminine m atrix in order to 

d isrupt the theological m yth o f one God like language that translates 

all differences, all codes.

We can perceive Jard ine’s pattern also at work in M cCaffery’s 

“The Property: Comma” (1976), a series of nine photographs, each 

accompanied by a page or less of prose. The first photo-im age shows
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a laboratory m icroscope, identified later as a “colposcope.” K o l p o s  is 

Greek for breast, womb, or vagina, so coiposcope suggests an optical 

device for view ing the female sexual organs. If we read the 

coiposcope as isom orphic with Irigaray ’s speculum  (or even Jo y c e ’s 

“pudendascope” ), it becomes a technology designed to lay bare to  the 

m ale gaze the inner tissues and organs of women. The coiposcope 

thus em blem atizes a m edical ep istem ology  in which the d iagnostic  

eye of objective knowledge is m asculine, and the passive patien t is 

fem ale. The accom panying prose p iece, w ritten from  the perspective  

of a m icroscopic slide, confirm s the specim en to be exam ined is 

fe m a le .6 2

The ten letters form the sm all space and name it. I am  

perm itted to approach it, to touch the outline of its text. 

Placed in the dorsal lithotom y position and draped, 

staring at the name, the word DRESS rises to expose my 

cervix. The cotton swabs soaked with my own m ucus are 

lost against the blackness o f the text. There is only one 

name visible, one name alone that describes, pinning me 

down within the language fram e for its own special 

purposes. I am inspected by the speech, locked as a 

three-d im ensional im age in the tw o-dim ensional 

language o f this frame. I focus on the areas of w hite, the 

solid sections o f the coiposcope which in turn are 

providing me with the em pty  spaces necessary for an 

exit. I press m yself out fla t between the blackness o f its 

letters. I squeeze betw een the text neither in nor outside 

o f it. I am not allowed to  leave the frame which has
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named me. I am diagnosed surface, defined  and 

accordingly treated. As it peers down at m e the speech 

becomes covered with an abnorm al tissue not revealed in 

this text. This is my speech that waits the opportunity to 

speak, that waits the lens through which it can create the 

language of its patient. ("PC" 171)

The fem ale tissue is configured as a m aterial surface lacking in 

subjective depth, as a tissue sample, a silent object of a male gaze, a 

m ute specim en to be explored, prodded, dissected and researched. 

The m edical gaze/discourse which nam es and describes the tissue is 

in trusive, appropriative and restric tive , “pinning [it] dow n within the 

language fram e for its own special purposes.” W hat cannot be named 

is conceived as “abnormal tissue,” d iseased and unhealthy. Caught 

w ithin this androscopic evaluation, the fem inine is a rticu la ted  in 

term s o f aberration and anom aly.

Portions of this text suggest that M cCaffery in tends to challenge 

rather than confirm  this m edical epistem ology. The fem ale specimen 

is conscious that it exists in excess o f the scientific term inology which 

constrains it “as a three-dim ensional image in the tw o-dim ensional 

language o f this fram e.” M oreover, the text notes that the afflicted 

tissue contains a potential value, and should not be sim ply 

disregarded or excised. Speaking by assuming a fictional female 

voice, M cCaffery asserts that this hysteric tissue “is my speech”

(read: fem ale speech), and can be used to create a “ language of [the] 

pa tien t” w hich can counter and co rrec t the universaliz ing , m asculine- 

m edical m onologue. By foregrounding female abjection, M cCaffery’s 

text could be read as revising m edicine’s patriarchal bias.
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Although M cC affery ’s closing seems to positively revalue the 

fem inine, the whole passage is problematic in several regards. If 

M cCaffery seeks to co rrect m edicine’s m asculine bias, he does so by 

dem onstrating the m anner in which medical discourse reads the 

feminine as an eccentric , a surd, an aberration, a "différend" to Man. 

M cCaffery thus perpetuates W om an’s abjection, and precludes the 

possibility o f an independent fem ale subjectivity that is more than a 

deviant reflection of m ale subjectivity. Note that M cCaffery actually 

scripts these words, w hile  presenting them behind a fem ale persona, 

in effect silencing the fem inine perspective by speaking for it. Like 

his patriarchal p redecessors, M cCaffery continues to trope the 

fem inine as abnorm al because it serves his deconstructive purposes. 

In the past, fem inine bodies were prospected as the scene/seen of 

empiricism ; in “The Property: Comma,’’ the fem inine reveals the 

relativity of know ledge. By adopting female experience and 

perspective, M cCaffery can effectively revise and relativ ize 

absolutist, objective m ale epistem ology. Although the poet 

deconstructs rather than constructs knowledge, the fem inine is yet 

confiscated as a conduit o f (dis)enlightenm ent. His postm odern 

erudition still seizes the fem ale body, using it to destabilize rather 

than confirm . M cC affery ultim ately benefits here, by m aintaining h i s  

position at the exclusion of hers ,  tendering him self as one who 

knows, an expert in uncertainty , or its equal here, the feminine.

The fifth photograph in “The Property: Comma’’ is a still from 

the James Bond m ovie “The Man with the Golden G un.’’ The frame 

shows Roger Moore lying on top of Britt Ekland, whose body is barely 

covered by a dress or towel: they’re poised to kiss (see fig. 14). Like
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medical discourse, the Bond flick portrayed here constitu tes a 

patriarchal (and heterosexual) system  of represen tation . Like the 

coiposcope, the cam era seeks out and exposes the item s of male 

desire: wom en’s sexual organs. The actress held in B ond’s arms 

reflects: “I have no concern for my dress which rides up high above 

my legs and yet I sense his lens is focused there, that his eyes at 

least are trained in that one area and that eventually  the sentence 

will predicate no more than that” (175). The cam era becomes the 

equivalent o f a surgeon’s scalpel, an instrum ent w hich visually 

amputates the undesired section of the actress’s body in order to 

accent her sexuality to the audience/voyeur. S eductive, stream lined, 

constricted by the lens, she rues: ” [m]y legs are lost below my thighs. 

They are beyond speech. Beyond me” (175). This cinem atic 

eroticization of the actress’s body visibly truncates the fem ale form, 

reducing her person to a sexual entrée for 007 (and the male 

audience). M oreover, the film  amputates her p s y c h e  as well her 

torso. She is com pliant in the presence of the secret agent, before 

whom she predictably sw oons, caught in a cinem atic gam e where 

resistance fuels her seductive appeal. This is the logic which 

captures women on film, and keeps them in cells: their desire to 

escape Bond/age renders them  increasingly (and trag ica lly ) 

desirable. U ltim ately both penile and penal, cinem a is largely a 

symbology which fram es fem ale  characters for m ale satisfaction.
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Fig. 14. A photo from Steve M cCaffery, "The Property: Comma." The  

Story So Four. Ed. by Steve M cCaffery and bpNichoI. Toronto: Coach 

House, 1976. 175.



1 7 6
By granting  a voice to these glossy and g iossed-over women, 

M cCaffery’s tex t reveals the pornography of popular cinem a. Yet, 

like M cC affery’s deconstruction o f m edical d iscourse, this text 

perpetuates som e o f the prejudices it purports to criticize. Once 

again, M cC affery exploits the fem inine as m arginalia  in order to 

expose the m asculine direction of cinem a. W om an endures as an 

extra, a shadow y figure in the projector’s light, w hich is then adopted 

by M cCaffery as a m ethod of analysis, equivocation and subversion. 

W hat does it m atter if the script she speaks com es from  M cCaffery or 

Hollywood? In e ither case, the point of annunciation rests outside 

her body, and her gender. In “The Property: Com m a, ” the fem ale 

character is silenced  so that M cCaffery may use her experience of 

subjugation to d is-articu la te  cinem atic ideology. H er oppression 

becomes his m eans of textual generation.

A m orbid streak pervades “The Property: C om m a,” as it directs 

the reader’s in terest to dissected living tissue, to wom en in real and 

reel bondage, to regions of pain and the O ther’s displeasure. Such an 

obsession with cruelty  appears in many of M cC affery’s works. In 

“A bsent-P re-Sences” (1978), M cCaffery uses abortion  as a m etaphor 

for poetry; w riting becom es a d&c, the violent term ination o f a 

gestating idea. “ An Effect of Cellophane” m editates incessantly on 

cuts, marks, g rafts, splices and lacerations. B orrow ing his 

term inology from  D erridean theory, M cC affery transform s these 

abstract term s in to  literal narrative content. This is the sense in 

which M cCaffery suggests the poem is a “m uted descrip tion of a 

m urder or to rtu re” {BD  back cover); Derridean “slash” becom es the 

story of a m utilated , lacerated corpse. It is as if violence cannot
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remain at the them atic, aesthetic or inspirational level o f M cCaffery’s 

poems; it intensifies and determ ines the surface m eaning as well. 

Violence by the text becomes violence in the text. Following an 

aesthetic of prodigality, M cC affery’s poems revere violence, gleefully 

portray cruelty, and indulge in a perverse joy for the violations of 

the flesh.

Consider M cC affery’s poem  Intimate Distortions: a displacement  

o f  Sappho.  Although M cCaffery describes this text as a love poem, it 

is frequented by images of contusions and abuse. Here is his 

e leventh  poem:

when the dead announce their dead

the dead die again

to the sound of ripping skirts

and the bruised breast so desired 

in life time

and the hidden heart heard in

public erection, (n.p .)

O bviously “erection” presupposes a male speaker, in truding  upon a 

voice that was not only fem ale but lesbian. Sappho’s texts do not 

em phasize violence, but M cCaffery does through his associations and 

rum inations on the text. V iolence becom es privileged in M cCaffery’s 

version, I believe, because he w ishes to use savage con ten t as a 

m etaphor for his translative procedure: narrative v io lence
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substitutes for translative violence done to the supply text.

However, M cC affery’s portrayal of v iolence is d iscrim inating, and 

actively targets his fem ale characters. I f  the m aterial signifier is a 

feminine entity to M cCaffery, then the source text to be translated 

becomes a female body to be ogled and visually enjoyed. In t im a te  

D is tor t ions  even adorns itself with several pictures o f topless women 

(see fig. 15), suggesting that the transla tor/reader is a kind of 

“voyeur” ("NINETY F0U R2"):

m iss  / sw ollen cheeks

above necks sw ollen lips 

below wow

h ead s!

w ow  m a id e n

heads ! ( "Ten" n.p.)

However, this text does not merely look. Through allusive reference, 

M cCaffery deliberately  violates the in tentions and propriety  of his 

W oman-text. The source text is seized as a fem inine body not only to 

be leered at, but to be explored, penetrated to its em otional core, and 

finally hacked up and rearranged.
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Fig. 15. An illustration by Virgil Burnett, from  Steve .McCaffery, 

Intimate Distortions: a displacement o f  Sappho.  Erin: Press Porcepic, 

1979. n.p..
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If In t imate  Distort ions  conceals violence under the rhetoric of 

love and devotion. P anopt icon  (1984) clarifies M cC affery’s 

m isogynistic im pulses. Like “The Property: Comma,” P a n o p t i c o n  

weaves cinem atic, m edical, legal, psychiatric  and literary  d iscourse to 

suggest, à la Foucault, that these are disciplines in the penal as well 

as epistem ological sense of the word: they train, co rrect, incarcerate, 

punish and even execute the subject. Through images o f headless 

eviscerated corpses, horrific descrip tions of torture, hom icide, 

correction, surgical procedure, incest and child abuse. P a n o p t i c o n  

dem onstrates the various ways society  conditions its c itizen ry .

However, M cC affery 's version o f Foucault’s paradigm  is not 

sexually neutral; here power is not androgynous. In con trast, 

M cCaffery genders Foucault’s panoptical model by m asculin izing  the 

om niscient gaze while fem inizing the observed object. For instance. 

P a n o p t i c o n  em ploys certain m etaphors that suggest the poem  is 

written, ultim ately, from a male perspective. In one stream  of text, 

the book describes a strange collection o f female dum m ies, “SO 

DESIGNED THAT THE MALE GENERATIVE ORGANS CAN BE 

SUPERIMPOSED UPON THE BARE BONES AND WITH THE AID OF A 

LITTLE GLUE AFFIXED TO THE FIGURE ” (P  n.p.). In this scenario, the 

sex of the figures is determ ined by the presence or absence of a 

penis. M cC affery’s poetics, like Freud’s theories, is unm istakably  

predicated upon a male subjectivity. To be female in the poem is to 

be revealed as a lack, in need o f phallic supplem entation: “THE 

YOUNG WOMAN LIES THERE AS A FIGURE RECEPTIVE TO THE 

HORRIBLE ADHESION OF A DIFFERENT SEX” (P n.p.). To be female in 

P a n o p t i c o n  is to be watched. A nam eless woman appears throughout
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M cC affery ’s tex t in various narrative contexts: a nude em erging from 

a bath; a model striking a pose; a film  star reading a script; a 

psychiatric patient reciting a case history; the heroine o f a novel. As 

these scenarios merge and converge, they equivocate any notion of 

real action, but one constant rem ains; wom en are typically observed 

by m ale voyeurs, photographers, directors, authors or readers. In 

P a n o p t i c o n ,  power is overw helm ingly male; in contrast, the subject 

that awaits conditioning, counseling or reform  is typically female.

In P a n o p t ic o n ,  the desire to reform also becomes a lust to 

deform  the offending woman. M cC affery’s scrip t requires that his 

heroines be m utilated and killed. In one narrative pattern, a young 

woman is stalked by a male killer; in another instance, she appears 

as a dissected corpse on the autopsy table. T hroughout the book, the 

m urder o f women appears as the telos o f every  epistem ological 

system  contained in this panoptical web. If Int imate D is to r t io n s  

adorns itself with pictures o f topless women, if  that poem eroticizes 

the skin of wom en’s bodies, P a n o p t i c o n  describes the voyeuristic 

intrusion of male eyes into w om en’s interiors, as they excavate “THE 

NATURAL CAVITIES OF HER BODY HER VAGINA HER MOUTH HER 

ANUS HER AUDITORY CANALS” (P  n.p.). The passive desire to 

observe or inspect the fem ale form  escalates into a desire to dissect, 

and P a n o p t i c o n  becomes an erotics of the autopsy, where 

gratification is found in the peeled and exposed corpse of “a young 

w om an” (P  n.p.). As a voice in the poem perceives, “You want the 

perfect woman and you get her and you tear her to pieces” (P  n.p.). 

This is the “PORNOSOPHIC CONTENT” of Panopticon.  It isn’t satisfied
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with suspending its fem ale characters in tex tual lim bo or semiotic 

flux; it m ust erad icate  and dism em ber them .

M cCaffery tries to ju stify  the violent qualities of his art through 

poststructuralist theories of linguistics. B orrow ing from  Derrida in 

particular, M cCaffery sees violence as necessary to language and 

signification: “ [i]n any system  where an X stands for a Y, it seems 

valid to treat that act o f representation, that standing for, as a violent 

act, a rupture of contexts, a displacem ent (of sign by sign, of word by 

thing etc.)” (“C ounter M em ory” 153). If “violence [is] landscaped in 

the ruins of language” (“A bsent-Pre-Sences” 133), then to rune is to 

ruin, and every text is “a m utilated entity” (128) because language 

functions as a “barbarism ” (128); all writing fo llow s the 

“contradictory vectors o f violence and desire” (124). By vindicating 

his aesthetic in poststructu ra list thought, M cC affery  strives “TO 

MAKE MURDER PLEASANT MERELY PHILOSOPHICAL” (P n.p.), or 

m erely sem iotic. If M cCaffery enthusiastically  represents violence, it 

is because represen tation  itse lf does unavoidable violence to its 

subjects. We are “ [cjondenm ed by language” ("PC" 173), posits 

M cCaffery, sentenced and term inated by it. In th is respect, 

representation  operates as an indiscrim inate, am bivalen t power 

which sim ultaneously constitu tes and destroys its subjects, male and 

fem ale. If M cCaffery dism em bers various characters in his poetry, it 

is because “the sub jec t’s inherent linguistic constitu tion” (quoted in 

N ichol, “C hecklist” 78-79) will always already have fragm ented 

identity. His poetry m erely reveals the way language turns our 

insides out, in a process of psychic-sem iotic disem bow elm ent. This is
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the sense in which M cCaffery repeatedly  equates “ [w jriting and 

dying” {P n.p.):

writing links more to a death  econom y than an econom y 

of presence. To write T ’ is to m ake oneself dispensable to 

that m ark. The writer is rendered  absent to the w ritten . 

This is a fundam ental rule o f w riting, linking it to death  

. . . (quoted in Nichol, “Checklist” 87)

For M cCaffery, to sign is to put one’s own existence under erasure; 

“ language creates us by disposing of us” (“ A bsent-Pre-Sences” 131).

If we accept M cC affery’s rationale, he is a pawn of a capricious 

language which ineluctab ly  rends the subjects it renders. H ow ever, 

N ancy K. M iller argues that the postm odern desire for an anonym ous 

tex tuality  inevitab ly  w orks in m en’s favou r because it “prem aturely  

forecloses the question  o f identity” for w om en (M iller 106). Men 

may indulge in a d isso lu tion  of identity because they already enjoy  a 

p riv ileged position in the discourses o f sub jectiv ity , citizenship, 

presence, production and identity. W om en, largely excluded from  

m eans of recogn ition , are already fragm ented  and dissem inated, and, 

thus, in need of g rea te r confirm ation rather than dispersal. If w e 

follow  M iller’s logic, M cCaffery’s reification o f language produces a 

tex tual anonym ity w hich  continues to p reclude fem ale authorship.

H is eschew al o f narrative  withholds a socially  im portant process of 

iden tification  and sub jec t form ation, and fu rther m aintains W om an 

in flux and i n d i s t i n c t i o n . 63 M oreover, his d issipation of the sub ject 

dehistoricizes and desocia lizes women as a discursive effect. 

R epudiating the search  for authentic iden tity  as com plicit “with the
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male myths of telos, loss and fall” (“Scene,” N I  88), M cCaffery retains 

identity solely for m en, and keeps W oman all fluxed up.

In this m anner, M cCaffery creates not so much a “linguistic 

economy of death ,” as an econom y o f W om an’s death. His 

transgressive aesthetic  se lectively  chooses fem ale subjects to rupture 

and brutalize. His acts o f poetic violence overw helm ingly depict men 

stalking fem ale prey. If writing is a form  of sentencing and 

term ination, then M cCaffery engenders the process as a g y n o c id e :

this woman we speak o f and this woman we kill . . .  It is 

necessary for her action to be repeated endlessly and in 

that way seduced into its broken parts.

The v ictim  of dism em berm ent, o f pagination, o f shattered 

pucellage, of intersecting shards and planes . . . W e are 

envisaging [the] condition of her annihilation . . . She m ust 

be shattered into parts. {P n.p.)

If M cCaffery em ancipates readers from  m etaphysical conceits, he 

repeatedly fem inizes the irruptive force, construing W oman as an 

enigma to be explored by male subjects. He still perceives W oman as 

m ysterious and unpredictable, an object o f desire and source o f 

pleasure for man, particularly  when she is fragm ented and de

formed. At its w orst, this tendency escalates into a plot in which 

female characters are repeatedly eviscerated. Just as the M arquis de 

Sade places the zenith  of sexual pleasure in the murder of J u s t i n e , 6 4 

M cCaffery gets his poetic thrills by sym bolically dism em bering his 

fictional heroines. M cC affery’s poetry reveals an unconscious 

narrative of v io lated  and butchered fem ale bodies, a Sadean story 

which is then tendered as a universal myth of textuality. Perhaps
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McCaffery forsakes narrative because he does no t wish to consider 

how consistently  he tells the story of w om en’s m urder.

Exposing “THE LANGUAGE CONSPIRACY IN OPERATION” (P 

n.p.): McCaffery and Feminism

She b r e a c h e d  the possib le that came to her as 

flax.

Steve McCaffery iTS  126)

M cCaffery certainly never considers his poetry  as fem inist. He 

is too suspicious of the Enlightenm ent values o f  progress, collectivity, 

justice, and em ancipation which persist in even the m ost 

sophisticated form s of the m ovem ent. H ow ever, M cC affery’s poetry 

does share m any traits with a certain postm odern brand of feminism. 

By destabilizing narrative, history, m im etics and convention, 

M cCaffery also disrupts the traditional d iscourses which historically 

have constrained, m arginalized and devalued w om en. By 

questioning the unified subject, origin, ob jectiv ity , essence, 

foundation, truth, and universality , M cCaffery reveals the male bias 

which has historically  and socially informed these  concepts.

Although M cCaffery may d istrust any and all po litical program s, he 

seems intent on deconstructing the same pa triarchal constructs as 

many fem in ist w riters.

In this respect, M cC affery’s poetics may no t be entirely 

incom patible with fem inism . In M cCaffery’s M arxist view, capitalism  

and the com m odification of language necessarily  precede patriarchy;
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gram m ar, reference, and the o ther tools o f linguistic clarity are the 

prerequisites for the c rea tion  o f binaries, h ierarchies, legitim ate vs. 

illegitim ate m eanings, ow nersh ip  and authority — the very stu ff o f 

patriarchy. In contrast, fem in ism  tends to stress the priority o f the 

gender division as archetype o f all difference; only through it can the 

institutions of capitalism  arise. But such disputes m ay be neither 

here nor there. It is perhaps unim portant w hether capitalism  or 

patriarchy is more orig inal, m ore authentic, more insidious, m ore 

pervasive. It’s enough to note that the two econom ies are linked, 

and that a disruption to one effects a disruption to the other.

Thus, when M cC affery challenges gram m ar, narrative, 

reference and mimesis as m odes of capitalism , he inevitably con tests 

the linguistic forms of patriarchy as well. M cC affery’s poetics are 

particularly  relevant to fem in ism  because they expose the 

patriarchal-cap ita listic  a ssum p tions inherent in the “natu ra l” 

language of narration, rea lism , exposition and com m unication.

T hrough his poetry, M cC affery reveals the political bias of neutral 

form s of expression, exposing ways in which women are tacitly 

incorporated into a com m odified  and m asculinized world. In this 

section, I would like to consider some of the ways M cCaffery’s poetry  

challenges patriarchal d isco u rse .

Vital to any fem inist program  is the recognition that “perfect 

com m unication . . . [is] the central dogma of phallogocentrism ” 

(Haraw ay 273). In Speculum o f  the Other Woman,  Luce Irigaray 

posits that patriarchal cu lture replicates itse lf via a m irror-logic, a 

faith in perfect m imesis. M en, she argues, have been beguiled by a 

“D ream  of Sym m etry” (11) w hich teaches them  to narcissistically
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interpret the w orld as their own reflec tion , producing a h o m m e -  

sexuality: a culture of, for and by m en. Inversely, this specular 

econom y in terp rets the fem inine negative ly : as aberration, w eakness, 

passivity and absence. Reading W om an inside a system  of 

equivalence (w hich is im possible to sa tisfy ), the com m unicative 

model o f language renders Woman as a second-class or defective 

su b jec t.

M cC affery’s w riting challenges pa triarchy  by preventing 

language from  operating naturally, that is to say mimetically. By 

resisting linguistic  fenestration, M cC affe ry ’s poetry presents texts 

unencum bered by a servitude to an em pirica l or symbolic referent.

As Gertrude Stein advises, M cCaffery “ [a]ct[s] so that there is no use 

in a centre” (“T ender Buttons” 498): penis, phallus or other. 

M cC affery’s fem inist potential is nascent in his challenge to realism , 

and his rejection of the linguistic im perative  that subsumes W oman 

as a mere reflection  of Man. Expanding language beyond replication, 

M cCaffery creates the conditions w herein  W om an can be constituted 

as other than defective or spectral M an.

Consider, for exam ple, M cC affery’s translations. Conventional 

translation dem ands an accurate reflec tion , and so keeps W oman 

within the phallogocentric  web, re inscrib ing  her m erely as spectres 

of M an’s own ideas, desires and needs. M cCaffery works from the 

prem ise that “transla tion , as the phallic  and paternal operation that 

history has condoned, will always be the suffocation of a female will 

to write” {8x8  45). In contrast to this tradition, M cCaffery’s 

innovative transla tions are not guided by the necessity  of sem antic 

equivalence. Q uite the opposite: they tend to prom ote difference
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rather than iden tity  and, in this way, better m anifest the suppressed, 

the peripheral, the irregular and irrational, the curved, and the 

feminine. M cC affery ’s translative praxis foregrounds the 

phenomenal, acciden ta l, associative, or random  elem ents of language

— those fem inine elem ents suppressed in O ccidental history. At the 

least, M cC affery’s translative m ethodology can adapt, personalize, 

and expand phallogocentric  language to better express fem inine 

experience, im pulses and bodies. At the m ost, his unorthodox 

translation can usurp phallogocentrism , replacing  its absolute values 

with a m ultitude of decentralized m eanings. Thus, M cC affery’s 

translations do not constitute a male appropriation of a fem ale voice

— a proposition w hich relies on patriarchal assum ptions of legitimacy 

and ownership. On the contrary, M cC affery’s translations enact a 

fem inist subversion o f masculine linguistic structures. His 

translations m ark an alternate, possibly fem inine sem iotics: where 

reading does no t have to fall in syntactic line behind the author’s 

pen(is); where w riting does not have to com m unicate an original, 

seminal m essage; where texts can articu late  the neglected and 

silenced realm s o f being.

Some fem in ists have further questioned utility as an absolute 

value, criticizing the way it exploits women as the means of 

continuing the hum an bloodline and extending  patri linear society. 

When utility conscrip ts women as a means of duplication, it 

constrains them  to a putatively natural function  as m other, limits 

them to dom estic spheres, and ultim ately devalues them  as people.

In contrast, M cCaffery defies the cultural im perative of utility. 

In his poetics, use is neither innate nor natural, but a socially
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constructed, ideologically  m otivated  lim it that precludes o ther poetic 

possibilities for being. By engendering “neither use nor exchanges 

but eruptions w ithout purpose w ithin structures o f res tra in t” 

(“W riting,” N I  203), M cCaffery presents “an alternative ‘lib id inal’ 

econom y” (“Language W riting ,” N I  153) where signs and bodies are 

not necessarily subsum ed for the purposes of production or 

reproduction. Although M cC affery doesn’t analyze u tility ’s 

com plicity with the sex-gender system , his poetry creates the poetic 

conditions wherein W oman can have value other than as a means of 

duplication; other than as a token of exchange betw een m en (Lévi- 

Strauss); other than as a castrated  sexuality  which terrifies little boys 

into resolving their Oedipus crises (Freud). Thus, M cC affery’s poems 

constitute a de-fetishization of language, an arena with “ALL 

OBSESSIONS GONE” (P  n.p.), where women no longer have to be 

conscripted for reproduction. M cCaffery aligns him self w ith a 

fem inist project by critiquing  the utilitarianism  which appropriates 

W oman as second-class citizens.

Some fem inists have also questioned our cu ltu re’s o ldest form 

of expression: the story. In Alice  D o e s n ’t, for exam ple, Teresa de 

L auretis suggests that conventional narrative is inherently  

patriarchal. Using the structural analysis of plot as outlined by 

Fropp and Lotman, de Lauretis argues that the m ythic, narrative 

hero is always male, regardless o f the character’s sex. In contrast, 

the space in which the narrative action occurs is regularly  gendered 

fem ale. Every narrative structure thus revolves around a male 

protagonist who must conquer a fem ale opponent, “regardless o f the 

gender of the text-im age, because the obstacle, w hatever its
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personification, is m orpholog ically  female and indeed , sim ply, the 

wom b” (de Lauretis 119). Narrative itself becom es a covert 

patriarchal construct designed  to ensure the presence o f Man and the 

otherness of W oman.

M cCaffery’s contribution  in this respect is im portant. He does 

not tell a story, because a retelling of the tale, even from  a female 

perspective, inevitably re inscribes masculine values. The problem  is 

not the presence of m a s t e r  narratives, but n a r r a t i v e  itself.

M cCaffery thus abandons narrative altogether, prom ising  a return to 

a pre-O edipal tim e, before W oman was cast as a m onstrous other. If 

the first priority o f narra tive  has been the estab lishm ent o f sexual 

d ifference, then non-narra tive  poetics offers the possib ility  of 

w riting w ithout the un iversal predicate o f m ale subjectiv ity . By 

creating  non-storied struc tu res, M cCaffery enables W om an to be 

conceived as other than a Sphinx, Medusa, enigm a, Sleeping Beauty, 

victim , virgin or alien queen.

Consider M cC affery’s narrative experim ents in P ano p t ico n .  In 

place o f a single unifying vision. P anop t icon  offers d iscordant 

view points, registered in the orthography of the page itself. In 

‘“ Voice W hisht Through T hither Flood’: Steve M cC affery’s Panopticon  

and North o f  Intention,"  M arjorie Perioff notes tha t P a n o p t i c o n  

consisten tly  “shifts reg is te rs , alternates view ing ‘c h an n e ls ,’ and 

d isrupts w hatever linear m echanism s we m ight ex p ec t” (288).

P erioff interprets this loss o f narrational control as a liberation from 

the panoptical I/eye o f om niscien t narration. P erpetua lly  sabotaging 

the narra tor’s clarity  o f v ision, M cCaffery im pedes language’s ability 

to function as a m edium  o f unceasing surveillance.
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M cC affery’s own P anop t icon  turns the Benthamite model 

inside out: the “place where everything is visible” ( OED)  

becom es, on the contrary, the p lace where nothing is.

The very layout of this unpaginated book -- with its 

paste up cancels and overprints, its m ixed type fonts, 

horizontal black and white bands o f “sim ultaneous” 

verbal m aterial . . . suggests that the tim e o f central 

“w ells,” from  which all “individuals” are to be “observed,” 

has long since passed. (286)

Although the text repeated ly  concentrates on (a) fem ale character, 

Perioff counters that “soon we come to see that there is no focus” 

(286). Syntax, narration , typography are com plicated  precisely so 

that no single (m ale) subject can dom inate. If M cCaffery blinds the

father’s eye, he does so in order to disrupt its pow er to identify,

sentence and incarcerate its subjects. As a voice in the text declares, 

“[m]y relishing eye cannot emerge to bind these stirrings in an 

im a g e"  (P n.p.). Thus Perioff describes M cC affery’s poetry as “a 

prolegom ena [sic] to the dispersal of the P anopticon’s inmates, the 

release of the ‘im prisoned’ words and letters from  their cells” (295). 

By abandoning th ird-person  om niscience, M cC affery ’s poem opposes 

the  panop tica l-patriarchal restrain t im plicit in conventional sto ry

te llin g .

Although som e may decry M cCaffery’s d issipation  of the

subject as dangerous for women, Julia Kristeva and Hélène Cixous

have found strength and opportunity in a d iffuse subject. Luce 

Irigaray suggests that every model of the subject has been 

appropriated by M an, and W oman has been consigned to the “sex
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which is not one” : a sex which is neither single nor whole. In A l i c e  

D o e s n ’t, T eresa  de Lauretis sim ilarly  suggests women experience a 

split consciousness: “the position o f wom an in language and in cinem a 

is one of non-coherence; she finds herself only in a void of m eaning, 

the em pty space between the s igns” (8). If  women are constantly  

coerced in to  accepting patriarchal constructions of fem inin ity , they 

also know they are not the objects men desire them to be. For de 

Lauretis, a fem inist psyche em erges as a dialogue betw een 

an thropocentric  codes and w om en’s experience w ithin them .

Fem inist subjectiv ity  is found “in that political, theoretical, self

analyzing practice by which the rela tions o f the subject in social 

reality  can be rearticulated from  the historical experience o f w om en” 

(de L auretis 186).

At tim es, M cCaffery’s poetry  achieves a double-articulation by 

speculating upon the lived experience  of women within patriarchal 

discourses. M cCaffery frequently  m akes readers aware not only of 

the dom inant patriarchal discourse, but the effects it has on w om en’s 

bodies. In “The Property: C om m a,” for example, female characters 

may be described , named, and p ro jec ted  by patriarchal sign-system s, 

yet they a lso  surpass these sam e categorizations which identify  

them. M cC affery’s fictional w om en counter their public im ages with 

personal and historic realities absen t from  masculine depictions o f 

fem ininity . Look at the stream -of-consciousness narration of actress 

Britt Ekland as she is kissed by Bond. Thinking first of “this film  that 

I ’m in” (175), she is aware of herself as an object of desire, a screen 

image for o ther men to look upon: she is conscious of the patriarchal 

script w hich requires her to be a sex kitten, cognizant of the
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discrepancy between her lived experience and this ero tica lly - 

charged film  fantasy she portrays. In contrast to her aroused and 

eager film  character, Ekland is bored and disinterested. The plot she 

acts out is repetitive and predictable: “[i]t has all happened before to 

me. And better” (175). She recognizes the Bond form ula as a 

“complex tissue o f .  . . lies” (175), a male mirage. By revealing the 

sc rip t’s insufficiencies and delusions, the actress asserts her existence 

beyond the film ’s sexist depiction, exposing how popular m ovies 

constric t her, and eventually  others.

Repeatedly em phasizing silenced and neglected voices, 

M cCaffery describes his writing as “a Poetics of A lterity” (quoted in 

Burnham , “ Interview ” 4) which has an “ethical responsib ility  to the 

O th e r” (4). Driven by the sub ject’s “ethical im perative” (4) towards 

the object, M cCaffery consistently  privileges the repressed , obscured 

or silenced. Although his allegiance to the “other” does not always 

overtly  address the fem ale gender, his poetics has c lear affinities 

w ith fem inism , such as its privileging of the reader. M cC affery’s 

sound poetry advocates a return to the body as an occluded 

w orkplace of language, in a m anner which parallels Hélène C ixous’s 

advice to “return to the body which has been more than confiscated .

. . W rite yourself. Your body m ust be heard” (312). Som etim es, 

M cC affery even stresses the peripheral, the substantive, the eclipsed, 

the m ute precisely as places o f fem inine erasure. In effect,

M cCaffery follows a fem inist program  sim ilar to the one outlined by 

Luce Irigaray, insisting “deliberately  upon those b la n k s  in discourse 

w hich recall the places of [w om en’s] exclusion” (Irigaray 142). In 

“B lood.R ust.C apital.B loodstream .,” he further declares his desire  to
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“SWITCH THIS DISCOURSE INTO THE MOUTH OF HER” {NI 56), and, 

accordingly, M cCaffery tw ice chooses to transla te  lesbian poets 

(Sappho and Stein). S im ilarly , in “The Property: C om m a,” the focus 

m oves to the neglected objects o f medical and cinem atic  discourse: 

the hysterical patient and the clichéd fem m e fa ta le .

Think about P a n o p t i c o n  in this regard. A nam eless voice in the

text rues “1 dream t there was a place for me w ith in  the unwritten 

history of his fabric” (P  n .p .), and sure enough the book is structured 

in order to give the m arginal, mad, abjected and m ute a chance to 

speak. In an inversion o f  Foucault’s pow er paradigm , the passive 

fem ale object of desire becom es an active, d irec ting , im passioned 

seer. Thus, the text m aintains at one point that “ the cam era [is] held 

by the woman” (P  n.p.), and that the text is a story of “the he the s h e  

describes '"  (P , n.p.; my italics). If the book is v iolent, it teaches about 

the pain and injustice w om en experience under patriarchy . It 

focuses our attention on the areas of w om en’s d iscom fort in order 

‘T O  CHANGE THE COURSE OF YOUR DANGEROUS DESIRES” (P n.p.). To 

achieve this. P a n o p t i c o n  re-articulates desire from  the perspective of 

a fem ale subject. M cC affery’s motive here is not to perpetuate 

w om en’s silence, but to let the hysterical patien t speak, to give 

women a voice, to allow  their participation in d iscourse. In

P an op t icon ,  women are no longer, in Freud’s w ords, “the problem” ; on

the contrary, they begin  to announce them selves as independent, 

desiring subjects, and so shatter the system s founded  on their 

suppression. In this m anner, M cCaffery exposes the patriarchal 

“LANGUAGE CONSPIRACY IN OPERATION” (P  n.p.), a move which 

parallels Irigaray’s deconstruc tion  of Freudian p sychoanalysis and
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Platonic philosophy. By focusing on the rem aindered and m uted, 

M cCaffery reveals the sexual bias and inadequacies of universalizing 

discourses which exclude  w om en’s experiences.

Thus, when A deena K arasick accuses M cCaffery of practising a 

“hom (m )osexuality w here language is passed from  one man to 

another . . . with no openings or gaps” (Karasick 86), she seriously 

misreads his texts. Few  poets are so doggedly dedicated to voids, 

lacunae, openings, speechlessness, blanks, riddles and space as is he. 

Few poets vandalize logic and linear flow, defy classification and 

system atics, d issolve categories and boundaries to the extent 

M cCaffery does. He devotedly minds the gap. If his poetry is not 

fem inist per se, it is surely aligned with this project via its persistent 

recognition of the m argins and engagement of the other. To 

represent his poetry as patriarchal m isrepresents its com plexity , 

variance, equivocity  and interrogation of anthropocentric trad ition .

“AND AS IF IT HAS BEEN SEX that has narrated this” ( 8 x 8  

125): Post-Feminist McCaffery

The ontology of the neuter looks prom ising. / 

It is everything / and it is everyw here.

Steve McCaffery (C W  99)

As part of his critique o f reference, M cCaffery disputes the 

nostalgic belief that sex represents a physical, anatom ical d ifference 

grounded in bodies, a  reality  outside and beyond language.

Following the logic o f B audrillard’s simulacra, M cCaffery treats sex
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(and so gender) as a rhetorical trope, a difference articulated in 

language, a signatory  effect fabricated through various forms of 

address, narra tive  positions and v o c a b u l a r i e s . R a t h e r  than 

attaching to the body, “sex is a pure discharge, an absolute signifier 

detached from  its signified” (“B lood.R ust.,” N I  55). The poet argues 

that “sex is a fallen mark” (P n.p.) precisely because it is produced 

textually, as “a sexual code that has retreated  from  (and advanced 

beyond) the genital model it supported” (“Scene,” N I  91). Thus, 

M cCaffery’s poetry  displays an extrem e version of linguistic 

constructiv ism , w herein  neither sex nor gender are prim ordial 

conditions of the subject, but rather m eanings produced purely as 

d iscursive e ffec ts .

If sex and gender are sem antic rather than somatic, how then 

does language construct sexual identity? According to M cCaffery, the

relationship betw een textuality and sexuality  is not a simple

declarative or indicative one. In The Abstrac t  Ruin (1976),

M cCaffery suggests that:

[w ]riting descends from the act o f w eaving, which Freud 

sees as a modestie gesture, an act of covering the crotch, a 

pudendic concealm ent, the bashful hiding of the personal 

areas. To say the latter is to say as much as need be said 

re subject m atter in the poem , (n.p.)

Textuality does not expose, reveal, or clarify  the truth of one’s sex. It 

does not peel aw ay the layers o f deceptive clothing to provide an

illum inating and decisive flash of genitalia. On the contrary, writing

hides, com plicates and confuses gender, concealing the body under a 

fabricated surface. Yet in M cCaffery’s language-centred poetics,
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underneath all these linguistic clothes, we have no body other than a 

fabricated one, no sex other than a surrogate, no gender other than 

“falsies.” This is the paradoxical logic o f M cCaffery’s linguistic 

constructivist position: on the one hand sex is constructed only 

through language; on the other hand, language inevitably dislocates 

and d istorts that sam e sexuality , perpetually  deferring and 

displacing it. This is the sense in which M cCaffery claims “SEX IS NOT 

A LANGUAGE BUT A LITERATURE” (P n.p.). It produces not clarity 

and definition in the m anner o f the logical positivists, but am biguity, 

contradiction and even absurdity in the m anner of the poets. In 

other words: when sex and gender are treated as sem iotic 

productions, an irreducible am bivalence is introduced into that 

p ro d u c tio n .

Thus, Irigaray’s claim that the fem ale sex “is not o n e ” is too 

humble. M ore accurately, no sex can be singular and com plete, and 

so Irigaray’s m odel of female sexuality  becomes the universal 

paradigm of sex. Because language conceives of the subject in terms 

of what it is not, language inevitably others every subject, rendering 

it complex, contradictory  and inadequate to itself. A ccording to the 

sign’s oxym oronic logic, any gendered identity necessarily contains 

its opposite as a collateral, constitu tive presence; and so language 

engenders an unavoidable bisexuality in the subject. In M cC affery’s 

terms, sex “dem onstra tes best the princip les of an unrestricted  

GENERAL ECONOM Y (Bataille) within the structural and 

epistem ological restrain ts of the restricted  system ” (“B lood.R ust.,” N I  

55). In other words, the construction o f definite gender is always 

accom panied by a general econom ic play which exceeds, disrupts and
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deconstructs this sexual categorization: “ [s]ex . . . exceeds all value to 

constitu te  an energetic subversion of the hum an capital m achine” 

(“B lood .R ust.,” N I  55). And again, as he neatly asserts, sex produces 

“(S)EXCES” (8x8 126).

M cC affery’s poetry seeks to em phasize this am biguous, 

counter-constructed nature o f sex-gender in language. If  “THE M ARK 

UNDERMINES THE M EANING IT ELABORATES” (P n.p.), then 

M cC affery stresses the p laces where the subject is not coincident 

w ith itself, where the certain ty  o f sex is reversed, where the male 

becom es fem inine, and vice versa. Consider M cC affery’s engendering 

o f linguistic ideality /m atter as m ale/fem ale in C a r n iv a l .  Even as he 

structures language in th is patriarchal way, he also, clearly , breaks 

his own pattern. Adam ’s fall in C arn iva l  is not simply from  the 

d iv ine , abstract inform ation of an incorporeal word into base m atter; 

it also includes the reverse. M cCaffery describes A dam ’s expulsion 

from  textual paradise as a “graphic descent from  the purity of the 

letter as pure substance & pure volume thru the word & the 

sem antic sense (represented in Eve & her theories of playful 

perm utations evil, ever, e tc) & finally into language i ts e lf ’ (A Section  

From Carnival,  n.p.). In M cC affery’s explanation, Adam begins as 

“pure substance” lapsing into “semantic sense.” Rather than a base 

corporeality . Eve assum es the role of ideology, denotation, K risteva’s 

sym bolic. C a rn iva l  further describes, in red ink, the male function as; 

ADAM’S WAY:

THE RETURN OF THE WORD 

AND THE SYLLABLE TO THE 

PICTURE & THE RETURN OF THE
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PICTURE TO THE BODY ( Cl )

And in black ink, the female function as:

EVE’S WAY:

THE RETURN OF THE WORD 

BACK INTO THE WORLD 

CREATING THE FALSE 

WORLD FROM THE WORD.

THE RETURN OF THE 

SYLLABLE TO THE 

EVIL SYBIL BULL 

THE REMOVAL OF BREATH 

FROM THE WORD (Cl )

The physicality of language, its icons, gestures and phonem es, are 

here gendered male. The Adam ic tendency in Carn iva l  is also a 

restitution of the linguistic body, of tactility, aurality and sensuality. 

In contrast, the ideological plane is gendered female. Eve disrupts 

through her concepts and abstrac tions, transform ing physicality  into 

thought. Although this dream ing sibyl is still evil, she is aligned with 

symbolic order rather than flux, w ith culture and ideology rather 

than the m arginal or excluded. Thus, C arn iva l  partially reverses 

Jard ine’s pattern o f gynesis. D eliberately  confusing rhetorical tropes, 

M cCaffery mixes and blurs the traditional gender roles. C a rn iv a l  is 

sexually problem atic, even herm aphroditic; m asculine and fem inine 

categories are com plex rather than singular, hybrid rather than pure.

Let's look once more at “The Property: Comma.” The third and 

ninth photographs of this poem  depict scenes from  the W atergate 

affair. In the first, John Ehrlichm an and his wife are encircled by a
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pressing phalanx of rep o rte rs’ phallic m icrophones; the besieged 

Ehrlichm an appears th rea tened  and agape, m id-stream  a hot 

statement (see fig. 16). In the second, John Mitchell, "full o f hate and 

fear" (179), leers at a cam era from  behind the passenger window of a 

car. The accom panying passages document a process of journalistic 

exam ination and dissection o f character, strikingly sim ilar to the 

poem ’s m edical/cinem atic portrayals of female s u b j e c t s . L i k e  the 

intrusive cam era, colposcope or speculum , the journalistic  eye 

aggressively intrudes upon Ehrlichm an and M itchell, reporting upon 

their private affairs to a public hungry for scandal and retribution. 

The prose which accom panies the first photograph is written from 

the perspective of a m ale journalist, standing in the shadows behind 

the illum inated  E hrlichm an.

I thrust my m icrophone forward out of the dark 

background into the language of the fram e and my eyes 

are fixed on him, fixed on the back of his neck where 1 

notice a small red scab. 1 am there to interrogate, to 

constitute the language we are all in. But I am lost in the 

sm all zone of silence behind his eyes, through his head, 

the silence o f the scab. Invisible. There is no emotion in 

the scab it seem s apart from him but like him it was 

found guilty. The silence of the scab was a conspiracy 

against the language o f his face, the language of the 

fram e. (173)

Like the abnorm al tissue identified  by the colposcope, the reporter 

exposes not only a scab on Ehrlichm an’s neck, not only a physical 

deformity, but his social and m oral wretchedness as well. As the
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politicians are “ABSOLUTELY. UNMERCIFULLY. FINALLY” (174) 

exam ined by the m edia, Ehrlichm an and M itchell are “spread out on 

this surface of the fram e” (179). For journalistic intents and 

purposes, they “becom e that surface” (179), becom ing in the public 

eye an abjected object, social pariahs. M cCaffery notes the restrictive 

pow er of popular pictures and reports, realizing how “both the image 

and the words im prison” (179) the politicians in a static, stationary 

and delinquent form. In effect, the rigorous m edia inspection frames 

the politicians, c ircum scrib ing  their characters and im plicating  their 

guilt. Bounded w ithin jo u rn a lis tic  discourse, M itchell sim ultaneously 

becomes “that space escribed  as actual target. He is the space [the 

journalist aims] these w ords at” (179). Similarly, “John Ehrlichm an . .

. stands condemned by the im plication of the sentence stretched out 

beneath him” (175). T he nam eless reporter in the shadow s realizes 

that his journalistic story requires its p h a r m a k o n  (sad ism  dem ands a 

news-worthy story); “I too am  lying. I am doing m y job . I am 

writing the caption beneath the picture that will sentence him  for all 

tim e” (175), he muses. L ike diseased tissue under a m icroscope, 

Ehrlichm an and M itchell are inspected and term inated by the press 

which represents them  as social deviants to the populace.
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Fig. 16. A photo from  Steve McCaffery, "The Property: Comma." T h e  

Story So Four. Ed. by Steve McCaffery and bpNichol. Toronto: Coach 

House, 1976. 173.
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Men here are aggressively exam ined , objectified, m ateria lized , 

fram ed, ostracized and sentenced in a m anner parallel to w om en’s 

suffering under medicine and cinem a. Through the power o f 

M cCaffery’s depictions, the men too becom e peripheral figures, 

trapped within discourses which do  not adequately represent them . 

Treated as m iscreants, Ehrlichm an and M itchell occupy the sam e 

m arginal positions as the victim ized w om en, becoming, in a sense, 

fem inized. Just as the women are d isp laced  by their patriarchal 

representations, the politicians here are  circum scribed by their 

tabloid portrayals. Like the day-dream ing Bond-actress, the real 

Ehrlichm an supersedes his media role as the guilty man. In the 

reporter’s rum inations, Ehrlichm an is typified  by that which escapes 

journalistic representation, characterized by “the silence . . . behind 

his voice” (173). His thoughts, essence, soul, chakras,  “the inner 

vibrations of John Ehrlichm an” (173) are unrepresented in the 

journalistic quest to establish culpability . Sim ilarly, M itchell may be 

“pinned by the syntax of the verdict” (179) yet he is “as far away 

from  speech as any one man could be” (179). The popular im age o f 

him  as a crook is only a “visual shell” (179) which doesn’t account for 

his existence as “an after-language, an after-speech” (179). In effect, 

M cCaffery shows how both men and wom en are m arginalized by the 

discourses which sentence them. His poem  no longer allows us to 

construe the margins as an exclusively  fem inine space.

In “The Property: Comma,” we are thus faced with two 

politically  problem atic propositions. E ither the poem dem onstrates 

the cannibalistic nature of patriarchy: its proclivity to turn its 

delim iting, destructive gaze on men; its tendency to devour and
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castigate those male subjects it purportedly em pow ers. Or, perhaps 

more radically , the poem  dem onstrates an indiscrim inate linguistic 

power which sim ultaneously  constitu tes and deconstitu tes its 

sub jects:

He was m urdered by a verb. The language alone can 

testify to that. I cannot describe the m urder here, only 

the constant process of the m urdering. That is the one 

constant I’m allowed. It is a rule of this particular 

gram m ar that you see. (179)

Indeed, the universally  m urderous effects o f representation  question 

the legitim acy of the term patriarchy itself.^  ^

Let us exam ine this phenom enon again, in the poem ’s most 

disturbing section. The eighth image of “The Property: Com m a’’ 

shows “Brigadier General Teferi Benti . . . E th iopia’s head of state’’ 

(178) conducting a m ilitary inspection of his troops. Benti, a career 

soldier, assum ed political control of E thiopia after its dem ocratic 

parliam ent was dissolved in a m ilitary coup. Am nesty International 

alleges that Benti system atically  tortured and m urdered his citizenry, 

purging all political opposition from the country. Aggressive, 

masculine, rigid, despotic, regim ented, m ilita ristic , Benti epitom izes 

unrestrained phallic power. Yet in M cC affery’s poem, Benti becomes 

the victim  of the m ilitary and bureaucratic code he upholds. As 

leader of a nation and army, Benti becomes the object of the public’s 

scrutinizing gaze: “He is that stated line of speech, a rigid form of the 

statement on parade here’’ (178). Its strictures are seen in the 

unnaturally upright posture o f his body, the product of army 

discipline. M ilitary training not only scleroticizes B enti’s body, it
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erases his identity, substitu ting  for it the anonym ity o f a so ld ier’s 

uniform. One of B enti’s soldiers, standing “as straight and as rig id  as 

he does’’ (178), notes: “ [t]he uniform  will hide [Benti] ju st as my own 

face will continue to be hidden by the limits o f his language’’ (178). 

Benti is presented as an excessive being, whose reality  lies 

som ewhere beyond this staged m ilitary spectacle: “There is now no 

possibility that his actual thoughts might be exposed in this fram e’’ 

(178). We can add one im portant fact m issing in M cCaffery’s text: 

shortly after he seized E thiopia, Benti was assassinated by an 

am bitious m ilitary staff. In an ironic twist, the so ld ier’s code B enti 

served so extravagantly in turn claim ed his life.

Once again, M cCaffery describes Benti with a rhetoric v irtually  

synonym ous with the descrip tions of the v ictim ized women.

A lthough Benti is a testosterone-drenched to rtu rer, M cCaffery 

persuasively represents him  as a being scrutin ized, abjected, and 

term inated by a logo-phallic code. Is Benti the oppressor or the 

oppressed here? The answ er is ambiguous and, in this respect, 

M cC affery’s poem  suggests that identity has no essential qualities 

except those generated in the language of portrayal. The poem 

invalidates abstract and transcendent term s like “experience,” 

typically  used to constitu te  differences betw een m en and wom en. 

Experience itself com es to depend upon the linguistic frame of 

reference employed to view the subject. W hat is m ore: no trope or 

narrative position can be appropriated and cla im ed as in trinsically  

male or female; in contrast, M cCaffery’s poem show s that all tropes 

are nomadic and exchangeable. By treating m asculine subjects in the 

m anner usually reserved for fem inine objects, fo r exam ple.
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M cCaffery virtually conflates men and w om en’s experience — to the 

extent that the m ost divergent positions on the sexual and social 

spectrum  reveal fundam ental sim ilarities. The pow erful and the 

disem pow ered, men and women, m ainstream  and m arginal, 

executors and the executed: in “T he Property: C om m a,” antipodes 

meet, merge, and meld in a deconstruction  o f binary thought that 

eventually  includes the sexual d ifférends them selves.

The errancy of linguistic tropes is forcefully  dem onstrated in 

P a n o p t ico n .  The book may begin with clearly set gender roles, which 

cast men as active subjects and w om en as passive objects, but these 

narrative positions are quickly and  thoroughly  transgressed. 

P a n o p t ico n  plays a game of roving I/eye, in which the recipients of 

the intrusive gaze are not necessarily  fem ale, nor voyeurs male. 

Through the book, men and women swap places, so men become 

visualized victim s, and women anim ated m urderers. The book 

system atically sw itches traditional sexual roles in an orgy of 

permutated plot. C onsider this band of text:

HER BODY REMAINED MOTIONLESS AND A COLD

LUMP CAME IN HIS THROAT

or:

m s  BODY REMAINED MOTIONLESS AND A COLD

LUMP CAME IN HER THROAT

or:

THEIR BODIES REMAINED MOTIONLESS AND A 

COLD LUMP CAME IN BOTH THEIR THROATS
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or: {P n.p.)

Such convolutions occur to an extent beyond any sim ple reversal of 

the reins of power. So perm utated are the tropes o f seer/seen that 

the narrative positions ultim ately lose any gendered value. In 

clinical fashion, P a n o p t i c o n  confuses the rhetorical tropes, figures and 

metaphors which connote gender. In the end, sex becom es literally a 

m atter of perspective, an effect of narration, a m oveable point in the 

language game.

Perhaps m ore im portantly , M cC affery  investigates the m anner 

in which conventional language tacitly constructs gender. For 

M cCaffery, the transm ission model o f language contains an ideology 

of the subject as a discrete and sexed being. Hardly neutral or 

natural, classical language is politically  m otivated by this im plicit 

m etaphysics of presence: it dem ands defin ite , unam biguous subjects; 

it creates hierarchy; it subordinates objects to subjects. Postulated as 

an exchange betw een distinct individuals, the transm ission m odel of 

language further m aintains the very boundaries essential to sexual 

differentiation. O rthodox language not only tacitly repudiates the 

bisexuality of the subject, it enshrines sexual difference as an 

unstated structu ra l p rincip le .

In opposition to classical language, M cCaffery’s poem s endeavor

to reveal the herm aphrodism  of the linguistic self that exists as a

suppressed presence w ithin the transm ission model o f language. If

the self is a linguistic fiction, then M cC affery’s poetry strives to

display the “ infinite androginity o f the tex t” (“A bsent-Pre-Sences”

129). His poetry show s the subtle ways “ language . . . fixes all o f us” 

("PC" 176): “fixes” in the sense of rendering us neither m ale nor
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female, but somewhere in the in terim  betw een those categories. In 

the process, M cCaffery in terrogates some of the linguistic  structures 

necessary fo r the production of a sexed subject. Such a structure is 

the sh ifter.

In “Shifters” (1976), M cC affery investigates the abstract term s 

by which we denote a subject presence in a text. Largely com prised 

of pronouns and expletives (“I,” “you,” “here,” “there,” “th is,” “that,” 

etc.), shifters form a class o f words whose m eaning or referent 

changes according to who utters them  or to w hat they refer. The 

significance does not inhere in the word, but sh ifts according to its 

context. In some traditions, sh ifters have been understood as units 

of pure reference -  as the deictic process incarnate. As M cCaffery 

explains on the back cover, they have been considered  as “indices 

(Peirce), non-com m ittal form al indicators (H eidegger). ‘Dasein- 

designations’ . ego centric particulars (Russell)” (n .p.). All of these 

specifications point to the shifter as a unit o f unequivocal and 

prim ordial presence.

M cC affery’s poem challenges this deictic role assigned to the 

shifter by continually dem onstrating  its con tex tual, protean, and 

tran s ito ry  nature; “shifters shift w ithin a topography and topology of 

text where every ‘i’ is a ‘here’ every ‘you’ a ‘there’” (back cover). In 

short, sh ifters are (w onderfu lly) m eretricious and contrad ictory , 

revealing a textual position rather than a transcendent identity. How 

can a pronoun clearly denote a person’s presence, asks M cCaffery, if 

the word “I” can refer to an infinite number o f people? Undermining 

Benveniste, M cCaffery suggests that by saying “ i / /  am he who /  says 

// 1” (n.p.), one does not mark an authoritative presence. On the
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contrary, the pronoun, like the proper name in translations, is em pty 

and valueless, prone to tem porary  appropriation by anyone who 

speaks or w rites. T he sh ifter does not contain m eaning (as classic 

sem iology instructs) bu t rather assumes value only in a negative 

rela tion  with o ther sh ifters: 

h e

is the 

a b se n c e

of my

y o u

are w hat

am apart 

f r o m

w h a t

i

is

a part 

of (n.p.)
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Held in a m utually  consolidating tension, sh ifters signify their own 

void as much as a presence. They depend upon other terms for 

definition o f them selves. Shifters ultim ately  d isrup t any sense of 

propriety or defin ition  of inner versus outer: “but you’re always 

outside /  of what i’m  in ’ (n.p.). Furtherm ore, the shifter is subject to 

the effects of time. As situations change, the “i ” or “you” is “always 

new” (n.p.). The subject for McCaffery is in motion: 

n o w

i am not 

what i was 

w h e n

i did it (n.p.)

This m etam orphic capacity  of the shifter p revents it from 

designating any stable presence. In M cC affery’s poem, a new 

conception of the sh ifter emerges, one that is provisional rather than 

absolute, a co rre late  rather than a referent, textual and contextual 

rather than deictic. M cC affery’s revisions im ply that no human is 

simply present. The shifter inaugurates a L acanian  psychology in 

which no subject can be coincident with itself. Or as McCaffery aptly 

phrases it, “a true subject is a barred subject” (back cover).

T raditionally , shifters mark not only an identity but a sex as 

well. Through w ords such as “he” and “she,” the shifter not only 

generates the fiction o f a stable em pirical subject, but classifies 

people through its im plicit sexual binary. T he uncritical use of the 

pronoun actively categorizes humanity as e ither m ale or fem ale, and
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so reduces the num ber o f possible sexualities to a m anageable deuce. 

The linguistic gender system  thus behaves as a restric ted  econom y 

designed to enclose the diversity  of sexuality within one of tw o

c la ss ifica tio n s .6 8

Following in the footsteps of “Shifters,” M cC affery’s poem 

“Combinatory W om en” explores how pronouns m ark a female 

presence. Published in Theory o f  Sediment  (1991), the poem 

obsessively com bines and recom bines the third person pronoun “she” 

and the possessive adjective “her.” Each sentence of the poem is 

predicated upon this nam eless “she,” or some attribute o f  “hers” :

“ [h]er ratios, her clause her third stem” (TS 125)\ “ [s]he is the she she 

constitutes in social acts” {TS  127). Ferm utating these m arkers 

through an array o f contex ts and sentences, the poem  dem onstrates 

the diverse, even con trad ic to ry , ways fem ininity may be constructed 

in language. In effect, the poem expands the limits of linguistic 

femininity beyond the restrain ts of sense and gram m ar. That is to 

say, “Com binatory W om en” does not use fem inine pronouns to 

produce clear and defin ite  subjects, but rather am biguity  and sexual 

multiplicity. In contrast to the reflexive use of “she” and “her” as 

unproblematic indicators of a real sex, M cCaffery begins to use these 

same gender m arkers in deliberately  anti-u tilitarian  and 

transgressive ways. By convoluting and cross-purposing 

conventional syntax, for exam ple, M cCaffery’s language does not 

resolve into simple and singular statements. In contrast to logical 

classification, M cC affery’s sentences are polysém ie, fertile  with 

possible interpretations. L ines such as “ [h]er lupercalias condone the 

insufficiency of dials in her encounters with longevity ranks
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insubstantial in her feats” ( T S  125) have no neat sexual value. The 

language is in rapture, adrift in “her emphasis on ecstasy” (125), 

producing m ore m eaning than can be contained w ith in  a binary. 

Defeating any gesture to an ex terio r through the super-charged  

am biguity of its phrasing, the poem  com plicates the transcendent 

ability o f language to m ark a flesh and blood person m ale or female. 

Sexuality, in other words, is no longer patrolled by its anatom ic 

referent. Accordingly, the w ords “she” and “her” begin to lose their 

ability to sex subjects because they no longer link to “ rea l,” historical 

women. Constantly evoking gender without ever attaching  to one 

sex, “Com binatory W om en” deliberately  abuses the gender-denoting  

capacity o f fem inine pronouns/adjectives: it constitu tes a 

technological catachresis w ith in  the linguistic gender m achine.

In other words, fem ale sexuality  is no longer indentured to a 

genital m aster, but becom es free to explore new poten tials and 

patterns, bounded only by the lim its of language itself. “Com binatory 

W omen” projects what D onna Haraw ay terms a “cyborg” and Arthur 

Kroker calls a floating or android sexuality, where gendered  signs are 

severed from  the body, and “ sex is detached from its old chain of 

referen ts” ( S p a s m  157). In this sense, the poem can be read as the 

inauguration o f some radical third gender, w avering betw een the 

antipodes of male and fem ale. As McCaffery suggestively  phrases it: 

“ [t]he m eanings of her she tha t grow towards her lengths im possible” 

(TS  125). The title of the poem  is appropriately plural: the 

significance of “W om an” is com binatory rather than binary; she is as 

diverse as the sentences that can be formed using her w ords. No 

longer policed by a g ram m atic  or referential gendarm e, fem ininity
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becom es a variorum  o f  linguistic perm utations, lacking any essential 

character; “ [s]he is all her propositions” (TS  126).

M cC affery’s poetry  does not engage the technologies which 

produce sim ple sexed selves, but ra ther presents unstable fields of 

detechnologized language. M cCaffery denudes language of its sexual 

clothing, its linguistic m arkers o f a certain  sexuality , revealing 

language in an unstructured  and elem ental form  — a kind of naked 

textuality  which precedes and pre-em pts gender assignation. His 

texts present not c lear, gendered spaces, but ra ther m ultisexual, 

pregendered fields w herein  various, even  incom patib le  readings m ay 

be produced. His poem s constitute “an am bivalent locus both pre- 

sexual and post-sexual where the w riting subject never forms into a 

‘s e l f ” (“Scene,” N1 88-89). In Every Way Oakly (1978), M cCaffery 

writes: “the balancing o f he and she. / he s he is /  a question of 

its difference” (12). Here, the graphic d ifference between he and she 

is an “s,” a letter rather than a body part. In language, the sexes are 

d istinguished by the presence or absence of a v isual/aural m arker, 

an “s” rather than a phallus. In the m iddle line, M cCaffery holds this 

“s” in an indeterm inate relationship betw een two “he” pronouns; the 

m eaning of this line thus teeter-to tters betw een several 

interpretations. Does this middle line indicate two male subjects? A 

possessive relationship? A m ultiplicity? A conjugation or a confusion 

o f he and she? F inally  we must concede that this line defies any 

single reading or sex. It is as if the very plurality o f the “s” fosters a 

variety  of sexual in terpretations, allow ing each pronoun to flow er in 

a herm aphroditic b loom .
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A very in teresting  neologistic conglom eration appears in 

Carnival the f i r s t  panel: “adam nom adam n” (n.p.). H ere the tex t’s 

gendered identity can be perceived only as a select lim itation on a 

range of sem iotic possibilities. M eaningless in its en tirety , the sense 

and gender of this letter-chain hangs upon how it is fram ed, 

segm ented, and syntaxed by the reader. Among the possible 

readings, the chain contains both “adam ” and “m adam ,” and can 

indicate either a male or female, depending upon w hich portion is 

allowed to dom inate. Two more nested words can be culled from  this 

intriguing conglom eration: nomad and damn. Perhaps M cCaffery 

suggests that by enacting gender’s nomadic capacity , by trespassing 

over culturally sacred monads like sex, one predictably  receives 

d a m n a tio n .
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Chapter Five

The Latitude of the Postmodern: Displacements

the dream  of the written is always to be 

som ew here e lse.

Steve M cCaffery ( KNK  15)

In Post-National A rg u m e n ts  (1993), Frank Davey suggests that 

C anadian fiction since 1967 has been paradoxically characterized by 

a detachm ent from things C anadian. A nalyzing sixteen post

centennial novels which vary w idely in style, subject and authorship, 

Davey suggests these C anadian works are typified by a "lack of 

nationalist discourses and signs, unless ironically deployed" (258). 

C onventional tropes of place, region, province, and country are either 

absent, doubted, parodied, o r variously problem atized. Rather than 

construct meaning via the local and historical, these novels show a 

preference for transgressing o r transcending Canadian borders in an 

attem pt to connect to some universal, "world-class" standard. Little 

concerned with myths or im ages of Canadian identity, these novels 

ju s tify  them selves transnationally , continentally  or globally.

A lthough individual m echanism s d iffer in these novels, Davey 

c o n te n d s

neither the text nor its protagonists inhabit any social 

geography that can be called ‘C anada.’ They inhabit a 

post-national space, in which sites are as interchangeable 

as postcards, in w hich discourses are transnational, and in 

which political issues are constructed on non-national
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(and often ah isto rical) ideological grounds: fascism  and 

m ateria lism , aesthe tic ism , liberal hum anism , C hristian 

m ysticism , fem inism , industrial cap ita lism . (259)

The attem pt to construct local significance is typ ically  presented as a 

failure, and protagonists tend to embrace som e universal, or retreat 

altogether from the public and political spheres. "M eaning here is 

constructed transnationally  — world econom ics, universal beauty, 

hum anism , M arxism  — or else it collapses on the disillusioned 

individual" (264).

Although Davey's critic ism  is limited to novelists, Steve 

M cCaffery certainly fits his post-national paradigm . As a poet, 

M cCaffery is extrem ely w ary o f nationalism , and he does not think of 

him self specifically as a C anadian writer (L etter to Kent Lewis).

Rather than searching fo r the uniquely C anadian, M cCaffery shapes 

his poetic career by persisten tly  making connections outside of his 

own country. As part of the Toronto Research G roup, for example, 

M cCaffery declares his responsib ility  to be con tem porary , non- 

canonic and in ternational {RG  18). The use here o f the word 

"responsibility" is in teresting, im plying as it does that study of the 

past, the traditional, and the national is som ehow  delinquent. In 

order to be a w orld-class, avant-garde artist, M cC affery believes he 

must eschew the quest fo r a Canadian literature, because it shows "a 

bias to literary realism  as an unquestionable norm , avoiding entirely 

its questionable status as a socially constructed ideologem e" (RG  18). 

A lthough he co llabora tes ex tensively  with o ther like-m inded 

Canadian artists, his m ajo r aesthetic influences are  e ither continental 

(dadaism , surrealism , R ussian  and Italian fu tu rism , French lettrism e
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and theory, R obert F illiou , etc.) or Am erican (objectiv ism , Gertrude 

Stein, abstract expressionism , the Black M ountain school, John Cage, 

Jackson Mac Low etc .). M cC affery’s association with the United States 

has been particu larly  strong, via his participation in the language 

writing m ovem ent, w hich  form ed a nexus betw een Toronto , New 

York, San Francisco and Vancouver. Through his language writing, 

M cCaffery im plicitly re jects the notion of a C anadian literature, 

pursuing instead a con tinen ta l or North Am erican style of poetry. An 

artist for the global v illage, M cCaffery epitom izes the relentlessly 

cosm opolitan w riter, d raw ing  literary resources from  every available 

c u ltu re .

M cCaffery's poetry  is accordingly eclectic, continually  

transgressing borders, and engaging the un iversal, ahistoric and 

transnational in a m yriad of ways. At the beginning of his career, 

M cCaffery claim ed, as did M ax Dense and Eugen G o m r i n g e r , 6 9  that 

concrete poetry constitu tes a universally accessib le  m edium , a pure 

substance that c ircum nav igates all codes, transcends all cultures. 

Sim ilarly, post-sem iotic  poetry enjoys the qualities o f pictography, 

which according to M cC affery  is "an almost universal discourse, a 

lingua franca  deriv ing  from  the commonality o f hum an and animal 

gesture" ("A nti-P honies," N I  32). Sim ilarly, sound poetry endeavours 

to connect to a d iv ine or universal centre, or a lternately , reasserts 

common human b iology. Later, McCaffery em phasizes his writing as 

part of the in ternational class struggle against late capitalism , 

industrialism  and a lienation  — a move which ju s tif ie s  his art globally 

rather than locally. H is em phasis on the reader tends towards a 

Liberal individualism , ra ther than a collective expression  o f state or
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com m unity. M cC affery 's experim ents w ith  translation are nothing

less than an attem pt to develop a poetics w hich is nom adic, plural, 

non-iocalizable, irreducib le  to one place, author, language or 

civilization. In his postm odern incarnation, M cCaffery celebrates the 

sign ’s iterative and violative nature, im plying that every place is 

irrevocably d isp laced  by its own descrip tion .

Not surprisingly , M cCaffery’s w riting tends to d islocate locale, 

fabricate the past, and resequence popular history. If M cC affery 

evokes a Canadian identity, he does so ironically , parodically, 

explosively. O ccasionally , he challenges the fictions of C anadiana that 

were circulating during the canon-building forties, fifties, and sixties, 

such as the pastoral tradition of rugged C anadian beauty, the 

Canadian need to connect to the land. M ore frequently, he questions 

the epistem ologies through which cu ltu ral m yths are d issem inated .

As always, M cC affery interrogates the ideology of com m unication 

that informs the com m unity. If Homi Bhabha links nation w ith 

narration, M cC affery 's non-narrative poetics can be read as a 

challenge to the binding power of speech and story. Several of 

M cCaffery's texts are historical in nature, but rather than exp lo it 

history as a m eans o f confirm ation, M cCaffery uses it to scatter and 

diffuse any pretense o f cultural identity. M cCaffery's version of 

history comes close to what Foucault describes as a genealogy: a 

subjective and fictive  discourse, which em phasizes d isparity  over 

unity, disjunction over continuity. For M cCaffery, language itself, in 

addition to history, is a disruptive, disparate force, and this is 

perhaps what m akes him  a valuable w riter in this country: he 

relentlessly explores the ways language is alw ays already d ialogic
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and international, alw ays a lready  detached, floating, m iscegenated , 

vagrant, global. His poetry ultim ately presents a general econom y of 

culture, in which every cultural trait is accompanied by its own 

surplus, silt, subterrain and opposite.

The rem ainder o f this chapter will examine the ways in which 

M cCaffery problem atizes easy visions of cultural identity.

‘̂ Maps: a different landscape"

Expand on this. Towards a book called 

writing by the ones who never sign and still 

im agine these are maps.

Steve M cCaffery (TS  193)

At tim es, M cC affery’s concrete  poetry directly parodies the 

Canadian canon’s evocation o f its “harsh and lovely la n d .” For 

exam ple his poem Maps: a dijferent  landscape (1971) seem s to 

exem plify the cliché of connecting with the land; structured as a 

map of various Canadian regions, the poem provides a geographic 

sim ulacrum , replete with roads, cities, place names, m unicipal 

boundaries, rivers, footpaths, and lakes (see fig. 17). As the title 

declares, however, this is a d i f f e r e n t  landscape. In a m anner typical 

o f his m aterial poetry, words no longer represent external objects, 

becom ing instead a m edium  to be looked at rather than looked 

through. W hat we see in this map is not land, but the m echanics of 

cartographic representation, the tex t’s own graphic palpability . Here, 

“words becom e / m ountains’’ and “scenic routes lie around the
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w ords” (n.p.). Rather than docum enting an ex ternal environm ent, 

sentences transform  them selves into skylines and roads, a 

topography of textual peaks and valleys, a vista of verbiage, a lexical 

panoram a, the deltas o f the alphabet rather than the river m outh. In 

this manner, M cCaffery shows us not a language of geography, but 

the geography of language: a terra graphica.
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Fig. 17. A section from  Steve McCaffery, M aps: a dijferent landscape. 

grOnk series 6  no. 8 . Toronto: Ganglia, 1971. n.p..
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M cC affery’s deceptively simple poem  is im portant because it 

stresses that the m ap is not the territory. His poem defeats the 

linguistic gesture to an external referent, and so suggests that poems 

can’t be m aps, c a n ’t function in a fenestrational, transparent m anner 

in relation to a land: here “a page . . .  is not a map” (n.p.). We have 

instead a map in jouissance: nationalism  w ithout ground; locale à la 

Baudrillard. T urn ing  place-m arkers into floating signifiers,

M cCaffery shatters the romantic attachm ent to the land as a 

prim ordial, a p r io r i  presence which centres and informs writing. In 

contrast, his m ap presents the land as sem iotically constructed, as a 

page, cited w ithin language, never to be sited in em pirical reality. 

Indeed, M cC affery’s poem  suggests that our perceptions of the land 

are always constructed  through language, and locality is but a trope 

to be adopted like any other. M cCaffery discredits cartography as 

neutral rep resen ta tion  of geographic rea lity  or objective know ledge, 

implying that it is an archaic mode that still purports to portray the 

real. In this d iffe ren t landscape, the land is always constructed, 

provisional, and po litical.

’’P a t a p h y s i c s

Those are the easy ways to disem bow el 

history.

Steve M cCaffery {CW  80)

In The Exploits and Opinions o f  Doctor Faustroll Pataphysician, 

A lfred Jarry (1873-1907) begins a com ic perform ance that Steve
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M cCaffery continues more than half a century  later. In his novel, 

Jarry defines ’pataphysics as “the science of im aginary so lu tions” 

(192) and the discourse which exam ines "the laws governing  

exceptions" (192). In a m ore hum ble m om ent, Jarry m ight have 

described ’pataphysics as the skill o f a good canard: the ability  of 

plausible explanation in the face of incredible claims. In the late 

seventies, M cCaffery revives Jarry 's love o f technical bom bast and 

excess, sum m arizing pataphysics as “an expressly pseudo-science 

which provides a solution to a non-existent problem ” (“S tra ta ,” N I  

189). Typically, a ’pataphysician will conscrip t various scientific  and 

otherw ise authoritarian discourses (e.g. archaeology, geology, 

paleontology and anthropology), in o rder to forge fictitious chronicles 

and spurious theories which nonetheless have the rhetorical force of 

objective, em pirical fact. Like any good burlesque, pataphysics 

makes us laugh because it deviates a lm ost im perceptibly from  the 

authoritative discourses it m im ics. As M cCaffery describes it, 

’pataphysics is “the carnivalization o f logical procedures and 

conceptual ‘g ivens’” (“A Book Resem bling Hair” 263). The Toronto 

Research Group characterizes it as “the science of the general 

inversion and the non-art o f the absent” (/?G  301). A ’pataphysical 

definition of M cCaffery’s ’pataphysics m ight read: a catachresis of 

authoritative rhetoric, which takes p lace alongside the p o e t’s other 

techno log ical transgressions.

True to its inverted logic, ’pataphysics is the only discourse 

wherein M cCaffery willingly adopts a C anadian persona ( if  

M cCaffery’s work is typically hostile to the imposition o f  national 

character, his work appears appropria te ly  Canadian in ’pa taphysics’
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perverted  fête o f m asks). In the introduction to the ’pataphysical 

edition of Open Letter  (1980), N ichol and McCaffery describe, in self- 

lam basting  m anner, how  ’pa taphysics  d ifferen tiates and ind iv iduates 

itse lf in Canada:

So what, you m ight ask, would constitute a C a n a d ia n  

’Pataphysics? N ot a ’pataphysics at all, but rather a 

superinducem ent o f the superinducem ent. Nothing less 

than a C anadian ’’Pataphysics. Not Pata-physics but 

rather ’’Pata physics . . . The distinction is subtle: from  

elision ( ’) to quo tation  (” ) through a superinducem ent on 

elision ( V  = ” ). (/?G 301)

In this doubling of the apostrophe to form  a quotation, M cCaffery 

and N ichol sim ultaneously  honour the ’pataphysical tradition of 

m im icry, addendum  and com ic excess, while distinguishing a d istinct 

Canadian (in)version of it. T hey continue:

The C anadian con tribu tion  to ’Pataphysics is pa taphysics’ 

first am endm ent. T o  wit, the erasure of “that” elision and 

the institu tion o f  a science o f the perpetually open citing. 

A shift from  e lision  to quotation by way of the doubling 

of the elide, a doubled  inversion and an inverted 

doubling. C anadian  ’pataphysics gives us then quotation 

(as Science alw ays is) o f the given that we do not 

understand but w ith  em endations that serve to constitu te  

our explanation. If  ’Pataphysics (according to Jarry) is 

“the science o f  im aginary  so lu tions” and thereby the 

source of answ ers to  questions never posed, then 

’’Pataphysics (d iacritic ized  via the open quotation of a
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double e lision) w ill be “the literature o f all imaginary

sc ien ces .” (301-302)

In addition to the sheer playfulness here, we get insight into 

M cCaffery’s perception of Canadian culture. By choosing the 

quotation m ark over the apostrophe, M cC affery and N ichol imply 

that Canadian cu ltu re  is founded on reitera tion  rather than negation 

(think of this claim  in term s of Canadian versus Am erican history. 

The United States is bom  out of revolution, a violent rejection of 

British im perialism ; C anada in contrast m aintained its colonial 

identity, d istingu ish ing  itse lf from its progenitors by incorporating 

and adapting British com m on law, N apoleonic code, and European 

traditions). M cC affery’s preference for quotation as a national 

emblem also suggests that Canada is an in tertextual pastiche, a 

collage of undocum ented, decontextualized sources, which Canadians 

both differ from and defer to: Canada as m osaic or pastiche rather 

than melting pot. The singularity of the quotation m ark further 

im plies that the C anadian  character is “perpetually  open,” variable, 

and resistant to closure: here are no absolutes. By making 

’’pataphysics the only viable form of C anadiana, M cCaffery also 

suggests that all instances of Canadian character are a form of put-on 

or carnival m asque.

Given this unstable vision of national character, it is not 

surprising that M cC affery  uses his ’’pataphysical expertise to 

challenge several sacred cows of Canadian identity. In his article 

“Piccu Carlu: The M uskoka-M aya Connexion” (1980), for example, 

M cCaffery transform s our understanding o f both Canadian and North 

Am erican history. W riting  under the sligh tly  awry pseudonym
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Professor K urt W urstw agen, M cCaffery describes his expedition to 

the small O ntario  town of “Port Carling, som e seventeen miles w est o f 

Bracebridge, [where] our party located a large pyram idical shaped 

edifice” (144). The treatise begins by claim ing that this house-sized 

obelisk has been incorrectly  identified as a nineteenth century 

construction: “ [m jodern  m ythobastard ization  has nurtured the 

common be lief that the structure is a V ictorian  water tower erected

to supply the early  settlem ent with a p len tifu l water supply from  the

proxim ous lak e s” ( 1 4 4 - 1 4 5 ).70 W urstw agen-M cC affery then o ffers 

an alternate, “co rrect” interpretation based on “the clear facts of 

history” (145): the tow er is actually the ruins o f a proto-Mayan 

pyramid, ev idence o f a “post-neolithic M uskokan” culture (147), 

which once flourished in Southern O ntario. In fact, continues 

W urstw agen-M cC affery, this ancient cu ltu re  preceded those of 

Central and South Am erica by some two thousand, five hundred 

years. In a m om ent of typical self-denial, “Canada has deliberately 

suppressed its cultural connexion with the M aya of Yucatan and 

Guatam ala [sic]” (146). With their ancestral truth exposed, how ever, 

Canadians can no longer delude them selves that their country is a 

humble, unim portant, peripheral and deriva tive  one, on the m argins 

of an aggressive world power (as C anadians are wont to do). In a 

revision to accepted history, Canada becom es the colonial force on

the continent! Port Carling, hardly a sm all and inconsequential

cottage town, is the origin and progenitor o f indigenous North 

American c iv ilization  itself. Typically irreveren t, McCaffery 

obviously plays w ith the Canadian insecurity  com plex, dispelling the
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soothing homily that Canada sits on the edge o f em pires, but is not 

im perial itself.

In order to convince us of his extravagant claim , W urstw agen- 

M cCaffery is excessive in his use of academic and technical language 

to describe the “Piccu Carlu” pyram id. Dense to the po in t o f self

parody, a typical “proof” reads:

Perhaps the m ost rem arkable feature o f the P ort Carling 

site is the total absence of iconic em bellishm ent upon the 

temple facade, suggesting a placem ent o f the site w ithin a 

chronological param eter m arked by P ro to -icon ic  Period 

4 A and M eso-Proto-iconic Period 3 A K B 7  o f post-neolithic 

M uskokan m an. (145-46)

This language creates an in tim idating , and com ically excessive  ethos 

o f erudition. W urstw agen-M cC affery  further m arshals an array of 

friends, fictional authorities, fancifu l articles, and invented  institutes, 

centres and colleges to support his claim  (some o f these are designed 

to add to the feeling of academ ic r ig e u n  others are c learly  intended 

to reveal the gag. O f the latter, my favourite is the “non-C ollege of 

E pistem ological M yopia” [/?G 302]). Through these references, 

M cCaffery inundates his readers with a specialized idiom  that is as 

preposterous as it is precise.

More persuasive is the deta iled  catalogue of physical evidence 

W urstw agen-M cCaffery displays in his treatise. He becom es a 

m eticulous reader o f the pyram id, noting features o f its design, 

com position, decoration, aesthetic , function, which refute its 

m odernity and link it clearly to  ancient Mayan tem ples: 

m ortar/s tcne/b lock density  ratio o f  a lm ost  13.7 to  43.9 suggests a
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striking parallel with several Yucatan sites especially  U xm aF  (145). 

In this way, ’’pataphysics behaves in a m anner sim ilar to concrete 

and sound poetry. If  concrete  poetry em phasizes the m ateriality of 

the signifier in order to dim inish expressive con ten t, then 

’’pataphysics foregrounds an ob ject’s physicality in o rder to disrupt 

its conventional m eaning. By focusing attention on little-noticed 

aspects of a th ing’s com position , a ’’pataphysician can create a 

startlingly fresh percep tion , even with an object as fam iliar as a 

dilapidated water tow er. It is important to note, in  this respect, that 

M cCaffery’s pyram id has a “total absence of iconic em bellishm ent” 

(146); the pure, unblem ished  corporeality of the pyram id  allows 

M cCaffery to in terpret it unim peded by any ideological 

in te r fe re n c e .71 In a sim ilar manner, M cCaffery reads the environs 

surrounding his pyram id , finding further confirm ation  o f his theory

in the mute testim ony o f  the land.

Although m ost ’’pataphysical essays are ex tended  jokes, the 

effects of hum orous speculations are im portant in a t least two ways. 

F irst, ’’pataphysics sa tirizes discourses of truth, im itating  them for 

subversive  pu rposes.

By opera ting  w ithin the patriarchal te rm (s), 'pataphysics 

eludes the pow er of both the scientific and the rational; it 

subverts th e ir  scope, problem atizes the lim its of their 

dom inance, subjects them to a ludic pulverization  that

opens up the im plications of their d iscourse  and

rela tiv izes th e ir  dispensations. ("The F ra terna l 

C on tam inan t " 19)
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Reason, history, science, philosophy seem rid iculous because the 

’’pataphysician appropria tes objective, scien tific  vocabularies and 

produces com ically  absurd conclusions. In short, ’’pataphysics 

parodies p re tensions tow ards certitude.

Secondly, ’’pataphysics implies that no treatise can adequately 

express truth. Because language is barred from  that which it 

represents, because every discipline attem pts to recover an origin 

which is u ltim ately  inaccessible, because every  discourse substitutes 

a description for things-in-them selves, all scholars produce f i c t io n s  

o f truth (and not the truth itself). If most researchers suppress the 

artifice of writing in hopes of passing it off as fact, a ’’pataphysician, 

in contrast, foregrounds the counter-factual, artificial quality of 

knowledge. As M cCaffery declares, ’’pataphysics is “ structured on the 

proposition . . . that falsity  is an integral achievem ent of discourse” 

(“Strata,” N I  198).

This does not imply that ’’pataphysics is mere sophistry. When 

truth is inaccessib le, nothing is m ere  about sophistry; persuasion 

brings about the consensus which eventually becom es accepted as 

knowledge or law: “language has its worth m ore in the capacity to 

mis inform (and hence create) than in the ability  to inform and 

consolidate w hat’s already there” (“Strata,” N I  200). As it subtly 

passes illusion fo r reality , ’’pataphysics is able to inaugurate, 

originate, and author. Accordingly, M cCaffery aligns ’’pataphysics 

with the skills o f forgery, fabrication and poetry, crafts which are at 

once m endacious a n d  inventive, m isleading a n d  productive. This is 

the sense in w hich ’’pataphysics explores “the creative potential of 

the lie” (“Strata,” N I  198).
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U nrestric ted  by consensus reality , ’’pataphysics can also  serve a 

vital social function , on the one hand contam inating official-speak , on 

the o ther hand articulating unpopular, controversial, periphera l, even 

unprovable theories. In this regard, M cCaffery and N ichol claim  that 

’’pataphysics w ill “lead to the collection of the neglected and (who 

knows, as a poetic corollary, the neglect o f the collected) those whom 

we have failed to rem ember or were forced to ignore” (R G  303). 

’’Pataphysics allow s one to speak im aginatively, w ithout necessarily

being constrained by history, fact, reason, logic, philosophy and

science, and so offers alternatives to society’s official version of 

reality. Indeed, through ’’pataphysical speculation, M cC affery  

contends “that a ll events are capable o f alteration” (“S trata ,” N I  199). 

In “Canadian ’’Pataphysics: Geognostic Interrogations of a D istant 

Som ew here,” D arren W ershler-H enry concurs that ’’pa taphysics

allow s for the inclusion o f traditionally excluded subject 

positions and ideologies.

’’Pataphysics, then, has the possibility to becom e 

supplem entary  to efforts by postcolonial scholars 

attem pting  to re-insert the obscured history o f

indigenous and colonized peoples, by dem onstra ting  the 

absurdity  of the theories and m ethodologies o f the 

co lon izers them selves. (75)

Constructing m yths and history for the voiceless, “C anadian 

’’Pataphysics qu ite  clearly is a literature that, as yet, has no archive” 

(RG  302); it is a  “non-art of the absent” (RG  301). Although the 

critical potential o f ’’pataphysics may be lim ited by its use o f  farce, 

burlesque and parody, its affinities, like M cCaffery’s transla tions, are
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with the undocum ented, the glossed over, the unrecorded. And as 

farce and parody, ’’pataphysics m aintains a politically  satiric  edge by 

constantly  questioning  accep ted  belief, custom  and consensus.

Knowledge Never Knew

the universe become a sheet of style.

Steve McCaffery (C W  99)

Knowledge N ever K new  (1983) structures itself as a visible 

contrast betw een two d istinc t language styles. It separates the 

com peting styles into para lle l, horizontal strips, one running across 

the top of the page, the o ther across the bottom. The top band is 

chronological, a series o f dated facts, historical triv ia and recorded 

events; the lower band is proverbial, a series of p ithy, sententious

m axim s, aphorism s, ep ithets and advice. As M cCaffery describes it,

the poem

brings together and holds apart two threads of

discontinuous discourse: the one a series of useless news

items and historical facts, the other a pot pourri of 

aesthetic can tila tions invoked in the m ental shadow of a 

com plete atlas o f the paradoxical, (back cover)

The top band tends tow ards specificity and concrete  certitude, 

constituting what Foucault calls a historical genealogy. In “Nietzsche, 

Genealogy, H istory,” Foucault instructs aspiring genealogists to 

construct h istorical m odels not from  abstract ideas o r m etaphysics, 

but from “the details and accidents that accom pany every  beginning”
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(144), from  “m arginal elem ents” (153) and “apparently in sign ifican t 

tru ths” (N ietzsche, quoted in Foucault, “N ietzsche, Genealogy, H istory” 

140). True to F oucau lt’s directive, M cCaffery presents the reader 

with quirky, trifling and idiosyncratic evidence: “february 16 389 b.c. 

/ Priscian convicted o f  sodom y” (K N K  46); “m arch 28 1689 / S o u th  

Africa  introduces aparth e id ” (82); “January 15 1679 / St. B r id g e t ’s 

tooth deposited in vaults o f  Vouvray Cathedral” (17); “february 14 / 

Price o f  Good H ousekeep ing  magazine raised to seventy-five cents” 

(44). For Foucault, the genealogist focuses on lowly beginnings and 

historical detritus in o rder to expose the heterogeneous, at tim es 

ignoble, even absurd com position of the past. By foregrounding 

irrelevancies, the genea log ist furtherm ore questions the linear, 

developm ental nature o f  history. In this respect. K now ledge N ever  

K n e w  is clearly a genealogy, which com plicates the ruling historic 

narrative with its web o f useless trivia and glossed facts.

In contrast, the bottom  band is general, abstract, leaning 

tow ards aestheticism  and idealism , the abstruse ideas a genealog ist 

avoids. Its statem ents are epigram m atic and pithy, even 

approaching a New Age triteness: “the best way to become yourself is 

to stop being who you are” (23); “writing speaks to itself through 

those silences and losses writing / never is” (25); “every som ething is 

a som ew here” (58). As the book weaves these differing rhetorics, 

the reader is pulled in radically  different d irections. The voice of 

truth, precision and trad ition  competes with a poetic logic of 

deliberate  falsehood, inversion , koans, oxym orons, hyperbole, and 

conjunctions of opposites. One page, for instance, juxtaposes “January 

16 984 /  H erstm onceaux  castle  destroyed” w ith the sententious
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advice “art should alw ays intend to be w rong” (18). In effect, the 

poem can be read as a contrast betw een two very d ifferen t versions 

o f truth: the descrip tive-objective on one hand, and the prescriptive- 

subjective on the other.

Interestingly, M cCaffery tacitly sabotages the top factual band, 

underm ining the re liab ility  of historical discourse th rough  the 

appearance of incom plete dates, dates w ithout events, and m ost 

importantly, obvious, anachronistic errors, such as “april 9 1760 / 

Beatles f ir s t  recording"  (92) or “march 12 1529 / C harlie  Chaplin  

d ies"  (69). M any statem ents appear absurd, im possible, or unlikely; 

could it really be that in “april 2 1839 /  [the] W orld’s f i r s t  fu l ly  

steerable radio telescope  [was] installed a t D wingelloo"  (85)? As the 

poem progresses, the top band becom es increasingly uncanny, 

unbelievable and dow nright silly, as if M cCaffery deliberately  

parodies the rhetoric o f factual history. W e could, how ever, see this 

ludic chronology as another aspect of its genealogical character. 

Foucault describes “history [as] the form  o f a concerted carnival” 

(161), as “parodie, directed against reality” (160). W hen we identify 

our contem porary selves with characters, m otifs, im ages, traditions, 

ideals, and tropes from  the past, we tend to dissolve our own present 

existence. By turning to the past for our identities, we in effect 

become buffoons, m asquerading as som ething we are not. In effect, 

this veneration o f the past bars “access to the actual in tensities and 

creations of life” (161). Rather than m inim izing the farcical aspect of 

identification w ith the past, M cCaffery em phasizes the travesty  of 

difference betw een event and record. Here the represen tation  of the 

past is subtly wrong; Knowledge Never Knew  is a historical
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burlesque, a sham  whose obvious falsity  thw arts any identification 

with an anterio r self. M cCaffery weakens the pow er the past exerts 

over the present, allowing us to awaken from  history, or what Joyce 

called “a nightm are” (U lysses  28).

H ow ever, Knowledge N ever Knew  is much more than an 

enjoyable satire; a kind of ’pataphysical treatise in itself, the text 

illustrates the im possibility o f absolu te  h istorical inform ation. 

A lthough M cCaffery can physically  separate the subjective from  the 

objective d iscourse, he is not able to m aintain the exclusive 

heterogeneity of these two styles. In spite o f M cCaffery’s 

typographic sequestering, the paradoxical, abstract, subjective logic 

of the aphorism  returns to infect the objective chronological band, 

rendering it eccentric and e q u i v o c a l . ^2 Here again is a tendency 

towards genealogy over history. A ccording to Foucault, h istorical 

discourse is neither factual nor “devoid of passions” ; rather it is 

highly subjective, driven by “the will to knowledge: instinct, passion, 

the inqu isito r’s devotion, cruel subtlety , and m alice” (Foucault 162). 

Hardly indisputable truth, h istorical exposition is a select and 

reductive representation of an infin ite  past, a personal evaluation of 

circum stance m eaningless by itself, a private and artificial 

arrangem ent o f scattered affairs. At times, it is the fetish of the rigid 

line. Throughout Knowledge N ever Knew, M cCaffery consistently 

affirm s “know ledge as perspective” (Foucault 156). In this w eird 

chronicle, individualism  and bias are always already at play in the 

process of creating historical verity. Perhaps the title can be read in 

this way: know ledge cannot know because it lacks the subjectiv ity  to 

(m is)co n ce iv e .



2 3 5

T h e  A b s tr a c t  R u in

the digital logic of resequencing history [is] 

the only possible basis today fo r cultural 

resistance.

Arthur Kroker { S p a sm  67)

Foucault’s genealogy  presents a model o f  h istorical 

representation that is no t a llied  with the story, plot, lineage, or 

narrative. Rather than order events in a cause and effect sequence 

(which may abridge or im pose a false sense o f closure), Foucault 

suggests we discover the past in its diffusion and m ultip licity . 

Foucault contends that a “true historical sense confirm s our existence 

among countless lost events, w ithout a landm ark or a point of 

reference” (155). Any sense of identity d issolves into “a com plex 

system  of distinct and m ultip le  elem ents, unable to be m astered by 

the powers of synthesis” (161). In effect, Foucault is dedicated to 

undoing the illusionary sense o f order and m astery  that is produced 

through (hi)story. “T he purpose of history, guided  by genealogy, is 

not to discover the roots of our identity but to com m it itself to its 

d issipation” (162).

Following Foucault’s logic, M cCaffery’s poem  fro m  THE  

ABSTRACT RUIN Carnival: Panel 3 (1976) offers a model o f history 

which is not singular, m onological and progressive. In place of a 

successive, episodic line, M cCaffery presents h istory  as a field of 

contraries, b isections, d ig ressions and in terp reta tions. Instead  o f
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conceiving of history as a thread of continuous, connected events, 

McCaffery sees it as a fa b r ic :  numerous story lines interacting at 

cross-purposes, narra tive  threads m om entarily  appearing  in the 

woof, only to disappear in the weft. W eaving is explicitly evoked in

“A Note on Texture in The Abstract Ruin"  as the com positional

rationale behind the poem :

“Text” is a w eaving term denoting a woven thing and 

applied thru  analog by the incunabularians to the visual 

sim ularity [sic] between a page of w ords and a piece of 

woven fabric. A “text”book was originally a classic 

written wide to allow of interlinear gloss, a critical &

herm eneutic w eave. So the poem is interlacem ent of

many threads . . . (n.p.).

M cCaffery describes his poem  as a textile, a surface of narrative 

strands, wherein no one y a r n  ever dom inates as official history.

Story becomes tapestry; fugue replaces official m onologue.

The Abstract Ruin  creates its linguistic fabric by cross-w eaving 

various strands of d iscourse, including h istorical inform ation, 

archaeological trivia and ethnological speculation. In a manner 

typical of its disjo inted, fragm ented style, it begins:

In the m outh of the cave, in speech 

known as G rotte du Renne, at A rcy-sur-Cure 

in the valley of Yonne two thousand post-holes 

set in a rough oval

whilst at S tellm oor

the reindeer are lashed to stones and thrown into
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the pool, retreating ice as the vegetation changes 

w ood cham bered and so lid  w heeled before T elepinus 

the telephone at Lake Sevan

donkey bones in the O sm ankayasi cemetary (n.p.) 

M cCaffery cites Vorticism and especially  The Cantos  as precedents. /  

la Pound, the poem  collages facts, observations and im pressions in 

one energetic  whirl of language. The com positional procedure is 

clearly one o f juxtaposition and d isjunction , rather than progression 

and transition. At one point, “London” is inexplicably paired with “a 

raven G od” o f the Coast Salish, and fu rther contrasted with the Celtic 

word fo r “pen” (n.p.): nothing explains the disjunctions, let alone 

provides transition . The aesthetic appeal arises from the jarring  

contrasts. T he illogical and unexpected pairings tend to unlink the 

progressive chain  of history, presenting it not as logical, progressive 

sequence, but as a field of irreducible differences that resists 

reduction in to  a monologic stream.

Not that the poem is unordered: on the contrary, The A bstrac t  

R u in  is a h ighly integrated system, but its manner of integration is 

other than cause and effect lineation. M cCaffery structures his 

chronicle by follow ing linguistic drift, the accidents of association, 

hom ophony, contrast, or etymology. For exam ple, rather than locate 

“T elepinus” in his proper historical context, McCaffery m odifies the 

word into “te lephone,” creating a provocative contrast betw een 

m odern and ancien t speakers. The technique becomes a 

sophisticated crochet of cross-reference: “Codex argenteus cover of 

the moon a gothic script /  in silver channels to the Visigoths . . .” 

(n.p.). H ere a com plex web of connotation and cognates links the
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words. “Codex argenteus” derives from the Latin w ord a rg e n tu m ,  

m eaning silver, and codex, m eaning writing tablet. This phrase gives 

rise to “channels of silver,” “ script,” and “the m oon” (a silvery disc, 

an inspiration to writers, and at times of eclipse, a cover of the sun). 

Originally paired with “ script,” the adjective “goth ic” begins a new 

and divergent strand o f perm utation (the moon as a gothic trope?), 

relaying into “V isigoth” and several other words dow n the line. The 

poem  continually  branches out in unexpected d irec tions, defeating 

the attem pt to unify subject m atter into a stable category , epoch or 

period. M cC affery’s technique is more than ju s t a capricious 

aesthetic choice. It’s a conscious strategy to treat “ [h]istory . . .  as 

essentially a linguistic thing” (“Note on Texture,” AR  n.p.), to 

understand hum an developm ent unfolding through association , 

m isreadings, accidence, incidence, and other verbal m iscues. As a 

model for history, M cCaffery’s poem suggests that the past can’t be 

artificially reduced to a single subject, story or lineage. Any 

form ulation o f this web into a com prehensible narra tive , with clear 

beginnings and endings, d im inishes its com plexity, and eventually 

m arginalizes som e elem ent. R ather than sim plify the past, M cCaffery 

leaves it in contradiction. The uncertain, the irrational, the 

unspeakable, are not repressed or excluded in his recreation  o f the 

past. An inclusive poem. The Abstract Ruin  offers a potentially more 

accurate represen ta tion  of an tiqu ity .

However, M cCaffery insists that The A bstract Ruin  “is not 

history” (“Note on Texture,” A R  n.p.), but a (re)construction, an 

ordering, a selection, a recreation that occurs very m uch in the 

present. In The Abstract Ruin, “now ” and “then” collide as the poet
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reads “the living pages you inherit” (n.p.). H istorical sources pass 

through M cC affery’s an im ated  m ind, blending w ith his thoughts, 

feelings, and assoc ia tions, knitting  together objective and subjective 

motifs. The poet stands as a vital and determ inative link between 

the present and the past. M cCaffery em phasizes the subjectivity of 

his construction by confessing  that The Abstract Ruin  com prises “the 

threads largely of my ow n reading” (“Note on T exture,” AR  n.p.), and 

further that “The A b s tra c t  Ruin  weaves together m y own writing of 

my reading” (“Note on T exture,” AR  n.p.). A lthough eminently 

personal, his re la tionsh ip  w ith the historical texts he employs is at 

tim es disruptive; “ i’m reading  to stand under and resist /  you . . .” 

(n.p.). U ltim ately a d ialog ic  relationship arises betw een the past and 

the present, which is also  construed as a dialogue between historical 

w riters and m odern -day  readers:

[i]t thus becam e a diachronic journey  allow ed essentially 

through a read er’s rather than a w riter’s eyes. It essays

w riting through the functional role of reading with a long

term  goal tow ards the utter destruction o f that 

difference. (“Note on Texture,” AR  n.p.)

The transm ission of a stable set o f historical facts is replaced by a 

process of m utual construction . Such a partnersh ip  between readers

and w riters, past and p resen t, precludes absolute certain ties,

replacing them  with sub jective  interpretation. This is the sense in 

which M cCaffery suggests that historical narratives are founded on 

an “author’s com positional am bivalence” (“Note on T exture,” AR  n.p.). 

If history is a fabric, it  is also a fabrication — som ething not only 

woven and constructed , but falsified .
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“L astw orda”

this inform ation seeks dispersal 

Steve M cCaffery {BD  70)

Many of M cC affery’s poems excavate the English language, 

peeling away the surface layer of conventional usage in order to 

expose the deriva tives, antecedents, e tym ologies and verbal orig ins 

that lie buried w ithin  intended meanings. Published in Theory o f  

S e d im e n t  (1991), “L astw orda” performs an archaeology, a revelation 

o f the linguistic past which prefigures our spoken present. The 

com positional praxis o f “Lastworda” is this: words of a sizable 

vocabulary are arranged  according to the ir age, starting with the 

youngest and proceeding  word-by-word to the oldest. The antiquity  

of each word (and so its sequence in the single long, a-grammatic 

sentence of the poem ) is determined by “a w ord’s f i r s t  appearance in 

print” {TS 214). As M cCaffery explains in a note to the poem,

“L astw orda” was planned as a journey  back through an 

English lexicon along the sw eep of a single continuum. 

C om m encing with selected w ords current in 

contem porary  usage the continuum  retreats a few lines to 

each decade, in this way as far back as Anglo-Saxon. ( T S  

2 1 4 )

The style is rem in iscen t of “Oxen of the Sun,” the fourteenth chapter 

in U lysses,  which em ulates the stylistic grow th o f the English 

language, covering the  period from ritualistic  Greek to a modern
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pidgin polyglot o f tongues. Unlike Joyce, however, M cCaffery does 

not attem pt to convey a narrative other than this linguistic 

developm ent itself (indeed, “Lastw orda” is largely devoid of 

gram m atic coherence; it is unpunctuated except for the final period). 

M oreover, M cC affery’s technique is regression rather than 

progression. That is, M cCaffery inverts chronology, retreating from 

present term inologies, through historic vocabularies, arriv ing  finally 

at archaic and dead languages. “Lastw orda” chronicles in reverse  the 

developm ent of the English language.

Following its inverted chronology, the poem begins w ith the 

English language’s m ost recent neologism s and coinages, the 

vernacular fam iliar to our social milieu: “diskette,” “chunnel,” 

“spandex,” “Gallup” (201). However, even after a few lines, the 

reader is aware that the terms are becoming increasingly dated, less 

novel. With “sputnik,” “naugahyde,” “frisbee,” and “O m ithopter” 

(201), the cultural fram e of reference has slipped from the nineteen- 

eighties and nineties, to the forties and fifties. As the age of the 

words gradually increases, the reader is catapulted further and 

further backwards through verbal time into a vocabulary o f by-gone 

centuries. Soon, the reader enters an Enlightenm ent landscape of 

“Bosw ellism s,” “m ugw um ps,” “dicky-birds,” (202), “ha-ha[s]” (203), 

Tor[iesI,” and “W higs” (204). Soon we pass through a Renaissance 

“canopie” of “Shipw rack” and “blaines” (204), into a m edieval 

tapestry of “chaios” and “warme licour” (205). M cCaffery’s design 

pushes the reader even further back, follow ing the A nglophone 

heritage of language, until we confront the rudiments o f the English 

language itself.
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This retreat through linguistic  orig ins persisten tly  

defam iliarizes the poetic language. The poem  w hich began as fresh, 

custom ary and dom estic, qu ick ly  becom es foreign , strange and 

unrecognizable. This shift from  the canny to the uncanny is perhaps 

first noticeable when “L astw orda” enters a period before the 

dictionary hom ogenized the spelling of words. In this pre

standardized age where spellings are personalized  and stylized, the 

integrity of the word itself begins to decom pose and dissem inate. At 

first, such changes are minor, even pleasurable, as words are still 

recognizable and com prehensible; one can still read “fabricks,” 

“scandall,” “dispossest,” “reliques” (203), and “m irroer” (207), despite 

the ir orthographic dissim ilarity  to curren t s p e l l i n g s . ^3 However, as 

anachronism s are more frequently  em ployed, ou r ability  to decipher 

the poem steadily decreases. By the tim e the reader is even half

way through the poem, the text is alm ost unintellig ible to a modern 

reader: try deciphering “gesynscipum  thæ ra woe fleom  fæderenm æge 

onm edlan gym ” (213). By the poem ’s end we encounter a discourse 

that is by fits and starts Gallic, Anglo-Saxon, Latin, and at times, 

unidentifiable. By retreating into the past, by exam ining his 

linguistic roots in depth, M cCaffery confronts E nglish  speakers with 

the inherent otherness of their linguistic ancestry .

Some may dism iss “Lastw orda” as unreadable, but it is 

im portant for several reasons. First, it satisfies Russian form alist and 

certa in  m odernist requirem ents for art: it transform s m undane and 

everyday vocabularies into the exotic and ex traord inary , thus 

m aking language new. The irony of this transform ation is that 

“L astw orda” achieves freshness and innovation by em ploying
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anachronism s and archaism s. “L astw orda” invigorates by reviving 

the dead.

Secondly, M cCaffery informs us that the la s tw orda  is an Anglo- 

Saxon term for “m e m o r i a r  (214). True to its name, the poem 

functions as a type o f epitaph, m nem onic, birth registry, or growth 

chart — call it what you will — of the English language. “Lastw orda” 

becomes an incredibly rich docum ent of the m any races, places, 

dialects, peoples and poetries which have contributed to the 

construction of m odem  English.

Such a docum ent reverberates on several political levels. By 

exposing this d ivergen t background M cC affery  problem atizes the 

positing of simple, singular identities. By listening to history, says 

Foucault, we find “not a tim eless and essential secret, but the secret 

that [things] have no essence or that their essence was fabricated in a 

piecem eal fashion from  alien form s” (Foucault 142). By listening to 

English — and by extension any language — we evoke a complex 

history which is irreducible to the purity of race, nation or region. 

“Lastw orda” forcibly  dem onstrates that language is a m ulticultural 

space, a sedim entary bed-rock of countless im purities. Because this 

uncanny past dwells in English as a constitu tive presence, the ability 

of the language to designate a national, regional or otherwise unified 

character is underm ined by its e tym ological other. The most 

localized vernacular w ill be touched by the traces of other cultures, 

invasions, continents, and centuries (and so “Lastw orda” is closer to 

Finnegans Wake  than U lysses) .  “W hat is found at the historical 

beginning o f things is not the inviolable identity  of their origins; it is 

the dissension o f other things. It is d isparity” (Foucault 142). In
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“Lastw orda,” h istory  inhabits language as an active force, perpetually  

pushing circadian speech beyond the pale.

Post-national Perils

but the price of these words is a strangeness 

betw een us

Steve M cCaffery {BD  96-97)

A lthough “L astw orda” im plies that national identities are 

always already subverted  and exceeded by language, M cC affery’s 

post-national poetry  is paradoxically vital to Canadian lite ra tu re  

because it helps p reven t the canon from becoming too prosaic, too 

representational, too V ictorian, too provincial. S tylistically , it 

invigorates a lite ra tu re  dom inated by realism  and narration. 

Culturally, M cC affery’s texts resist the hom ogenizing effects o f 

national myth, official history, and other cultural monisms. His 

writing reveals not only the subtle process of conform ity and 

orthodoxy integral to nationalism , but questions the aesthetic , 

cultural and racial purity  upon which it is, at times, founded. To this 

end, M cCaffery strives to include marginal, ludic, diachronic and 

surreal elem ents neglected  in the national archetypes. Perhaps m ost 

importantly, M cC affery consistently refutes any notion of the “real,” 

dem onstrating instead  how every fact is always factitious, 

constructed, sty lized , provisional, and politically inform ed.

Indeed, m ore than any other Canadian writer, M cCaffery 

rejects all  referents, no m atter how necessary, fam iliar or soothing.
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In the tradition of Baudrillard, M cCaffery writes as if the real is not 

only external to language, but a ltogether absent. M cC affery’s poetic 

universe is a hyper-reality, a ca t’s-cradle o f competing codes, a 

sim ulacrum  in which even our m ost reassuring touchstones, truths 

and prim ordial terrors are constructed as an effect of language. And 

it is this com plete detachm ent from  the real which gives M cC affery’s 

writing both its strength and its w eakness.

By je ttison ing  all referents, M cCaffery is able to in terrogate 

many cultural assum ptions, but his poetry also becomes gu ilty  o f a 

kind of linguistic  transcendentalism , a privileging of language as 

sublime and m eaningful unto itself. M cCaffery not only sees the 

operation of signifier/signified as a constant which fram es all 

perceptions o f the real, but he elevates language as if it were 

inherently beautifu l, an art form desirable  in itself. H ow ever, by 

reducing the world to a play of signs, M cCaffery likewise reduces 

complexity and difference. In effect, M cC affery’s poetry im plicitly  

demands that everything in existence be understood as language, 

and only as language.

Such a bias can be quite hom ogenizing in its own way. By 

granting priority  to abstract linguistic activity , for instance,

McCaffery tends to disregard locale, place, region, and nation as 

irrelevant. For him, every poem is ultim ately an encounter with 

language, and thus “the book begins as the space of an anyw here” 

{BD 55). In this manner, M cCaffery accelerates the hom ogenization 

of culture he sought to critique in capitalism  and r e f e r e n c e . I n  

“Reviewing M cCaffery Reviewing,” R ichard Paul Knowles rightly  

censures M cCaffery for writing “ ‘as i f  place were insignificant” (146),
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fo r fostering a linguistic  un iversalisai that erases na tional, regional 

and local d i s t i n c t i o n . 7 5  M cC affery’s writing can be ju s tly  critiqued 

fo r concealing cu ltu ral, in terpretive and topographic d ifferences 

under the w hitew ash of a universal semiotics. M oreover, M cCaffery 

is too quick and absolute in his dism issal of location’s im portance, 

overlooking the advantages a geographic realism  can offer. The 

accum ulation of regional and local detail, for exam ple, can 

effectively disrupt the im posed uniform ity of nationalism , ju s t as a 

strong national character can resist the onslaught o f globalism .

Equally problem atic is M cC affery’s relationship to history, 

which he treats not as a fact, but as a linguistic m edium  to be 

m anipulated, resequenced and rearranged. M cC affery ’s historical 

revisions are both en terta in ing  and liberating, but they adm it no 

responsibility  to accurately  represent the past. E schew ing truth and 

fact in favour of speculation, ’’pataphysics could be seen as 

m isrepresentative d isto rtions to the past, as h isto rical rev ision ism  at 

its worst. In part, ’’pataphysics protects itself against such charges 

through its sheer buffoonery; few will m istake M cC affery ’s over-the- 

top writings for an actual history. ’’Pataphysics thus distinguishes 

itse lf from the articulate falsehoods of Jimmy K eegstra or Ernst 

Zundel precisely because the form er is a parody, and the latter are 

not (at least not intentionally). However, im plicit in M cC affery’s 

’’pataphysics is a sim ilar erosion of personal and cu ltu ral memory. 

The past becom es purely  a m atter of interpretation; trad itions and 

heritage becom e increasing ly  tenuous and subjective, losing  the 

ability  to give identity and strength.
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Perhaps m ost im portan tly , M cCaffery seem s willing to 

relinquish even the hum an referent. C onsider his perform ance 

entitled “Video Panhandler” (1982). In this p iece, “ [t]he artist's face 

is filmed upon a video loop asking passers-by for spare change. An 

em pty saxophone case is placed beside the m onitor to receive 

m oney” (Robertson 223). If the typical panhandler’s appeal is 

predicated upon prim al needs (hunger, hom elessness, addictions), 

then M cCaffery fram es this emotive appeal not w ithin a flesh-and- 

blood person, but w ithin a television m onitor. He foregrounds the 

sim ulacrum  or perform ative nature of the so licitation . The discourse 

o f absolute need loses its biological ground, and much of its 

persuasive force. R ather than being an instance of unm itigated 

com pulsion (and g u ilt), the street solicitation becom es a perform ative 

act. In “Video Panhandler,” biological necessity becomes equivocal, 

staged, as real as the televised images of the G ulf war were to 

B au d rilla rd .

Although “V ideo Panhandler” is both hum orous and helpful in 

exposing the artifice o f  em otive appeals, M cC affery’s piece has som e 

problem atic im plications. By stressing the artifice o f his petition, 

M cCaffery encourages us to dism iss his video plea as mere, scripted 

simulacra. On a larger scale, McCaffery encourages us to be 

suspicious of all rhetorical petitions based on hum an need, frailty, 

race, sex, com passion etc .. By relentlessly em phasizing the 

constructed nature o f abso lu te ly  everything, M cC affery  tacitly erodes 

our respect even for hum an life. In his perform ance, we are trained 

to respond not to the hungry and homeless m an, but to the rhetoric, 

the ethos, and the hyperreality  of his plea (and so the hungry and
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hom eless get overlooked). If M cC affery’s concrete and M arxist 

poetry strives to humanize its readership , here M cCaffery has 

abandoned that quest in favour of a rigorous dehum anization of the 

subject. Indeed, when M cCaffery writes “people in ovens as words” 

(C W  62), he seem s willing to reinterpret the horror o f the holocaust 

as a m atter of only language.

In part, this linguistic anomie is inherent to M cCaffery's 

aesthetic; M cCaffery considers death as the  constant o f his semiotic 

world. The terror of the artist is the realization that “words are 

nothing but an ontological collapse into death, rhythm  and spacing 

where not only the writer but also w riting dies, so that the w riter 

that has been could never be” (“Scene,” Â 7 92). Because “ Illegibility is 

tantam ount to a sacrifice of life” , M cCaffery is “ [w jriting it all down in 

order to kill” (P  n.p.). Or as he succinctly states in “Lag,” “being is the 

word that w riting shatters” (119). I wish to observe several 

problem atic elem ents in M cCaffery’s postm odern positioning. First, 

death has ceased to be a human event; it has stopped denoting the 

loss of biological life. Instead, death has been appropriated by 

language, and now marks only the m ovem ent of signs. M cCaffery’s 

poetry perform s a Nietzschean transvaluation  of values, where 

right/w rong, life/death  are liquid , in fin ite ly  shiftable rhetorics.

W hat is truly terrifying about his poetry is his faith in pure language 

that renders the world utterly sem iotic, eternally  protean and 

amoral. Secondly, death is presented as an ineluctable and 

inescapable conclusion, leaving M cCaffery open to charges of 

nihilism . He presents no life force here, no positive, no balance.

Death and absence provide the truth to his poetics. In this respect.
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M cC affery’s position is lopsided, adolescent, and even Rom antic in its 

obsessive and m acabre b e h a v i o u r . 7 6  True to Frank Davey's post- 

national paradigm , M cCaffery too seems to retreat into despair and 

disillusionm ent. Although M cCaffery is an inventive and provocative 

writer, we should be aware of the subtle nihilism  which accom panies 

some of his assum ptions. In a century already m arred by atrocity 

and genocide, we also have to question anything w hich depreciates 

human loss by com paring it with mere words.
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Conclusion

how does one reach the end o f language 

Steve M cCaffery {BD  119)

Gertrude Stein, w ho influenced M cCaffery in m any ways, knew 

the difficulties faced by a tru ly  groundbreaking artist.

Those who are creating  the m odern com position  

au then tically  are naturally  only of im portance  when they 

are dead because by that time the m odern  com position 

having becom e past is classified and the  descrip tion of it 

is classical. T hat is the reason why the creato r o f the new 

com position in the arts is an outlaw until he is a classic, 

there is hardly  a m om ent in between and it is really  too 

bad very m uch too bad naturally for the creato r . . . 

(“Com position as Explanation” 514).

Despite a devoted group o f peers, Steve M cCaffery is still largely a 

literary outlaw , whose m eaningful addition to C anadian  art has yet to 

be fully sounded. The outlaw , however, is a role tha t M cCaffery 

seems to cultivate, and at tim es, enjoy. His poetry delights in excess, 

violating every rule, genre , habit, expectation, and taboo that readers 

expect from art. This is part of M cCaffery’s strength as a writer: he is 

one of the m ost form ally  innovative and inventive poets in the world 

today, invigorating language by pushing it in new d irec tions, forms, 

and configurations. Instead  o f engaging in ironic self-reflection , 

simple parody, or m etafic tion  (as Linda Hutcheon w ould define the 

postm odern), M cC affery  a lto g e th e r rejects conven tiona l
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representation and so con fron ts  the hum anist assum ptions im plicit in 

com m unication itself. F o r nearly thirty years, M cCaffery has lead the 

poetic field by testing the lim its o f m im esis and expression, 

subverting genre, resisting  u tility , revising and parodying history, 

breaching linearity, w ithout ever resorting to lyricism , story, or 

speech. W hile m ost w riters rely without question on realism , 

description, naturalism  and narration, M cC affery  suggests that "there 

is no such thing as neutral language" {BD  17), and realism  is but the 

literary form of late capitalism . M cC affery’s single largest 

disadvantage is perhaps that he is too far ahead of his readership. 

Precisely for this reason, he should be recognized as one of the m ost 

consequential and adven tu rous poets in postm odern C anadian 

l i te ra tu re .

This statem ent is not w ithout irony. W hile 1 strongly feel 

M cCaffery's work deserves m uch greater recognition than it enjoys 

today, his poetry consisten tly  questions the notions of the classic, 

m asterpiece, and canonicity  itself. A leatorics, translation, 

collaboration, linguistic m ateria lity , listing , repetition, reduction, 

found poems — all these subvert the ego-centred notion of the artist 

as genius, and artwork as tim eless m agnum  opus. M cCaffery’s 

successes are precisely those that are fru itfu l with contradictions.
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N o te s

1 The Toronto Research Group also included many guest 

appearances, and included work by Howard Adelm an, Bruce 

Andrews, B arbara Caruso, W ayne Clifford, C hristopher Dewdney, 

Maurice Farge, Haroldo Gonzalez, Julia Keeler, and Opal Nations.

Essays were also published in V o n  and R a m p ike  m agazines.

2 See in particular R G  (105), where M cCaffery and bpN ichol analyze 

the etym ologies of w ords associated with writing and d iscover that 

they consisten tly  tend to denote a physical, substantive engagem ent 

with the em pirical world. “Book” for exam ple derives from  the word 

for beech wood, one of the first media upon which runes were carved 

(105). M cCaffery and Nichol argue that writing is historically  

inseparable from  its physical medium of expression.

3 See Julia Kristeva, Sém iôtiké: Recherches pour une sem analyse  

(Paris: Seuil, 1969).

^ See in particular Julia Kristeva, Revolution in P oetic Language

(Trans, by M argaret W aller. Intro, by Leon S. Roudiez. New York:

Columbia UP, 1984) and Desire in Language: A Sem iotic Approach to 

Literature and  A rt  (Ed. by Leon S. Roudiez. Trans, by Thomas Gora, 

Alice Jardine, and Leon S. Roudiez. New York: Colum bia UP, 1980).

^ See Roland Barthes S /Z  (Trans, by Richard M iller. Preface by 

Richard Howard. New York: Hill and W ang, 1974).

6 See Roland Barthes S /Z  .

^ We could here draw a parallel between M cCaffery’s poetry and the

hermetic trad ition  which seeks to conceal knowledge from  the 

unwise or unw orthy. M cCaffery not only codes and ciphers his texts.



2 5 3

but dem ands effort from  his supplicant/readers precisely  in the 

m anner advised by H enry R eynolds and Thomas Aquinas.

M cCaffery’s m ajor d istinction  from  this tradition, how ever, is that his 

poetry does not necessarily  contain a single correct answ er. In 

contrast, his poetry often presents puzzles with no so lu tions where 

the act of interpretation itse lf becom es the valued prize.

8 M cCaffery’s source here is Georges Bataille, L 'experience  in térieure  

(Paris: Gallim ard, 1943. 233). I've used M cCaffery's translation

because it conveys his id iosyncratic  application of Bataille.

9 In his criticism , M cCaffery will use two other terms to denote 

entropy and excess, w hich are largely isomorphic with the general 

econom y: sovereignty and libido. Although they are sim ilar to the 

general econom y, they are , in their specific m eanings, d istinct.

Tracing a history through Hegel, Nietzsche, De Sade, Lautréam ont, 

Baudelaire, Ebenezer Jones, G enet, Blake, Emily Bronte and Kafka, 

M cCaffery suggests that sovereignty  is the dissolution of all 

boundaries, binaries, borders and opposites. In contrast, M cC affery 

defines libido not in the Freudian sense as a psychological drive, but 

as a m ateriality which alw ays exceeds signification (and thus may be 

e ither biological or graphic). Producing ambivalence and 

indeterm inacy, “ [l]ib id inal in tensities are oppositionally re la ted  to the 

fixity  of the written; they are decoding drives that seep through and 

among texts, jam m ing codes and pulverizing language chains” 

(“Language W riting,” N I  153). M cCaffery’s use of libido and 

sovereignty is again indebted to Bataille, who discusses them  at 

length in Erotism: Death and  Sensuality  (Trans, by Mary Dal wood.
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San Francisco: 1986) and Literature and E vil (T rans, by A lastair 

Ham ilton. London: C alder & Boyars, 1973).

^0 M cCaffery frequen tly  m akes these an ti-u tilita rian  statem ents in 

term s of libido and sovereignty (see note 8). For exam ple, M cCaffery 

em phasizes that “ [tjhe sovereign gesture is hence a gesture (w ithout 

true responsibility) beyond use value” (“L anguage W riting,” N I  156). 

M oreover, “ [Ijibido is NOT utilitarian; it is not a producer but flows 

and spills and breaks in an unm editated outlay  of blind power”

(1 5 5 ) .

See Christian B ok’s "Nor the Fun Tension: Steve McCaffery and His 

C ritical P a r a d o x y a n d  M aijorie Ferloff’s " V oice W hisht Through 

T hither Flood': Steve M cC affery’s P a n o p tico n  and North o f  Intention" 

in Poetic License: E ssays on the M odernist and  Postm odernist Lyric. 

Both review ers are sym pathetic to M cC affery’s poetry, but never 

fu lly  address its inconsistency  with his critic ism .

12 See M cC affery’s “Critical Responsibilities” where the poet attacks 

Bruce Serafin’s review  o f North o f  Intention.

13 The genealogy o f the concrete m ovem ent is vast, but it began to 

be recognized as a m ovem ent around m id-century  with the works of 

Eugen G om ringer in Sw itzerland, and the N oigandres group, 

consisting o f H aroldo de Campos, Décio Pignatari, and Augusto de 

Cam pos, in Brazil. Since, the concrete m ovem ent has diversified 

significantly , and rem ains vigorous today. A lthough it sadly neglects 

the Canadian concrete scene, M ary Ellen Solt's C oncrete Poetry: A 

W orld View  (Ed., with an introduction, by M ary Ellen Soit.
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Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1968) provides a useful collection of many 

international concre tists  who influenced M cC affery.

The phrase “concrete poetry” is frequently  used as a collective 

term to refer to  all poetry that privileges phonic and/or visual 

qualities. I shall try to be more specific by using the phrases 

concrete, sound, and post-sem iotic poetry to refer to M cCaffery’s 

particular styles; “m aterial poetry” will be my general phrase.

A third panel in the series, entitled The A bstrac t Ruin: (C arnival: 

Panel Three), exists, but it is not prim arily a concrete poem. This 

poem is discussed in Chapter Five.

16 M cCaffery’s em phasis on the visual, physical and m orphological 

qualities of text is also evident in his use o f broadsheets, postcards, 

comics, doodles, large type, sketches, broken orthography, 

illustrations and prin ts.

17 Specifically, C a rn iv a l  was displayed at the New Street Gallery, 

Edinburgh, in Bologna, Italy, and at A Space, Toronto.

18 By copying Pollock, McCaffery may be im itating Gertrude Stein, 

who attem pted to translate  cubist pa in terly  techniques into verbal 

and literary form . By choosing to adapt cubism , however, Stein 

merely com plicates rather than abandons represen tation  (the cub ist 

canvas still portrays a subject, albeit shattered  and tem poralized). In 

contrast, the early  M cCaffery resists this vestige of representation, 

and attem pts to m ove beyond Stein and cubism  by creating a poetry 

utterly cleansed o f referential taint.
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19 See Eugen Gomringer, “From  Line to Constellation” (C o n cre te  

Poetry: A World View. Ed., with an introduction, by M ary Ellen Soit. 

Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1968. 67).

- 0  M oon: a post-sem io tic  sequence  (1974) and Broken M andata  

(1974) are two rare exam ples of poems which M cCaffery allows to 

stand with minimum explanation. The titles are the only  instances of 

referen tia l language.

21 To M cCaffery’s credit, many of his essays deliberately complicate 

the essay form so the division between criticism  and poetry  is not 

always clear. In North o f  In tention, for example, essays like 

“B lood.R ust.C apital.B loodstream ,” “(Immanent) (C ritique)” or “L yric’s 

Larynx” convolute prose syntax, foster a semantic p lu rality , and even 

adopt verse form (a left-hand justification  of m argins).

22 M cCaffery’s necessary attachm ent to reference is c learest in a 

short article, “Critical R esponsibilities,” a rebuttal to Bruce Serafin’s 

review of North o f  In tention. Responding to Serafin’s unfavourable 

account of his text, M cCaffery argues that Serafin has failed  to read 

his book on the prepositional level, and has prevented “a genuine 

intellectual com m unication from  taking place” (24). Insisting on 

correct readings, M cCaffery dem ands Serafin recognize his authorial 

intention by acknow ledging the book’s ideological con ten t (in this 

way, M cCaffery opposes his own m andate to allow the reader to 

construct meaning). M oreover, M cCaffery seems to insist that Serafin 

consum e the content in the very reified, passive m anner N orth o f  

In ten tio n  opposes. M cCaffery even defends his use of technical 

term inology because o f its precision in delineating his ideas: “jargon
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is a precise and instrum ental use o f proper term s and phrases v ita l  

to the efficient operations o f a discrete com m unity o f users” (25). 

Here M cCaffery energetica lly  asserts the same deno ta tive  and 

syntactic clarity which he w ishes to undo in his poetry. In “N or the 

Fun Tension: Steve M cC affery and His Critical ‘P aradoxy ,’” Christian 

Bok notes that “M cC affery questions m onosemic referen tia lity  in his 

criticism , but nevertheless he m ust resort to such m onosem ic 

referentiality  in order to argue that Serafin has m isread  the text” 

(9 9 ).

See Caroline Bayard’s The New Poetics in Canada and  Quebec  and 

Brian Henderson’s “New Syntaxes in M cCaffery and N ichol: Emptiness, 

Transform ation, Serenity” fo r a discussion of bpN ichol, concrete 

poetry and m ysticism .

24 See in particular M cC affery’s introduction to Sound Poetry: A 

C a ta lo g u e , where he describes Charlie Morrow and Jerom e 

Rothenberg as developing the ir art “towards the Sham anic . . .

M orrow directs his work tow ards audience partic ipa tion  and intim ate 

settings. He has . . . experim ented with breath chants, synchronized 

mass breathings ( ‘b rea the-in s’), sound healing, and v ision  inducing 

chan ting” (16).

25 Later in his career, M cC affery recognizes sound poetry ’s 

“theological contam ination” w here God functions “as a hidden 

presence” (“Sound Poetry” L B  90), but he believes that he can rid 

sound poetry of the divine infection through the tape recorder. Via 

m echanization, the sound poet extends his audio capacities beyond 

the lim itations o f the hum an body and voice. Editing provides
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further opportunity to order the sound poem  w ithout usual 

constraints of tim e or space imposed upon speech.

In part, M cC affery is right; the tape recorder definitely does 

defuse some of the theological bricolage o f  sound poetry. Judeo- 

Christianity has long associated God with the spoken word. The 

dislocation of the voice through tape editing  and distortion certain ly  

com plicates that equation , but taped sound poetry is not yet free of 

its latent spiritualism . W hen M cCaffery describes “the transcendence 

o f the limits of the hum an body” (“Sound Poetry” L B  90) afforded by 

the tape machine, he still operates in a system  of transport and 

rapture. The tape m achine becomes ju s t ano ther m editation tool 

w hich supposedly e levates hum an consciousness beyond its 

corporeal form. In this sense, taped sound poetry remains w ithin a 

m etaphysica l trad itio n .

26 Terms like “energy” or “charge” lend M cC affery’s argument a 

questionable sense o f scien tific  objectiv ity .

27 Because M cCaffery attem pts to return to a presym bolic and 

prelinguistic realm , his descrip tion of this state is frustratingly vague 

and typically evasive. At tim es, his descrip tion  of the presym bolic 

resem bles a kind o f physiological and instinc tual drive, equivalent to 

the Freudian conception o f the id, unconscious or libido. Elsewhere it 

parallels the in fan t-like  state o f im m ediate and intuitive 

gratification, sim ilar to L acan’s conception o f  the child before the 

m irror stage. In yet o ther versions, the prelinguistic  is conceived as

a kind of non-localized force, power, in tensity , flux, flow, discharge or 

energy. Obviously, M cC affery cannot be exact and definitive about
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the presym bolic dom ain because it is outside language, and canno t be 

defined. At best, he can offer only inadequate approxim ations and 

tactical m etaphors. His terms lack a theoretical precision, but we 

m ust rem em ber that he wishes to m anifest the presym bolic ra ther 

than in te llectually  com prehend it.

28 In A Section fro m  Carnival, M cCaffery presents a sim ilar 

rationale for concrete poetry: “one thing i like to feel in these 

constructs is that i can bring the norm ally neglected m ental & 

physical processes o f composition to a concious [sic] concrete level” 

(n.p.). M oreover, the composition o f C a rn iv a l  follows a “spontaneous 

em ission” (quoted in Nichol, “Checklist” 72) sim ilar to sound p o e try ’s 

libidinal release.

29 In “Some Notes Re Sound Energy, and Performance,” M cCaffery 

offers a possible response to H artley’s charge of anarchy. M cC affery 

declares that sound poetry is “not an apoetics o f anarchy but the 

return to a state that gives the freedom  to construct p ragm atically  

and spontaneously one’s own rule struc tu res” (282). Thus sound 

poetry is not chaos, but enlightened self-in terest, which grants the 

ability to change and control one’s own defin ing parameters. Sound 

poetry is thus not absolute freedom, but the freedom to choose one’s 

m anner o f constrain t.

To my m ind, M cCaffery’s rejo inder does not adequately address 

the charge of anarchy. But then again. H artley never satisfactorily  

explains why anarchy is undesirable.

30 Both the post-sem iotic and the sound poem  have a sim ilar lack of 

denotative m eaning, which demands an active engagem ent from  the
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audience. In this respect, they are an “utterly open code” (“Text- 

Sound, Energy and Perform ance” 73). In describing his poetic 

sequence Transitions to the Beast, M cCaffery uses a sim ilar rhetoric 

of production. Here he contends that his intent was “to attain a cool 

code (low definition)” (back cover). The term inology is M arshall 

M cLuhan’s, who describes a cool m edium  as one in which “little 

[information] is given and . . . much has to be filled in by the 

listener” (t/A f 36). Post-sem iotic poetry remains “cool” in the sense 

that it refuses to inform  and com m unicate, but rather requires 

participation and deliberation on part of the receiver.

In Textual Politics and the Language Poets, George H artley 

similarly criticizes M cCaffery for his glorification o f graphic 

substance. However, H artley ’s assessm ent is m isrepresen tative  

because it is based only on M cC affery’s early poetry of linguistic 

m ateriality, as evidenced by H artley’s description of M cCaffery as a 

poet “whose work has been prim arily  perform ance and sound 

poetry” (xv). Hartley ignores not only M cCaffery’s own self-criticism  

about m aterialist poetics, but also ignores most of his poetry which is 

not preoccupied with the graphic body.

32 We can see in H eidegger’s vocabulary of “hope,” “hum anity,” and 

“salvation” that he, like M cCaffery, is not free of m etaphysical 

co n tam in a tio n .

33 McLuhan concedes that pictographic languages are “culturally  

richer forms of writing” (86) than phonetic symbols. Having a 

natural resem blance to their objects, pictographs precede the 

phonetic division of sight from  sound, and so enjoy the full
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sensibility lost in phonetic language. M oreover, they are individual, 

and encourage m ultip le connotations.

34 As dem onstrated by his early com puter poem s, N ichol seems to 

be more open to electronic media than M cC affery.

35 M cCaffery’s resistance to the technologies o f print culture is 

im plicit in his m aterialistic poetry. Because I have already discussed 

these in Chapter One, I shall make the connections brief. Both 

concrete and sound poetry defy linearity in an a ttem pt to alleviate 

print cu ltu re’s fragm entation, alienation, and specialization . In a 

fairly obvious way, post-sem iotic poetry responds to the 

m echanization of language via the phonetic system . It transform s 

the letter from  an arb itrary  visual-verbal sign into an individuated, 

connotation-rich  ideogram  that can better accom m odate  the holistic 

nature of hum an experience.

36 For c larity ’s sake, I consider only the conventional book. Many 

books defy the im position of linearity; as M cC affery  notes, “ [tjhe 

history of the book has alw ays included the book’s own contestation 

with itse lf’ (RG  166).

37 See Rudolf Camap, Introduction to Sem antics, and  Form alization  

o f  Logic (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, c l9 4 3 ).

38 E vo b a  (1987) is an explicit challenge to logical positivism, 

directed at Ludwig W ittgenstein. It insists upon that which 

W ittgenstein  refuses to speak (contrad ictions, inconsistencies, 

paradoxes and opacities), and so reveals the po ten tially  dangerous 

bias of W ittgenstein’s work: its tendency to ostracize the different, 

the strange, the irregular.
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39 Nichols m ade this com m ent in discussion o f her paper at the 

Robin Blaser C onference “Recovery of the Public W orld,” held  in 

Vancouver, Ju ly , 1995.

40  A rem arkable num ber of lines in “Lag” are close to paligram m atic 

perfection, but are o ff by a few letters, such as the statem ent “on to 

him  Tom tom orrow  seem s towery” (27). In o ther places, the 

m irroring seem s to  transgress the comma, as in “still A ttic salt, 

ita lics” (56). O ne wonders if imperfections and spillages are part of 

M cCaffery’s design , com plications of the com plications of the line.

41 If the unconscious works through parapraxis, m etonym y and 

m etaphor, assoc ia tion  and substitution, jux taposition , d is junction  and 

overlay (as Freud and Lacan both argue), then “Lag” is no t m erely 

aberrant speech, bu t a kind of unconscious w riting which reveals the 

paragram m atic and general economic operation of the m ind. In its 

own words (itse lf  a paligram ), “palindrom es and reversals as orders 

reveal m ind’s p lan” (“Lag” 70).

42 See W alter Benjam in, "The Work of Art in the Age o f M echanical 

Reproduction" in I l lu m in a tio n s  (Ed., with an introduction, by Hannah 

Arendt. Trans, by Harry Zohn. New York: Schocken, 1969. 217- 

2 5 1 ) .

43 Because N ichol and M cCaffery explore alternatives to translative 

orthodoxy, they tend  not to explicitly identify the theoretic ians of 

traditional translation , but they may have in m ind the likes o f I. A. 

Richards, Eugene N ida, or even Noam Chom sky. Richards was 

prim arily a lite rary  critic  rather than a translator, but developed  a 

herm eneutic theo ry  called  “practical critic ism ” which subsequen tly
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becam e the model for a generation  o f translators. Richards argued 

that a text has a unified, if  m ultip le m eaning (the author’s intent) 

that can be successfully decoded and explicated by a com petent, 

cu ltured  reader. C orrect in terp reta tion /transla tion  is bounded by a 

pre-existent message on one hand, and readerly proficiency on the 

other. See his work P ractical Criticism : A Study o f  Literary Judgm ent 

(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, 1929), as well as his one 

article explicitly devoted to transla tion , “Toward a Theory of 

Translation” in Studies in C hinese Thought (Ed. by Arthur F. W right. 

Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1967. 247-262).

Eugene Nida was a transla to r of the Bible, who believed in the 

inviolable message of God, the m eaning of which rem ains constant, 

even when it is expressed through d ifferent signifiers in various 

cultures. For Nida, the m eaning of G od’s word is a spiritual and 

universal constant which tran scends specific cultural m anifestations. 

The translator’s task is to find the word or symbol which has the 

same cultural value as the orig inal. W hen translating the Bible into 

Inuit culture, for exam ple, N ida replaces “ lamb” with “seal,” because 

the seal is imm ediately fam iliar to the Inuit, and assumes the 

function the lamb did in ancien t cultures: a source of sustenance. 

N ida’s method reveals the inheren tly  m etaphysical and theological 

nature of conventional transla tion , the belief in a stable idea 

uncontam inated by textual p lay . This is perhaps why M cCaffery 

claim s “ [t]he pathology of transla tion  will always be its mythic 

support of an ultim ate signified  that acts as the source tex t’s 

transported truth. T ransla tion  has been haunted by this
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tianscendental pressure o f tru th” (8x8  45). See N ida’s Tow ard a 

Science o f  Translating: With Special Reference to P rincip les and  

Procedures Involved in B ible Translating  (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1964) 

and “Principles of T ranslation as Exem plified by B ible T ranslating” in 

On Translation  (Ed. by Reuben A. Brower. New York: Oxford UP,

1959. 11-31).

This transcendentalism  persists in Noam C hom sky’s faith in 

“deep structures” and “universal gram m ar,” supposedly  innate 

elem ents of the human psyche which order inform ation into sim ilar 

syntactic patterns across all societies. See C hom sky’s sem inal early 

work Syntactic S tructures  (The Hague: M outon, 1957).

Nichol and M cC affery’s account of translative history is somewhat 

reductive. Translators have long been grappling w ith issues of 

textual fidelity and in fidelity , spirit and letter, sense and m eaning, 

variously arguing for one side over the other. A lthough a translative 

tradition exists which priv ileges ideas, a lternative  trad itions have 

always been available. M cCaffery falsely restric ts the tradition in 

order that he may explode it, and thus appear revolu tionary .

In this regard, M cC affery’s translations can be seen as logical 

extensions of his m aterial poetry: writing which m anifests the 

phenom enology of language.

46 See Jiri Levy, “The Translation of Verbal Art” in Sem iotics o f  Art 

(Ed. by Ladislav M atejka and Irvin R. Titumik. Cam bridge: MIT P,

1976. 218-264), and “Translation as a Decision Process” in To Honor

Roman Jakobson  (The Hague: Mouton, 1967. 1171-82); Anton

Popovic, D ictionary fo r  the Analysis o f  L iterary Translation
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(Edmonton: Dept, o f  Comp. Lit., U o f A lberta, 1976); James Holmes, 

T ransla ted !  (Ed. by Raymond van den B roeck. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 

1988); Jam es H olm es, Frans de Haan and A nton Popovic, eds.. T h e  

Nature o f  Translation: Essays on the Theory and  Practice o f  L iterary  

Transla tion  (The Hague: Mouton; B ratislava: Publishing House o f the 

Slovak Academy o f  Sciences, 1970); Jam es Holm es, José Lam bert, 

and Raymond van den Broeck, eds.. L itera tu re  and  Translation: N ew  

P erspectives in L itera ry  A nalysis  (Leuven: A cco, 1978); André 

Lefevere, Transla ting  Literature: P ractice a n d  Theory in a 

Com parative L itera tu re  C ontext (New York: ML A, 1992); Itam ar 

Even-Zohar and G ideon Toury, eds.. Theory o f  Translation and  

In tercu ltura l R e la tio n s , a special issue of P o etic s  Today  2.4 

(Sum m er/Fall 1981): 1-239); Itam ar E ven-Z ohar, “Polysystem  

Theory” in P oetics Today  1-2: 287-310; G ideon Toury, In Search o f  a 

Theory o f  T ransla tion  (Tel Aviv: Porter Institu te  for Poetics and 

Sem iotics, 1980). Jacques Derrida exp lic itly  discusses translation in 

his articles “Living On: Borderlines” in A D errida Reader: Between the  

B linds  (Ed., with an introduction and notes by Peggy Kamuf. New 

York: Columbia UP. 1991. 254-268) and “D es Tours de Babel” in A 

D errida R eader  (243-255).

The concepts are m ostly M cC affery’s, bu t occasionally 1 provide 

some of my own. I ’ve om itted M cC affery’s use of traditional 

translation, such as in the first stage o f 8 x 8 ,  where he tries to 

replicate exactly M ichael G ay’s intentions. M cC affery’s opposition to 

traditional transla tion  is not absolute; trad itio n a l translation rem ains 

one possibility  am ong m any.
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“̂ 8 M cCaffery’s method here is sim ilar to André L efevere’s notion of 

phonem ic translation, except that it does not alw ays preserve the 

phonem e as a discrete and inviolable unit of u tterance.

See Ezra Pound, Literary Essays o f  Ezra Pound  (Ed. by T. S. Eliot. 

London, 1954. 25).

See Roman Jakobson, “On Linguistic Aspects o f T ranslation” in On 

T ra n sla tio n  (Ed. by Reuben Brower. Cambridge: H arvard UP, 1959. 

2 3 2 -2 3 9 ) .

51 Six F illious gravitates around the work of one m an, Robert Filliou. 

His French-language poetic sequence 14 Chansons et I Charade  

(1968) provides a source text, which in turn is translated five times, 

by five authors, into a total o f three languages: G eorge Brecht and 

bpNichol translate Filliou from French into English; D ieter Roth 

translates him into German while Dick Higgins translates R oth's text 

back into English; in turn, M cCaffery m anipulates B recht's text to 

produce his own unique English language version. C om bined, these 

six versions o f Filliou s poetry com prise Six F illious.

52 The aesthetics of Tristan Tzara and Kurt Schw itters are presented 

in Robert Motherwell, ed. The Dada Painters and P oets (New York: 

W ittenbom , Schultz, 1951); John Cage sets out his poetics in S ile n c e  

(M iddletow n, Connecticut: W esleyan UP, 1973); W illiam  S. Burroughs 

uses a cut-up technique in The Ticket That Exploded  (New York:

G rove W eidenfield, 1967); M arcel Ducham p's techniques are analyzed 

in Arturo Schwarz, M arcel D ucham p  (New York: Abram s, 1974).
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See Roman Jakobson, ‘T h e  M etaphoric and M etonymic Poles” in 

Critical Theory Since P lato  (Ed. by Hazard Adams. San Diego:

Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich , 1971. 1113-1116).

54 In "The Annotated, Anecdoted, Beginnings of a Critical Checklist 

of the Published W orks o f Steve McCaffery," bpNichol reveals that 

M cCaffery’s source for In tim a te  D istortions  is not Sappho directly but 

Mary Barnard’s English translations of the poet (75).

55 Brecht’s text is not left unchanged; M cCaffery leaves out some of 

Brecht's words.

56 See Roman Jakobson, “On Linguistic Aspects of Translation” in 

On Translation  (Ed. by Reuben Brower. Cambridge: Harvard UP,

1959. 232-239).

57 Filliou s original text "14 chansons et 1 charade" is something o f  a 

burlesque of the Rom antic tradition to begin with. McCaffery's sa tire  

is a burlesque of a burlesque.

58 M. M. Bakhtin suggests that dialogism is foreign to poetry and 

unique to the novel; see his The Dialogic Im agination: Four Essays  

(Ed. by Michael Holquist. Trans, by Caryl Emerson and Michael 

Holquist. Austin: U of Texas P, 1981). M cCaffery’s collaborations and 

especially his translations clearly  refute Bakhtin’s claim  and 

constitute a kind of poetic dialogism .

59 M cCaffery’s denial o f responsibility is faulty for a number of 

reasons. He ignores that the translator chooses which texts —

Marquis de Sade or T eresa de Lauretis — get translated, a choice 

which has ram ifications as far as intentional m eaning persists. Even 

if M cCaffery’s translations are radically divergent from  their sources.
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he must adm it that the decision to pare, segm ent and resequence a 

tex t is an action w hich still demands accountability . A lthough the 

vocabulary may be ano ther’s, M cCaffery is fu rther answ erable for 

the choice o f form ula, chance or design w hich informs the m eaning of 

his text. In effect, the word pattern is solely his: and patterns are 

m eaningful. C learly, w ords do not find their “own way,” as M cCaffery 

asserts, but are m otivated , directed and finalized  through the 

tran sla to r h im self.

60  In this chapter, when I use the word “w om en,” 1 am referring to 

human beings, historical or fictional. In contrast, when 1 use the 

word “W om an,” 1 refer to the concept of fem ininity.

61 See Alice Jardine, Gynesis: C onfigurations o f  Woman and  

M o d ern ity  (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1985).

62 M cCaffery’s passage is slightly more com plex than 1 present. In a 

surrealistic condensation , M cCaffery am algam ates the experience of a 

m icroscopic slide w ith a w om an’s confrontation with language. The 

implication of this poetic alloy is clear: to ex ist in patriarchy as a 

woman is like being a laboratory sam ple under exam ination.

63 For a discussion o f the importance narrative retains for women, 

see Teresa de Lauretis’s A lice  D oesn’t.

64 See Marquis de Sade, J u stin e  (New York: Lancer, 1964).

65 In M cCaffery’s w ritings, sex is ju s t ano ther discourse, a discourse 

o f the body which grounds and Justifies the perform ance of gender. 

Sex is not a body, but a language of the body which has been 

naturalized  as se lf-ev iden t truth.
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66 In significant ways, journalism  is a patriarchal d iscip line parallel 

to m edicine and cinem a. All three are optically-inform ed processes 

of representation , dependent upon the intrusive, therefore  phallic 

eye. Like m edicine (and to a lesser degree D isney-style cinem a), 

journalism  strives to be corrective, constantly exam ining the social 

body in order to expose and excise crime, injustice, excess and other 

cultural d iseases.

67 Does this mean men and women are treated equally before this 

indiscrim inate linguistic pow er? On the contrary; many discourses 

clearly favour one sex over the other. W omen have been 

disadvantaged by system s of thought, representation  and know ledge 

that selectively  target, cond ition , appropriate and even bru talize  

their body. However, this process may selectively target m en, too. 

“The Property: Com m a” show s how men are the preferred subjects 

for legal and m ilitary d iscipline. In M cCaffery’s poetry, patriarchy is 

not a culturally universal force; it is but one linguistic contortion, a 

specific category of linguistic  pow er/know ledge, the d iscourse  

specialized for training and subordinating fem ale subjects. However, 

M cCaffery’s poetry finally  argues that patriarchy m ust be 

contextualized w ithin a delocalized linguistic power from  w hich no 

subject — male or fem ale — ever escapes.

68 Only the third-person singular pronouns are gendered in English, 

as if gender were both singular and objective. In com parison, the 

pronoun m ost in tim ately associated with our being, the f irs t person 

pronoun “I,” is strangely sexless. English thus constructs gender as 

additional rather than in tegral to our being.
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See Eugen Gom ringer, “Concrete Poetry” in Concrete Poetry: A 

W orld View  (Ed., with an introduction, by Mary E llen Soit.

Bloomington; Indiana up, 1968. 67-68), and also Max Sense 's essay

"Concrete Poetry " (Soit, 73).

70  We must be careful not to assume that the structure really is a 

“Victorian water tow er” (“Piccu Carlu” 145). The photos in 

M cCaffery’s text show the com position of the tow er to be concrete, a 

modern rather than V ictorian  construction m aterial. Even the real is 

a deceit in a ’’pataphysical text.

71 W urstw agen-M cCaffery describes Piccu Carlu as a reading culture 

which prohibited all w riting . Piccu Carlu thus becom es analogous 

with ’’pataphysics itself: lacking any master text or authorial script, 

both directly interpret the m aterial base of things. Stones, brooks, 

trees, m ountains — the environm ent itself — becom e ur-text or 

primordial book, with an open significance. As W urstw agen- 

M cCaffery declares, “m an is destined to read and nature’s ‘function’

to have already w ritten” (“ Piccu Carlu” 150).

72 The opposite effect is also present: the aesthetic force of the 

aphoristic band tends to decrease as each truism  becom es vague, 

imprecise, and general to the point of uselessness. A good aphorism 

strives to use concrete deta il. Pound’s “natural sym bol.” Thus, 

Knowledge N ever Knew  docum ents a process of m utual 

contam ination: abstraction  m ust prostitute itse lf w ith concretion, and 

vice versa.

73 As I read “L astw orda,” I began to pronounce the letters of each 

word as modern English began to slip. Com prehension o f the text
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was sustained in this manner, at least for a little while. I could 

audibly understand lines like “no fu rder dy lygens” (209), that were 

unfam iliar to the eye. Reading thus becam e m ore visceral, as 1 was 

forced to engage the text at a physical level. In this respect, 

“Lastworda” is rem iniscent of the “personal o rthography” (“B issett,” 

N I  99) of bill bissett, as well as the neologism s o f F innegans Wake.

Phonetic pronunciation, however, has lim its. It does not help 

when the word is com pletely unknown to m odern English [such as 

“scynscada” (214)] or when letters shift phonetic functions [as in 

“iealousie” (205)]. Luckily, M cCaffery decided not use obsolete 

orthography, rem aining instead within “ the preserved invariance of a 

Times Roman font” {TS  214). Consequently phonetics remains 

helpful, but not absolutely so.

McCaffery h im self draws a com parison betw een his language 

poetry and capitalism : “rather than being an effective critique of the 

language of advanced Capitalism , Language W riting would be its 

perfected sim ulacrum  and far from  problem atizing  dom inant 

ideology would actually reflect it” (“D im inished R eference,” N I  25). 

W ithout referents, M cC affery’s poetry behaves in the a-local, 

disconnected m anner of television.

According to Knowles, McCaffery ignores “national, as opposed to 

continental context. North o f  Intention  sim ply assum es, as indicated 

by its sim ultaneous publication in New York and T oronto, that there 

is a North Am erican poetry, that there is a poetry that springs solely 

from, and ‘refers’ only to language itself” (“Review ing M cCaffery 

Reviewing” 145).
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A lthough M cCaffery’s term inology  is m odern, the equation 

betw een w riting and death is an old obsession. It takes its m ost 

fam iliar form  in the texts of Poe, Keats and Goethe, and so 

M cC affery’s evocations o f death and pain again link to Rom anticism .
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Ap p e n d i x

Palindrom es from “Lag” :

deer frisk sir freed (12); do not start at rats to nod (14); see few owe 

fees (15); gate man sees name garage m an sees name tag (17); moors 

dine nip in Enid’s room  (18); lepers repel (20); live not on evil (21); 

no lem ons no melon (23); Novrad sides reversed is Darvon (24); 

detour routed (26); drawn on ward (27); top step’s pup’s pet spot 

(29); may a moody baby doom  a yam (30); must sell at tallest sum 

(32); did Hannah say as Hannah did (34); no it can assess an action

(35); too bad i hid a boot (37); draw pup il’s pup’s lip upward (38);

tide net safe soon all in a m anilla noose fastened it (40); too hot to 

hoot (41); pull up if i pull up (43); some men interpret nine memos 

(44); red root put up to order (46); deliver reviled (48); snug satraps 

eye Sparta’s guns (49); ten animals i slam  in a net (51); slang is 

signals (52); six at part trap taxis (54); no word no bond row on (56); 

no it is opposition (57); a lob a rap parabola (59); peels swap paws

sleep (60-61); o cita mora arom atico (62); avid as a diva (64); to

rococo rot (65); slob my symbols (67); swash saws (69); God as a 

devil lived as a dog (70); gulp’s plug (72); rise caps space sir (73); 

loot slate metal plate metal stool (75); sums are not set as a test on 

Erasm us (77); I maim nine men in Miami (78); drab as a fool as aloof 

as a bard (80); sail on game magnolias (82); are we not drawn 

onw ard drawn onward to new era (83); nam e now one man (85); no 

it is open on one position (87); no it never propagates if i set a gap or 

prevention (8 8 ); w on’t lovers revolt now (90); go flee fog (91-92) 

[technically  not a palindrom e, but it does read forw ard and
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backwards]; no it is opposed art sees trade’s opposition (93); 

dem anded Nem esis emended nam ed (95); slap dab’s bad pals (96); 

doom  royal panic i mimic in a play or mood (99); deliver desserts 

stressed reviled (101); live dirt up a putrid evil (103); nurse’s onset 

abates noses run (104); oh who was it i saw oh who (106); step on no 

pets (107); refasten gipsy’s pig net safer (109); i roamed under it as a 

tired nude Maori (111); red now on level no wonder (112); straw  no 

too stupid a fad i put soot on warts (114); sued ice do to decide us 

(116); tense i snap pansies net (117).

Paligrams from “Lag” :

the setting sun sent huge tints (12); com bination mob in action (13); 

crinoline’s inner coils (15); spheric ciphers (16); the alligator’s lithe 

lagartos (17); asseveration as one avers it (19-20); conservative not 

vice versa (22); contem plations on m ental topics (24); punishm ent 

nine thumps (26); measured m ade sure (27); a steward draw s tea 

(28); ocean canoe (29); drone’s tune undertones (31); stone deaf 

tones fade (32); semaphore see arm  hop (33); it named one 

denominate (34); delegation’s oiled agents (36); the man blinds 

blandishm ent (37); declaration an oral edict (38); asperity yet i rasp 

(39); this m atrim ony hits into my arm  (41); the hum anitarians hint 

Samaritan hue (42); delegation’s oiled  agents (43; cf. p 36); m aple 

sugar real spa gum (44); benedictions cited benison (46); so le t’s 

pinch clothespins (47); staghound a dog hunts (48); the m odist 

m ethodist (51); trouble’s blue sort (52); athletics lithe acts (53); 

parental paternal (54); dolce far niente after indolence (56); nostalgia 

lost again (57); grunts em it m utterings (58); stone deaf tones fade
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(61) cf. (32); multiple sclerosis or cells tissue lim p (62); no minutes 

on sun time (63-64); blank wet diets on regim en a long time between 

drinks (65); subtly but sly (65); a steam iness seen as a m ist (6 6 ); is 

denoting a designation (69); palindrom es and reversa ls as orders 

reveal m ind’s plan (70); a cent tip pittance (71); O vid’s voids (72); sin 

causes sauciness (74); hotel to use house to let (76); edict cited (78); 

Saint Elm o’s fire is lit for seamen (79); burying the hatchet’s 

butchering thy hates (80); rhinestones not sh iners (82); anim osity is 

no amity (83); om phalopsychites pipes holy stom ach (84); 

kleptom aniacs task policem an (8 6 ); one ton hug not enough (87); the 

paradise saw lost was earth ’s ideal spot ( 8 8 ); the dentist dints teeth 

(90); the Morse Code’s morsal here comes m olar dots (91); brush 

cavern shrub carven (93); united in duet (95); the w idow ’s mite was 

two white dim es (96); form  spirited recipes from  precise riptides 

(97); ten Egyptian cigarettes net gay petite c igars (98-99); star of 

Bethlehem  halts before them (101); it’s the coun tryside  no city dusts 

it here ( 1 0 2 ); but feeling the earthquake’s fleeing  that queer tub 

shake (104); shit sensationalism  is alm ost this insane (105); 

correspondents of the new spaper corps penned press notes of the 

war (106); accentuations i can cut as tone (107); lips angered slip 

enraged (109); bedroom ’s boredom s (110); no ise less lionesses (111); 

thus float shut aloft (113); ignis fatuus is it a fungus (114); versatility 

variety list (117); W ashington crossing the D elaw are a wet crew gain 

Hessian stronghold  (118).
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