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myself and yourself
expressing the possibility
of no-one-else-ness

Being an attempt to set out the dialectic of history as an erotics of
exaggerated attention and to assay the implications of this view
relative to poetics, politics, philosophy, and astronomy.

interchangeable
lexicon

Some will choose to abandon poetry for a mindless "prosperi-
ty," others will withdraw into silence (a kind of writing), others
will write in small circles. A few will attempt a public resis-
tance, however such resistance is well characterized by Pete
Seeger's recent statement-"they used to have to beat us back,
now they just drown us out."

Remember this is only a toy grammar
now you try.

It is difficult at this time to see what is happening as "a swing-
ing of the political pendulum." The optimistic reading of the
current political situation makes the analogy to the Europe of
the 1820s and 1830s-a hiatus before the ruling classes come to
recognize, largely by being made to recognize, that it is in their
interest to treat people as though they have a right to exist. The
analogy asserts that this is now taking place on a global scale.
The less optimistic reading is that we have already entered a
new dark age (television as the Catholic Church) from which
there may be no emergence.

Some readers of this essay have considered what follows to be a
break with what precedes this sentence.

One aspect of what gets called avant-garde art that seems to me
largely unexamined in the literature I have encountered is the
role of nonsense, the acontextual or abruptly acoherent (exco-
herent) as a generalizable aspect of these arts.

As I am not a trained (perhaps not even an untrained) philoso-
pher I am a bit reticent about my ability to articulate nonsense



as a convincing paradigm, but as I have chosen it as a paradigm
I will have recourse to a certain amount of it, & so remain
untroubled as to how to proceed. Stop.

"The Cide of the West" : John Cage, Ted Berrigan,
& the Unpopular Artist as Outlaw

Perhaps when both are present, sense & nonsense, that is what
we call poetry.

-cide, a learned borrowing from the latin meaning "killer,"
"the act of killing," used in the formation of compound words.

Of course, both sense & nonsense are always present. & so it is
a matter of taking a context & revealing both its sense & its lack
of sense. The sense may be common or not, the nonsense may
be boring or not. Here is a dialogue written three years ago,
aspects of which I then had, & still have reservations about.
The genesis of the dialogue, which was delivered as a paper at
the American Popular Culture Conference in Las Vegas in 1995
and, partially, at the NYC Poetry Talks Conference, also in 1995,
was in Paul Mann's "The Nine Grounds of Intellectual War-
fare," Ted Berrigan's fake interview with John Cage, & the
issues of sense & nonsense as they relate to avant-garde artistic
practice which this essay purports to address. It is composed of
misattributed appropriation, properly attributed appropriation,
and inappropriately unappropriated material.

"The theoretical abandonment of the absolute is rarely accom-
panied by its disappearance: the absolute returns in a ghostly
form, haunting precisely those discourses that claim to have left
it behind, and that continue to orient themselves around its
evacuation. Nevertheless, this half-waking from the half-dream
of absolute reason returns us to a primal dialectical scene, to a
war for recognition now without stakes. In the farcical rela-
tivism that results, dominance is ever more explicitly a matter
not of truth but of force. And if we discover that we have never
gone further, that force is all that ever mattered, can we say that
the dialectic ever occurred at all?" -Paul Mann

"Both belief and denial throw existence into question."
-Carla Harryman

Ted Berrigan: To be just, the decision of a judge must not only
follow a rule of law or a general law but must also assume it,
approve it, confirm its value, by a reinstituting act of interpreta-
tion, as if ultimately nothing previously existed of the law, as if
the judge himself invented the law in every case. [Transciber' s
note: A creative act is also declaritive in this sense. ]

Jacques Derrida: We need first of all a music, a society, in which
not only are sounds just sounds but in which people are just
people, not subject, that is, to laws established by anyone of
them, even if one is "the composer" or "the conductor" or "the
computer."



reduction of the complexity of conflict to a dialectical system. If
history is what hurts perhaps heresy is what heals.

Derrida: Or perhaps a conversing violence, excuse me, I.mean
mischief, not violence. But as soon as one leaves a or thIS order,
perhaps mythological, perhaps not-but as soon as one leaves,
history begins.

Berrigan: 'Tis strange the mind, that fiery particle .
Should let itself be snuffed out by an ArtIcle.

Cage: But what cld we possibly mean when we say "history
begins."

Berrigan: "Go now
and get me a vast band-aid"

Robert Duncan: This is the greivous impatience and the ecstatic
patience we are fired by as we apprehend in all ~e disorders of
our personal and social life the living desire and mtent at work
towards new orders.

Derrida: That's nice. (pause) John, Do you believe all good art
is unengaging?

Derrida: But I know several police officers that find art engag-
ing.

Cage: The problem is that the police are unloved. The police in
New York are all paranoid ... they were so hateful for so long
that everybody got to hate them, and that just accumulated and
built up. The only answer to viciousness is kindness. The trou-
ble is that kids just haven't realized that you've got to make
love to the police in order to solve the problem.

Cage: Make love to them. We need highly trained squads of
lovemakers to go everywhere & make love. I think this is im-
portant because it is the basis of everything, and no one talks
about it.

Berrigan (with tears in his eyes): That was beautiful John, I'm
sorry about those things I said about your mother.

Cage: 0, that's sweet of you Ted. & you know I've always said
one should start from zero, so please continue your apology.

Berrigan: Well John, it's just that, at the time I wrote that fake
interview I was really bombed-I'd been taking Ginseng for
about two weeks. I know there's problematic stuff there-a
kind of juvenile heterosexed territorialism. Do you think I was
threatened by your homosexuality?

Cage: That may have been part of it, Ted, but don't you think
you were also convinced of the badness of human nature.

Berrigan: There seems to be a fair amount of evidence to sup-
port that assumption, John.

Kathy Acker (quoting Shaw): "Duty is the primal curse from
which we must redeem ourselves."

Acker: The citizen is an outlaw. Sometime around 1970 the role
of the avant-garde began to change from that of being ahead of
the pack to that of laughing at anybody who thought they knew
what they were talking about, or who thought it mattered if
they did. As of 1995 the Fortune 500 controlled 63% of retail



business in the U.S.-I wId guess that figure would be much
higher in other countries. We don't have a ci:vils~ciety, there-
fore our work must be read with irrelevance ill nund. Irrel-
evance, not particularly of the artist, but of the individual mem-
ber of society.

Marcel Duchamp: I recently picked up a free postcard of Marcel
Duchamp holding a box upon which was emblazoned th~ mes-
sage "1 Am Not A Role Model" -it is unclear whether this mes-
sage was added to the photograph or wheth~r it was in fact
Duchamp's message. So, immediately, and ill several ways
with regard to this photograph-"the sense is larger than one
can say." Not only is Duchamp not a role model, but the per-
son or persons that may have placed the message on the post-
card are not a role model-& more importantly, or at least,
most explicitly, representation itself is not a role model.

Morton Feldman: Let's take some drugs & drive around.

Terence McKenna: Use of psychedelics demonstrates that our
cognitive limits are undefineable. There's no limit to what we
know or can know.

Thich Nhat Hanh: But that don't pay the bills, Terence. I mean,
I know it does for you, since you get paid for saying such
things.

George Oppen: We are not the mystery, the mystery is that
there is anything for us to stand on.

Tom Brokaw: Neither negativity nor optimism are in the end
satisfying, useful, effective, or accurate. The farce of percep-
tion's elided masking reverberates like a lost or stolen nucleus
of conscious paucity. Similarly, the ordained electro-chemical
book of modern post-modern incision-dissonance is sub-uncon-
sciously impelled toward a backward looking impediment in a
field of lumpy evening line-ups.

John Cage: Let's take some drugs & drive around.

Disembodied voice speaking as if through a tube: A position
must not only be held, but advanced. The surrounding territo-
ry must come under its influence and control.

Jonathan Kozol: The end of war is the end of knowledge, if ya
know what I don't mean.

Nicholson Baker: The demand that one be on one's own side,
that one stand by one's word, is so standard a feature of intel-
lectual ethics and politics that it has been taken completely for
granted.

Tom Brokaw: What someone says on a particular occasion may
be said to be nonsense if it is obviously false.

The Illinois State Legislature, in unison: It is necessary to com-
prehend the force of extremely difficult ideas.

Gabe Kotter: d'ya hear abt the 500 lb. parrot-says Polly wants
a cracker, NOW.

Tom Brokaw: So everything is nonsense? Including what you
just said?

The in unison Illinois State Legislature, again: Alienation is
maya.



"Will fuck for books, no weirdos" but the general tenor is com-
parable.

This hysteria, admittedly micro-political & schizo-typical, has
its roots in the inescapability & simultaneous (supposed?) non-
existence of the dialectic (as suggested by Paul Mann in the
envoi). To clarify, the existence of the force of the dialectic is
cause for hysteria, & as a generalized force reduces the dialectic
to non-existence. The dialectic used to have to beat us back,
now it just drowns us out. Anchored in finitude, the provoca-
tive overdetermination of our utterance designs experience back
at us. Our only recourse feels photographic, eyes closed, the
camera speaks-its no-mind vanishing before, during, & after
the click snap.

John Cage: Yes, or I often use the word "useful" then, because it
has attained the level of high artifice.

Ted Berrigan: What do you mean by "high" there John? The
emotions?

John Cage: No, well, a kind of imbalance (pronounced by Cage
"im-bay-lance").

G.W.F.: The infinite divisibility of matter simply means that
matter is external to itself.

Steve Evans, in the first Impercipient Lecture Series, cites the
Hegelian Adornism "abstraction as lack of articulation." I am
conflating that with Michel Serres' "when we close our eyes we
lose the power of abstraction." This is our vision of history.
The abstraction of history is inescapably inscribed on the things
around us.

Bob Weir: The Spirit is also infinitely divisible. Maya is a com-
pliment to & counter-force to Power in Foucault's sense. It is
quite true however that the categories are not contained in the
sensation as it is given. No one has a clue.

When we close our eyes, history becomes parody (if alone), or
desire (if not), or was it the other way round. In any case, it is in
poetry that these internal states are externalized.

Carla Harryman: There is, I believe, a way to regain conscious-
ness ...

Carla Harryman: ... You have to move around as if you were
part of something else.

& so Paul Mann is wrong, the dialectic quite clearly exists, it is
between history & not-history. Its syntheses is poetry.

The gap between the signifier & signified is just one of many
such gaps. Icarus is falling everywhere (Joan Retallack).

Perhaps most notable in this dialogue is a kind of hysterical
relation to what Bourdieu has called the field of cultural pro-
duction (see The Field of Cultural Production by Pierre Bourdieu).
This hysteria seems to me an entirely accurate and justifiable
response. The piece partakes of the fine tradition of hysterical
overstatement. Well, I don't know if it's "fine," but it is a tradi-
tion. There's nothing in it quite as good as Kevin Davies' line:

& so Wittgenstein's skeptical paradox extends to our thinking
about history. The skeptical paradox is: "This was our paradox:
no course of action could be determined by a rule, because
every course of action can be made to accord with the rule."
This in a sentence summarizes why Hegel could do what he
did, & why Wittgenstein found him of no interest, & would not
even consider addressing his work.



Because one can view Hegel as a, perhaps the, grand demon-
stration of the skeptical paradox he is incredibly useful. He is
the ultimate argument for the micro-political. The dialectic
between history & not-history is an individual matter, those
that understand this are the poets. To err is statemental (Bruce
Andrews). History, what did the rose do? (Bernadette Mayer).

Art's function is to create new circular definitions. The new is
an eternal (though not everlasting) return of the open (which is
closed). Time is ajar, even if it weren't, art, like a gas, would
come in over the transom. Yet the pressure is such.

or, as Davies writes, again, the dialectic of history & not-history
apparent:

I am clearly arguing for a privileging of the cite of cognition, for
an emphasis upon internality relative to these philosophical
issues. A location of / as process which is areal (rather than sur-
real). Areal because no context is finite, whether internal or
external. It seems to me that when one places such an empha-
sis, the contingency, & constructedness of the thought process
becomes, well, "clear."

For years
a kind of conceptual art too ephemeral to be documented

This inability to document even in the face of the paper trail is
what art has to say to law. It is a refusal of the primacy of codi-
fication via demonstration of perception's impenetrable fluidity.
This is neither simple nor complex.

Or say any context is finite due only to our own limitations, our
cognitive limits-inherently however, any context is infinite. All
logic depends on a lie (Nietzsche). The contradictions are the
knots we use to climb the rope (Ben Friedlander). Or even to
make the rope.

At the end of "One-Way Street" in a section called "To the
Planetarium" Walter Benjamin writes:

Nothing distinguishes the ancient from the modern man [sic] so
much as the former's absorption in a cosmic experience scarcely
known to later periods. Its waning is marked by the flowering
of astronomy at the beginning of the modern age. Kepler,
Copernicus, and Tycho Brahae were certainly not driven by sci-
entific impulses alone. All the same, the exclusive emphasis on
an optical connection to the universe, to which astronomy very
quickly led, contained a portent of what was to come. The
ancients' intercourse with the cosmos had been different: the ec-
static trance. For it is in this experience alone that we gain cer-
tain knowledge of what is nearest to us and what is remotest
from us, and never of one without the other. This means, how-
ever, that man can be in ecstatic contact with the cosmos only
communally. It is the dangerous error of modern men to re-
gard this experience as unimportant and avoidable, and to con-
sign it to the individual as the poetic rapture of starry nights.

If, as I have stated, poetry is the external manifestation of these
internal processes we are obviously not speaking of poetry as a
genre but as an event. A manner of thinking which is not e~s~ly
characterized because it is precisely in its unrecuperable flUIdIty
that the dialectic of history & not-history, becoming unrecuper-
able, exceeds or unintends the sentence that would attempt to
capture it.

Definitions are like law. And art is not concerned with law
(John Cage).

As Chomsky has pointed out, the concept of cognitive limits
leads to the understanding "that what can be understood can be
understood by most people." As a result any elitist claims to
"expertise" must be, um, how do you say, vigorously questioned.

It is because art is an act of individuated cognition (even when
the art is collaborative) that Adorno's statement" Art, no matter

The operative dichotomy between the optical & the ecstatic
trance is not entirely convincing yet I am attracted to the em-
phasis on the trance, an internal state, as having a significance



which has been lost. This, of course, would not be the trance of
the spellbinding political orator. But then, what would it be?
mushrooms? poetry? It would have to be a trance both active &
passive, both individual & multiple. But don't we already have
that. It would have to be available, surrounding, like music, &
yet a choice, an active place, like Duchamp, like a Duchamp.
The trance is material. The material is changing.

we embody. Affirmation of this is fact & political act. Our pos-
ture is good, the United States is not.

Joan Retallack: Do you think artists can change the grammar of
the way we are together?

"It is quite true however that the categories are not contained in
the sensation as it is given."

John Cage: (pause, & then laughing) We don't know, but we
can try.

The spatial, unimpeded persistence of the playfully plagiarized
trance-state (a good-natured ribbing)-can remark if not re-
make detail's clever wordplay (the emptiness of emptiness!)
into a discovery of highly peculiar presence. Activity as perti-
nent decay, the posit of the erotic cognitive clutching incompre-
hensibility, gently, signlessness of a mere thing, gently, as lift-
ing into life a moot logic of the exact, circling, behavior of be.

There's no way out by my death or consciousness. (Kathy
Acker)

Wittgenstein said that philosophical conclusions should not be
surprising.

The dichotmony between the spiritual and the political is also
false, resulting from an incomplete attention to our erotic
knowledge. (Audre Lorde)

In the erotic we measure, are measured, but do not take the
measure-rather it is given by the power of our attention, ex-
aggerated, over us.

The crush of Only Capitalism throws us back on ourselves,
meaning each other. The horror of what it has created us & the
possibility of a being other than it, rest within our attentions
multiplied-the measures escaped into "harmony," un listened
(im)penetrant amaterial sense mechanism of the severa led shar-
ing cores, forwarded or lent-out. The person as temporal over-
structure-

Ted Berrigan, "Interview with John Cage," Mother magazine (1966)
So Going Around Cities
Talking in TranquilitlJ: Interviews

John Cage, Themes & Variations
Robert Duncan, Fictive Certainties
Drucilla Cornell, Deconstruction & the Possibility of Justice
Lyn Hejinian, "The Rejection of Closure"
Paul Mann, "The Nine Grounds of Intellectual Warfare," Postmodern

Culture, v. 6, n. 2 Ganuary, 1996)
George Oppen, Collected Poems
Joan Retallack, Musicage: John Cage on words.art.music.

& we do not need, but rather already have, a poetics which is a
constellatory & innate reflection of the intervention, the LIFE,


