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More than any other architectural landmark in the New York City
area, the World Trade Towers visually dominate the urban terrain from
a variety of locations. Monumentally boxy and tall, built in duplicate,
the Towers jut above the vertically spectacular New York City skyline.
Whether one is rumbling along Kent Street on the Brooklyn side of
the East River, cruising over the George Washington Bridge north and
west of the city, barreling up the New Jersey turnpike to the south and
west of Manhattan or the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway to the south
and east, riding the Staten Island Ferry across New York harbor, or
walking around the southern half of Manhattan, the Twin Towers are
frequently the most conspicuous piece of real estate.

This includes the Empire State Building-which despite
being more famous, appearing on more cheap key chains sold to
tourists, and only one hundred feet shorter-blends more readily into
the midtown skyline, partly because of its graduated height and Art
Deco design. Besides, as midtown Manhattan is taken over by Disney
products and Niketown stores, it becomes less a place in which to
orient oneself, and more the kind of dislocating environment upon
which North American consumer culture heavily relies, with its clock-
less malls and enormous megastore parking lots one drives around and
around in frustration looking for the seemingly randomly placed exits.

Because the Twin Towers are figuratively and literally all
about real estate, they historicize in a way other postmodern architec-
ture-such as the famous Philip Johnson AT & T building in mid-
town Manhattan-does not, or does not quite as explicitly. What the
Towers signify is the transformation in the twentieth century of a
diversified New York City economy with a strong manufacturing
component into an economy increasingly reliant on the strong perfor-
mance of Wall Street to keep it afloat. In a 1998 report from the
Office of the State Deputy Comptroller for the City of New York, the
authors write: "Wall Street, which represents only 5 percent of City
employment, accounted for 56 percent of the increase in aggregate
real earnings in New York City between 1992 and 1997. In contrast,
between 1983 and 1988 only 23 percent of the real earnings gain was
derived from the securities industry" (1998: 2).

As the report points out, the same can be said for New York
Stat~ as a whole: "Wall Street's impact on the State's economy and tax
receIpts has been only slightly less concentrated than it is in the City.
In New York State, nearly half of the real earnings gain between 1992
and 1997 was attributable directly to Wall Street" (1998: 2). While
the Twin Towers .were built by the States of New York and New Jersey
(t~e Port AuthOrity, to be exact), and thus are not directly connected
:Vlth Wall Stree:, they represent an effort made by the ruling powers
In New York City-especially landowners-to shift the economy
away fro~ manufacturing and toward companies specializing in
finance, Insurance, and real estate (FIRE). This, in turn, led to an
in~re~sed construction of office and residential spaces in high rise
bUildings and skyscrapers which could be leased for significantly more
money per square foot than the one and two story structures usually
rented to manufacturers and small businesses.

For instance, the World Trade Center was built on a "13-
block site" w~i~h displaced "1,400 commercial establishments doing
over $~OO millIOn worth of business and employing about 30,000
people (Douglas 1996: 206). This is paradigmatic of a process which
had bee~ occurring in ~ew York City throughout the twentieth century,
and whIch began to pick up steam amid the financial exuberance of
the 1920s. In 1929, the Regional Plan Association-a group of powerful
!~ndowner~ a~,d financiers-presented a "government-financed" plan to

decentralIze the New York City area (Fitch 1993: 58-59). The idea
was to de-industrialize New York City and extend the commercial
office space concentrated in the midtown Manhattan Central
Business District throughout the rest of the island and eventually into
Brooklyn and Queens.

Th~ next wave of this type of urban planning occurred during
the post-War World II economic boom, specifically in 1961 when
pressure applied by David Rockefeller's Downtown Lower Manhattan
Associ~tion convinced the City to rezone all of New York City and
make It less favorable to manufacturing (Fitch 1993: 135). A year
later the World Trade Center was contracted to be built, and
Rockefeller initially had hoped it would be ready by the start of the
1964 World's Fair held in Queens (Douglas 1996: 206). The final
push to create more office space occurred during the 1980s, when-
flush with cash, optimism, and greed-enough office space was created
that even dur.ing the more lucrative '90s very few new office buildings
have been bUilt. In a textbook case of overproduction, New York City
has a veritable "glut" of office space (Fitch 1993: 149), especially in the
downtow~ area where the World Trade Center's "largest assemblage of
commerCIal office space in the world" (Douglas 1996: 204) looms



right next to luxury residentials, some of which are a bargain (at least
in comparison to the rest of New York City's real estate market), if
the pote~tial resident can bear to live in such a desolate concrete and
steel non-place.

For this reason, it could be argued that beginning in the
1920s, New York City willfully made itself into one of the first ex-
amples of the "post-industrial" phenomenon which began to receive
attention in the 1970s around the time of the publication of Daniel
Bell's The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (1973). Whatever one may
think of the political and economic implications of Bell's theory,
"post-industrialism" in New York City has come to mean a precarious
reliance on financial, insurance, and real estate companies, and in
particular on Wall Street. Just how unstable this relationship is can be
seen in the fact that finance, insurance, and real estate jobs declined
during the 1970s, despite the effort to expand office space downtown
(Spitznas 1981: 73-76). Middle class jobs in non-FIRE industries
have also declined during the booming '90s because of mergers and
downsizing (Office of the State Deputy Comptroller for New York
City 1997: 18); and even during the precipitous rise of the U.S. stock
market during the '90s, substantiallayolfs have occurred at financial
corporations during relatively brief dips in the market.

Ultimately, the financial, insurance, and real estate economy
in New York City has created an urban environment which surpasses
the rest of the U.S. in "job loss, unemployment and 'non-work'"
(Fitch 1993: 4). A big part of the problem is the result of a near
century long decline in manufacturing in New York City, which has
accelerated during the past thirty years: "Between 1970 and 1993 in
the U.S., the total of manufacturing workers fell from 19.4 million to
18.1 million. In the same period, New York's manufacturing jobs fell
from 766,000 to 286,000. It's the difference between 6.7 percent and
63 percent" (Fitch 1993: 22). The numbers make one wonder how
pervasive "post-industrialism" actually is outside of New York City. In
stock market-speak, 6.7 percent is not even considered a "correction."

This is why a call is being made from various places for
greater diversification of the New York City economy. The current
State Comptroller writes: "While its dependence on Wall Street leaves
the City vulnerable to a downturn, diversification of the City's eco-
nomic base needs to continue and takes on added urgency" (1998: 3).
It should be noted that Brooklyn has lost its manufacturing base at a
greater rate than the rest of New York City while also becoming the
poorest borough in New York. Almost thirty percent of Brooklyn
residents live in poverty, half of them under eighteen (Office of the
State Deputy Comptroller for the City of New York 1999: 9).

New York City urban planning as influenced by finance,
insurance, and real estate has not only reduced the decently paying
job opportunities available to semi-skilled and unskilled workers (a
disproportion of which belong to minority groups in the city), but it
has actively sought to keep industry out of such notoriously economi-
cally depressed areas as the South Bronx, instead arguing for the need
"to build low-density, ranch-style homes throughout the South
Bronx," as opposed to supporting community-oriented business
initiatives (Fitch 1993: 155). Here Robert Fitch's proposition that
"Urban planning is the coordination of land monopoly" is pushed to its
most extreme state (1993: 50; emphasis in original).

The World Trade Towers also haunt those characters in Don
DeLillo's Underworld living in New York City in 1974: "The World
Trade Center was under construction, already towering, twin-towering,
with cranes tilted at the summits and work elevators sliding up the
flanks. She saw it almost everywhere she went. She ate a meal and
drank a glass of wine and walked to the rail or ledge and there it usually
was, bulked up at the funneled end of the island ... " (1997: 372). I've
chosen to write on recent first books by Anselm Berrigan, Prageeta
Sharma, Greg Fuchs, and Magdalena Zurawski, not because I feel
they represent a new movement or poetics in contemporary poetry, or
even that they and their work constitute a uniform social and aesthetic
entity. Instead, I'd like to propose the intentionally loose metaphor
that to varying degrees they were raised, and their books were written,
in the shadows of the World Trade Towers and the changing social,
economic, political, and cultural conditions which accompanied the
final completion of the Twin Towers in post-Vietnam North America.
These changes include transformations in systems of production and
consumption, an expansion of the media's role in society, and the
interaction between global economics and local communities and
how this relationship influences the construction of individual and
group identities.

Moreover, the four poets I'm focusing on are around the
same age, have all had first books published within a year of each
other, and lived in the same general neighborhood-Brooklyn-and
were in frequent contact with each other while portions of their
respective books were being written. As such, these affiliations suggest
an approach to their poetry as a type of social document, which itself
can be seen as one of the forms now being utilized in response to
conditions in post-Vietnam North American society.



Technically speaking, Integrity & Dramatic Life (1999) isn't
Anselm Berrigan's first book of poetry, since Edge Books previously
published a chapbook of his entitled They Beat Me Over the Head
With a Sack (I 998). Six of the twelve poems in the chapbook also
appear in Integrity & Dramatic Life, including "My Poem," which is
the last poem in the chapbook and the first poem in his full-length
book. Two of the primary concerns of Integrity &Dramatic Life are
signaled in its title: the positing of identities as performative acts and
a certain dissatisfaction with this particular way of conceiving and
constructing the self. The poems in the book bounce back and forth
between understanding the self as provisionally articulated in language
and ideology and feeling disgruntled with this awareness. As a result,
there's an effort to make meaningful connections among the appar-
ently random stream of signs which form much of the unstable field
of experience in late twentieth-century North America.

At the same time, a certain amount of absurdism is consciously
embraced in these poems in an attempt to disrupt the dominant ways in
which discourse and ideology are manipulated in a media-saturated
capitalist society. Tapping around for anything solid, many of the
poems in the book foreground emotion and affectivity as momentary
instances of feeling grounded within an existence that's constantly
being refitted from both without and within:

Out of spite
I sit down calmly in someone else's recliner
Wearing someone else's shirt, pants, shoes, and socks
Though I've torn my own holes into all of them (4)

Here, the "holes" claimed as one's own partially compensate for the
lack of wholes created or imposed. It's also important to point out the
emotional aspect of this claiming, that it's done "Out of spite" and
"calmly." Significantly, the experience is rooted in a reference to basit
material objects-in this instance, clothing. But instead of function-
ing as a set of substitutions ("holes" for whole, "my" as opposed to
"someone else's"), what Berrigan's work does-and what he shares in
different ways with the three other poets under consideration here-is
make poetry a part of its surrounding social and cultural conditions.

Of course, this is how all art functions, whether it ac-
knowledges it or not. Nevertheless, one of the more notable aspects of
the poetry of the New York School in its various manifestations is
that it emphasizes this connection so prominently in its references to

everyday life, which include the names of friends and the occasions
and places at which they hang out, descriptions of work environments,
as well as a wide range of popular and mass and highbrow culture
citations. Without being derivative of these earlier models, we find
some of these examples in Integrity & Dramatic Life, too. But what
makes Berrigan's work his own is the way he re-thinks the relation
between art and life-or, more theoretically, between cultural products
and social formations-within contemporary historical conditions,
and not in relation to a particular avant-garde lineage or set of formal
techniques.

The middle section of Integrity & Dramatic Life contains a
marvelous set of semantically and rhythmically dense eighteen line
poems that seamlessly blend references to American culture and
history-and spatial and temporal locations-with autobiographical
reflections. I'd like to quote the entirety of one of these. The poem is
entitled "8/1/97":

Reagan shot himself said the ex-secret service agent
who taught Tom Cruise how to surf. This guy was one
of the many nervous people in America, not a happy happy
& 1.... & 1.... nope. Speaking of ex-bosses, mine's sexually
blotto & likes to ski in New England. No gas to think
about him but I smile when this ghost steps on my heels
on Broadway to remind me no one's there, gee thanks
spirit, say something profound why don't ya? Kate
you know, I'm shocked to be of an age you didn't reach
tho' you seem permanently older & wiser than I'd ever be.
You died & I knew instantly I had to be exactly where I was:
public, unconsolable, & totally myself to offer by no choice
of my own. Your life is completely removed from myth
so I speak to who isn't there & is, on the most crowded
streets. These hang-ups don't interfere with my life, I didn't ask
for that, it seems right. Are you responsible? It doesn't matter.
Incantations & voices of the dead are points of interest
& nothing else.You have me here & that has to be enough. (30)

Beginning with the facti city of the date in the title, the poem moves
quickly through a series of concerns, many of which are articulated
via inversion, displacement, and conflation. The first of these is the
representation of events in the media, with the poem inverting John
Hinckley J r.'s shooting of Ronald Reagan by having Reagan shoot
himself. Next, a conflation of the movies as simulacrum (represented
by Tom Cruise) and American politics (Reagan the movie actor who
became a governor, then President) is created via the figure of the dis-
placed secret service agent turned surf instructor. The poem continues



to disrupt surface appearances by describing as "one / of the many
nervous people in America" this surf instructor to celebrities who
represents the manufactured "happy happy / & 1.... & 1...." status
unavailable to a large percentage of the American population worried
about its tenuous economic status.

The "nope" signals a turn toward a more negative mood in
the poem, which-as with the "holes" above-will be used to
momentarily strike through the mask of appearances and imposed
ideologies (though in this case the gesture is more Bartleby than
Ahab). As the inversions and displacements continue, one spirit
brings a "smile," the other a sense of being "shocked." This sense of
shock is ultimately preferred in these poems to being fooled, numbed,
or distracted. Yet despite the deceased individual's life being "completely
removed from myth"-the naturalized and universalized misrepre-
sentations and ideological distortions with which Berrigan's poems are
constantly struggling-the question of "who isn't there & is, on the
most crowded / streets" remains unanswered. In other words, there
are no perfect moments, aestheticized or not: "These hang-ups don't
interfere with my life. I didn't ask / for that, it seems right." Thus, it's
not simply a matter of re-establishing unexamined subject positions
or bastions of authenticity or aestheticized idyllic arbors (even if in
contemporary poetry they've come to take an increasingly fragmented
character on the page). Instead, Berrigan's work is notable precisely
for its ability to vividly describe, juggle, and smash the dishes while
still serving up substantial fare.

The series of inversions, displacements, and conflations
which occur in "8/1 /97" are part of a larger sense of absurdism
pervading Integrity & Dramatic Life. Along with spotlighting the
performative quality of identity and illuminating the seemingly random
quality of much of late late twentieth-century life in North America,
an argument can be made that this absurdism exposes the workings of
ideology, since one of the goals of dominant ideologies is to appear
natural and transparent in order that they may be taken for granted:
"Successful ideologies are often thought to render their beliefs natural
and self-evident-to identifY them with the 'common sense' of a society
so that nobody could imagine how they might ever be different"
(Eagleton 1991: 58). Absurdism seeks to overturn common sense,
just as artifice calls the natural into question.

Absurdism likes to flirt with the potential for failure, because
if it were to become too successful it would lose its critical edge and
function as another kind of naturalized ideology. This is why it's a
useful tool for addressing ideological problems and the problems with
ideology:

Entering a mid-town diner & greeted by a sign:
Please wait for the waitress to be seated.
Logic dictates a reasonably healthy diet
but I read that one should undermine authority. (38)

And if, as Louis Althusser would have it, ideology partially posits and
"interpellates" subjects-"ideological subjects (a tautological proposi-
tion)" (1971: l7I)-then absurdism and affectivity are employed in
an effort to give this subject a little breathing room:

To defY
being positioned I indulge in irrelevant cosmic lunch
openings, take a handful at my will & dirty this penny-
ante heart. (42)

This absurdist element can be found in the work of Berrigan,
Sharma, Fuchs, and Zurawski, though it figures most prominently in
Berrigan's poetry. At times, there's an almost punk-like quality to this
absurdism, as when Berrigan writes, "The world makes sense / if you
piss on its / beauty" (5), which is appropriate, since one of the goals
of the punk phenomenon in Britain and the U.S. in the 1970s was a
desire to destroy conventional consumerism as a dominant ideology
(Hebdige 1979: 102-1 03)-before, that is, this particular version of
"alternative" itself became a best-seller. In the work of these four
writers, absurdism functions as a confrontation with mainstream
ideologies disguised as a common sense seeking to exclude a range of
cultures and histories-personal and collective-which would call
these ideologies into question and potentially destabilize them.

History destroys mythologies in the process of becoming one
itself. This would have to be considered a primary lesson Modernity
taught various artists, historians, philosophers, and scientists during
the latter half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the
twentieth. Postmodernity seeks to invert this relationship by making
mythologies destroy histories. However, this process is more fragile,
partly because of its exposure to critical evaluations (Roland Barthes
was on to this fairly early when he published his prescient text
Mythologies in 1957 [1972]), and partly because of the tenacity with
which histories attempt to maintain the communities they represent.
This isn't to say that history contains an essential quality lacking in
mythology, but that the productive forces underlying the creation of



mythologies deserve constant attention. To be specific, I would point
to the recent merger of Time Warner and AOL and the enormous
power this corporate behemoth will now wield in generating and
distributing media content. In comparison, Microsoft's monopoly is
more narrowly focused on amassing profit, and in this sense is more
old school, however cutting edge the product.

In the midst of this, common sense seeks political quiescence.
But material and social forces won't allow this to occur, as Prageeta
Sharma writes in Bliss to Fill (2000): "An awkward silence plumes
thee, so generators, cameras, and kinetics / flurry or garble with
industrial strength to break this dreadful quiet" (3). Silence in lyric
poetry tends to be equated with a place beyond language (hence, the
temporal hiccup of "thee"), or an inability of language to convey the
profundity of a personal experience, but the densely textured quality
to Sharma's poetry points toward the idea that there can never be
enough language and enough communication. Her poems are filled
with imagined conversations accompanied by questions, responses,
and retorts addressed to both self and others. For example, the title of
the first poem of the book, as well as for the first section of the book,
is the Michael Palmer-esque "Dear ." The section ends with
another letter, this one amusingly assuring the reader of the author's
commitment to "herself as a product" (25). Behind this commitment
lies the promise of further dialogue.

Of course, all products have an economics behind them.
"Girl Vendor" begins:

Suggestively and geographically,
I landed on your trimmed lawn.

I wanted more economics - a lawn,
a partial history - a political life, (33)

This question of wanting something as opposed to presupposing it
establishes the relationship between desire and absence at the heart of
many of these poems. It's an absence described by Emily Dickinson
in one of the epigraphs to the book as "Our blank in bliss to filL"
This element of lack provides not so much a provisional and paradox-
ical solidity as a turning toward "the other possibility," a phrase used
as the title for the second section of the book as well as the final
poem. It's a notion of possibility as distinct from conclusion, which is
why the book is filled with various proposals-poetry, rock stardom,
love, anger, localism-none of which provide definitive solutions,
though they're presented as bits with which to fill bliss. Nevertheless,
"bliss" remains haunted by its "blank," just as the speaking subject

encounters silences, or politics should be responsible to actual human
lives.

Similarly, cultural homogenization is disrupted by the "partial
history" it can never fully appropriate and subsume. Hegemony, as
Antonio Gramsci defines it, depends on winning consent to dominant
ideologies (1971: 181-182). All four poets I'm discussing work in varying
degrees to reveal this process, which is related to what Susan Howe
describes in her long poem "Articulation of Sound Forms in Time" as
"Collision or collusion with history" (1990: 33). This tension can be
found throughout Bliss to Fill, as in the poem "Transit":

I left untilled by the force of gravity and passing especiallyquickly into,
and now to only a brief stay or sojourn - dropping
usually searching for work and descending freely
- and out of existence - a fall then.
Hanging freely - occurring in a circuit,
Iambs fall to birth
because of a sudden passage.
To enter if unawares - of a celestial body over the meridian,
losing office, change of voltage or load,
to come, to chance -
it fell in my mind to write you.
Passing through or by a place and affecting someone or something,
my social class falls into words.
With collision, I drank to avoid the backslide.
And now an act - or process - or instance
of passing through or over
or producing results beyond itself; a transient guest to a person traveling.
A temporary oscillation - a transient current or courage or voltage
to cause light to pass through,
after a false thralldom - I fall
home, asleep, in love with the book, the book fell apart.
Taking one's place a faller fells trees, a declarative being.
I must - a drawer held all his clothes!
He is suitable for ink drawings or rugged activity,
a sketch for modernism and artistic aners
or roll onward, to deviate, to leeward - I did have thrills,
or happily ate, or vigor caught me. (44)

The poem begins with a loss of firm foundations, an experience which is
represented by the lack of grammatical traction created by the short phras-
es separated by dashes, the half dozen references to falling, as well as the
displacement and deferment of the subject after the initially posited "I."
The shift in the poem occurs when the subject decides "to write you." At
this point, the subject becomes oriented in material conditions via an
explicit reference to class position, though it's a non-essentialized approach



to class that's dependent upon differing contexts: "Passing through or
by a place and affecting someone or something." This brief orientation
is followed by a "collision," which in turn leads to another series of
variables. The change initiated by an address to a "you" means these
variables are no longer framed solely as a kind of fall, but as an
"oscillation" between collision and collusion which continues
throughout the rest of the poem.

This wouldn't have occurred in as interesting a manner had
this back and forth been conceived of solely on a textual level. This is
why "the book fell apart," even though it's initially associated with the
illusory comforts of "home." The reference to "social class" concretely
orients the more metaphysical language of the fall, and makes the
brief escape from a "false thralldom" more than a liberation of or
from language and form. Similarly, Sharma writes in the excellent
poem "Poor Vehicles:" "My advanced studies in nothing I suggest
implicit domesticity for the orphan" (I 1). I think it's helpful to read
these absences, blanks, and occasions of emptiness less as metaphysical
quandaries, and more as cultural circumstances. The reference to
"orphan" here and elsewhere in the book would seem to support this.
So, too, do the clothes and food mentioned at the end of "Transit."
They point to a material satisfaction briefly attained, even if the lack
of a firm footing is again introduced at the very end of the poem with
a return to the passive voice.

Questions of difference and identification are among the
central concerns of Bliss to Fill, whether articulated on a personal
level-"My will is to create a history II between us" (22) and "I will
not be like you" (I 1)-or in terms of the larger social and political
configurations found in the poem "Serious Confusion" (I9). But
difference is not an excuse to establish rigid boundaries, either; in
making this point, Sharma references an example from history: "I
never use the word partition to separate them I for it is too historical"
(45), i.e., because of its historical implications. "Partition" is the word
used to designate the division of formerly British controlled India
into India and Pakistan after World War 11. In 1947, a combination
of nearly ten million Muslims in India and Hindus and Sikhs in soon
to be created Pakistan crossed the proposed new border in an effort to
relocate to a country they felt would be less antagonistic to their
religious beliefs. In the midst of these massive migrations, ethnic and
religious violence broke out, killing nearly a million Muslims,
Hindus, and Sikhs in one of the horrific slaughters for which the
twentieth century will always be remembered (Wolpert 1997: 347-9).
Sharma's subtle reference to these events resonates throughout Bliss to
Fill, thereby complicating and expanding the range of personal and
historical meanings.

Another striking aspect of these four books of poetry is their
general lack of irony. The relative absence of that most signature
gesture of '90s postmodernism is one sign that these poets are doing
something new. Irony can't function without leaving unchanged that
toward which it's ironic, which makes it particularly appropriate for
the '90s, since on the surface it's the most static decade in recent
history-partially made so, in fact, by the expanding stock market
bubble. Of course, irony still has its uses, but in Greg Fuchs's came
like it went (1999) it's been replaced by a more interactive and dialogic
form of critique. This dialogue, inflected with everyday speech, puts
all kinds of signs into contest and play; but it does so within an
approach that's less interested in a de-historicized formalism, and more
immersed in the vernaculars of various locales: urban and rural, North
(mostly, New York City and Philadelphia) and South (New Orleans).

In this sense, there's an ethnographic quality to Fuchs's work
that's augmented by an accompanying journalistic element:

The psychological width of the Hudson River
stretches the tunnel from the city of cosmopolitan assurance
all the way to the virtual backwaters of man
kicking off his millenial [sic] fins for flip flops.
Of course the G train is the train to nowhere
it never crosses the shore of the only somewhere that spends

As the only train in the New York City subway system that doesn't
travel into Manhattan, the "G" is deemed the train "to nowhere"
(Queens and Brooklyn, to be exact); but Fuchs describes it as such in
order to submerge irony within a larger depiction of New York City
economics, where it's only the concentration of wealth in Manhattan
that makes it a "somewhere." The commonsensical wisdom invoked
by the opening "Of course" is overturned by the specificity of the "So
there" in an effort to push the discussion away from the fictions of
ideologies and toward the sciences of economics.

Brooklyn's poverty marks many of the poems in came like it
went, just as North American consumerism forms the broader back-
drop against which questions of location and identity are addressed.
Unwilling to accept the imposition of identity within an ideological
framework that appears natural from afar but looks just plain nuts
from close up, Fuchs's poetry endeavors to build identity, community,
and circumstance at ground level. Some of the unconventional quality



to Fuchs's work is, in fact, an idiosyncratic dialect-a kind of poetic
~Iang looking to create meaningful relations between unique individuals
Instead of encounters between purchased or enforced identities. For
this reason, it's a poetry that's always in dialogue with either real or
imagined interlocutors, and finds its voices in these conversations.

This dialogic aspect of self and other is referenced by Zora
Neale Hurston when she has a character in Their Eyes were Watching
God say: "...mah tongue is in mah friend's mouf" (1990: 6). This
personal interaction is threatened by a culture which prioritizes self-
perpetuating mechanisms of profit over a betterment of the lives of
individuals and social groups. In a poem which borrows its title from
William Greider's Secrets of the Temple (1987), a history of the veiled
power of the U.S. Federal Reserve Bank, Fuchs writes: "Mini-malls
assist / the gradually deliberate cult of ugly homesteading / designed
to break our backbone" (17). Creative self-formation within the
determining confines of society and culture would appear to be one
of the proposals came like it went makes in response to this disfiguring
of both the landscape and the human beings within it.

. . So, too, is a greater sensitivity to what exists-willingly or
unwtlltngly-on the margins of an inexorable march toward mollifica-
tion. In "The Sky Is Falling," these margins cause hierarchies trouble:

[...)
Speaking of painters there is Duchamp.
Cities are made for walking talking
so much so ~ven J.P. Morgan left his home in Murray Hill
when the neIghborhood was rezoned for shopping.
It's vulgar. Born into the vulgar class,

I don't mind sleeping in the kitchen
with spatulas or the cook occasionally.
There we are-students
of radical expression building blocks of brillo
a la Andy Warhol on the chchshopping block.

Clock me, we don't know no better. Suddenly,
the button holding my hair
to my head lights like a Vegas marquee
carrying the words-pop assemblage line.
Get in line, buy retooled revolting slogans,
~.g., everyday people drive to their everyday job
In an everyday sedan.

a cartoon of myself
wearing wigs of steel wool.

Keep the hard hat on in the danger zone, watch for falling rocks.
On Madison Avenue the skyscrapers unglue,
a sign the guys who rule our skies
are unhappy with things down here, so beware.
Last month a giant neon parking sign fell
on the head of a Philadelphia Judge.

Speaking of Duchamp
the ad men know the ship named Desire
still docks and clocks the dough. (50-51)

The phrase "the sky is falling" is another metaphor for the idea of the
world turned upside down-that topsy-turvy moment when high and
low get all shook up: high art and Brillo pads, upper class and "vulgar
class," powdered wigs and "wigs of steel wool." This can result from
progressive social politics or from the quasi-democratization of the
market where consumers have access to products designating class
mobility, even if their actual place in society mostly belies this
possibility: "Such an understanding of class has moved away from the
conception rooted in the social relations of power, and toward a
notion based, for the most part, on income and credit.. .. While this
modern idea of class invested more and more people with the icono-
graphy of status, it also tended to mask the relations of power that
prevailed within society" (Ewen 1988: 68). This collapse of identity
into consumerism is the falling piano Fuchs as "cartoon of myself"
seeks to elude, even if the shadow he's standing under is rapidly
expanding.

The economic inflection to much of the language in Fuchs's
book roots it in material conditions specific to late twentieth-century
North American society, especially to a financial and service economy
such as the one that predominates in New York City. This employ-
ment of economic jargon is also part of a larger attempt to contest
from below-"down here"-the values and meanings given to
important signs in the culture: the myth of the political innocence of
"the cherry tree" (1 I -12), the concept of "love" (11), "gold" (26),
"work" (32), "money" (36), "Desire" (51), etc.; even the advertising
slogan "got milk?" is made to reveal a cold inhumanity (52). These
signs are all set up in Fuchs's poetry in order to be challenged and
inflected with a struggle over their significance, i.e., is desire seen as a
liberatory force or a crude tool "the ad men" use to sell products?
This struggle over the meaning of signs is fundamental to the work-
ings of language and ideology, though this doesn't mean the struggle
is inherent to language, but that it's waged by different social groups
within particular historical situations.



Similarly, the utopian moments that briefly surface in came
like it went (the first of these appears right away in the opening poem
when Fuchs writes: "Nothing matters / except being a champ for your
loves" [11]) are site-specific, stuck to locale in all its positive and
negative aspects. As the book unfolds, the reader comes to learn what
these loves are. But even these alternatives to an economic mind-set
constantly reference it. The danger resides in the speed in which
capital is able to aestheticize the discontents it creates, thereby turning
them into signs and images which must then be contested all over
again: "Get in line, buy retooled revolting slogans" (50). This is the
major battle Pop Art waged, and which has been waged by its
supporters and critics, with some saying Pop Art perpetuated this
commodification of the image, while others argue that it interrogates
it. Thus, the reference to Warhol and his Brillo pads in Fuchs's "The
Sky Is Falling." This contesting of signs has remained of primary
concern to different versions of the twentieth-century avant-garde,
even as consumer capital perfects its skills in using the illusion of
rebellion (and the actual formal techniques of avant-garde art) to sell
products, which is one of the factors that has led to the avant-garde's
wider absorption by mainstream institutional cultures.

Of the four books of poetry I'm discussing, Magdalena
Zurawski's chapbook Bruised Nickelodeon (2000) most consciously
utilizes the stylistic fragmentation and formalist self-reflexivity that
have become standard modes in experimental poetry over the past few
decades, and more recently in mainstream verse as well (see, for
instance, Jorie Graham's most recent book Swarm [2000]). Yet Bruised
Nickelodeon ends with a sparkling poem written out of the ballad
tradition, which, of course, is one of the oldest and most conventional
poetic forms in the English language. At the same time, it's a form
that has long harbored some of the most subversive content in English
and American culture, from an embracement of miscegenation and
cultural hybridity in surviving examples dating back to the early
modern period, to its use-beginning in the nineteenth century- by a
radicalized working class, to its expression of alternative politics
during the American folk revival of the latter half of the twentieth
century. By the end of her chapbook, Zurawski has modified an earlier
avant-garde aesthetics to reflect contemporary concerns. She does this
by replacing an emphasis on textual-based relations with a focus on
social relations. As in the poetry of Berrigan, Sharma, and Fuchs, this
opens up new ways of addressing questions of identity, representation,

community, politics, and culture.
Bruised Nickelodeon contains two extended serial poems

entitled "Ten Imaginary Love Poems for Joan of Arc" and "A Book of
Felled Musing." The serial poem form is one aspect of an approach to
gender and sexuality that's careful not to rigidly circumscribe them:
"[G]ender never exhibits itself in pure form but in the context oflives
that are shaped by a multiplicity of influences, which cannot be neatly
sorted out" (Bordo 1990: 150). Played out against the forces of history,
identities are shifting amalgams of class positions, ethnicities, genders,
sexual orientations, geographical locations, and various other elements.
As a result, notions of self become artificial constructions, and, as
Zurawski writes in "A Book of Felled Musing," "only dogs do what is
natural" ([29]). Similarly, the confusion surrounding Joan of Arc's
gender and sexuality is a crucial aspect of her historical representations.
This is evoked a number of times in "Ten Imaginary Love Poems for
Joan of Arc," as when "The little french girl becomes a deer / in boy's
clothing" ([9]). It was partly because of her refusal to conform to
traditional gender roles that Joan of Arc had to answer to the French
authorities.

This confrontation with power is rendered obliquely
throughout the pages of Bruised Nickelodeon. It tends to get played
out in a series of slippery dualisms between, for instance, the liberatory
articulalions of poetry and the constraints the everyday world puts on
this expression, between the creative structuring mind and the in-
scriptions power leaves on the body, and between subjectivity as self-
fashioned and the interpellated subject. Yet the different terms
contained in these dualisms are never kept completely separate from
each other. In fact, they aren't even made to function dialectically.
Instead, this dualistic logic is undermined at the end of the first poem:

Until the mad farmer
Falls from his perch and possesses
The sweet thick pitch from which he has
Been hiding. ([5])

This break with verticality and its accompanying hierarchies is followed
by a more associational mode in the second poem, complete with the
rhetoric of egalite: "We rhyme with the comrades of our dreams"
([6]). The creation of alternative communities and social formations
is clearly central to Bruised Nickelodeon, as is the difficulty in establish-
ing these communities. After all, they can't simply be written, read, or
dreamt into existence.

This concern with social formations makes it important to



resist hearing the voice in these poems-as with all of the poets under
consideration here-as an untethered lyrical "1." Zurawski's "Ballad
of the Concrete Tree" is an excellent example of the subject's rooted-
ness in material conditions, despite the ostensibly lyrical trappings:

What is time when I am not with my head?
I asked a bird in a concrete tree and it told me.
Time is what my head is not.
My head is only the wind that imagines me.

A banker in any time can catch a bird and choke a tree.
But a banker will not imagine a bird in a concrete tree
Or other things too small to eat.
My head is only the wind that imagines me.

I ate my heart when I put my head in a concrete cree.
It grew back like a starfish.
A starfish has five knees.
My head is only the wind that imagines me.

A bird is too small to eat
So it makes the sound of poetry.
On the first hard day I
Fed it my first broken knee.
I get scared when my heart sounds
Like a banker choking a concrete tree.
My head is only the wind that imagines me.

In the battle against the banker
A starfish can lose a knee.
As revenge it made the rhyme
That hung my body from a concrete tree.
My heart laughed when it fed the bird its last poetry.
My head is only the wind that imagines me. ([35])

Modifying Bikini Kill's anti-frat boy-grunge band boy-misogynist-
patriarch lyrics, "Hey! Do you believe there's anything / beyond troll-
guy reality?" (1998), the "Ballad of the Concrete Tree" partakes in a
struggle to create a place which may not be completely separate from
that of the banker, but can't be entirely destroyed by him/her either.
Nevertheless, "In the battle against the banker / A starfish can lose a
knee." What is striking about this poem is that despite its longings
for a more perfect world it doesn't erect an impermeable wall between
the realm of poetry and the domain of the banker. The "concrete
tree" shielding poetry turns out to be fairly porous. Similarly, the
banker's identity is dependent upon the world of poetry, if only

negatively: "Time is what my head is not."
Poetry's difference here exists in a critical imagination seek-

ing to express a set of material conditions distinct from those repre-
sented by the banker: "A banker in any time can catch a bird and
choke a tree. / But a banker will not imagine a bird in a concrete
tree." The inability to turn a profit on poetry is partly what makes it,
along with "other things too small to eat," unappealing. Or, as
Zurawski writes in the poem "What Skyscraper?": "What skyscraper
could have satisfied?" ([20]) the speculative voracity of financial
greed? Nevertheless, poetry has its own relations of production which
like the banker's world are dependent upon access to capital,
resources, and recognition. This is why the poet is "scared when my
heart sounds / Like a banker choking a concrete tree." Poetry's
utopias can just as quickly turn into dystopias, which is an awareness
found in the work of all four poets. This-along with the continuing
appropriation of alternative form and content by consumer capitalism,
specifically advertising-threatens to make poetry complicit with
reigning status quos and their ruling institutions.

At the same time, there are cracks in the edifices of power
through which people slip all the time, though in everyday life this
doesn't always occur consciously: "My head is only the wind that
imagines me. " One of the goals of the "Ballad of the Concrete Tree" is
to facilitate an understanding of this process. This is why the poem
commences with a question which the rest of the ballad addresses
without arriving at a final concrete answer. However, this is clearly
not yet another example of the overly celebrated trope concerning the
end of closure. As Classical or High Postmodernism becomes an
increasingly ossified style, textual indeterminacy for its own sake
sometimes becomes formulaic, and its results can feel, paradoxically
or not, predictable. Addressing these same issues less in terms of form
and style, Jeffrey Kastner writes: "Asking questions about real issues
and real people without worrying if they're ever answered may allow
for a comfortable sense of conceptual freedom, but it also suggests a
puzzling kind of disregard, not only for the act of questioning, but
also for those on whose behalf the questions are asked" (1999: 85).

The question and answer quality to "Ballad of the Concrete
Tree" makes dialogue, as distinguished from indeterminacy, the basis
for its approach to society and culture. In doing so, the poem displays
a sophisticated use of formal techniques placed in the service of larger
social issues. We don't need to think of this in terms of some kind of
art vanguard initiated world historical revolutionary moment; instead,
it might be more useful to conceive of this relationship as a dialogue
between poetry and the particular communities and institutions



which help to generate it. In the end, this seeming modesty about
poetry may be what finally makes it once again politically and cultural-
ly relevant to people's lives.

"We. will remember the art of the '90s for, among other things, its
m~nad acts of.stag:d disappearance into the larger culture landscape,"
wn~es ]an Avglkos In Artforum's Best 0/ the '90s:A Special Issue (I 20). I
heSItate to generalize about poetry in the '90s, but I think a similar
movement~though to a lesser extent-can be seen in poetry as well.
The four writers whose work I've examined can all be understood as
part of a shift away from a more strictly formalist approach to poetry
and toward a writing that partially erases the boundaries between art
an~ :ulture. In t~eir ~ork, ~ultural politics begins to supersede textual
~olItlC~, because If we re gOIng to try to talk seriously about the rela-
tionshIps between cultural products and social formations then we
can't :educe either of these to a set of formal devices or re~ding
praeuces. At this point in time, these latter approaches are affiliated
With. a~ade~ic discourses surrounding the avant-garde, which I'd like
~o dlstIng~lsh to a certain degree from the difficult work that goes
Into creating communities on the margins of institutional power.

Another way of thinking about this is to say that "form follows
culture" (Ypma 1994: 207). This is not simply a question of realism,
because the real is exactly what's being contested. The better known
id.ea .that form follows content or function isolates particular elements
WithIn the larger cultures shaping a work of art. It doesn't, however,
negate .them, but instead focuses on the ideological issues that preoc-
cupy dIfferent communities. It also means our knowledge of a cultural
product must take into account the contexts in which it is created
and the people creating i~. This is not simply a question of biography,
but ~f more comprehensIvely understanding the determining and
framl~g cult~r~l contexts and socio-economic conditions that prob-
lematlz~ tradl~lonal ap~roaches to the subject-whether classically
humal1lst, radIcally anti-humanist, or somewhere in between. At the
same time, it can no,": be seen that an emphasis on human agency
was one of the more Important developments in art and criticism
during the 1990s.

This is related to, but not synonymous with, an interest in
transgressive subjectivity, which foregrounds both the ways in which
individual~ express ~hemselves and the powers that seek to shape and
contr~1 thts expreSSl~n. Appropriately enough, much of this type of
work ~sconcerned ~Ith the body and its experiences of gender and
sexualtty',~at Mana Damon calls "the subversive radical subjectivity
of poetry ISone of the concerns found in the work of the four

writers I've been discussing (8). I would also include an emphasis on
context and material conditions; an interest in subcultures and
marginalization; a collapsing distinction between art and culture; an
understanding of form less as a set of inherited avant-garde techniques
and more as an expression of social history; a dialogic approach to
creating meaning; a slackening of inhibitions regarding affectivity in
poetry; an interest in social and personal documentation; a contesting
of the linguistic sign that does more than deconstruct it; a thinking
through of identity and difference; a site-specific and localist
approach to representation; etc.

Ultimately, one gets the sense from reading these writers that
poetry is in service to its surrounding communities. Thus, poetry
becomes a civic act, whether real or imagined, just as poetry is always in
dialogue with the communities and institutions supporting it. The key
for artists, critics, and audiences is to link up poetry and its communi-
ties, because poetry's social and political effects are not located in its
formal devices, but in relation to both its production and reception in
the world. Moreover, if poetry contains the possibility of articulating
alternative sets of values, then this allows for a definition of subcultures
which has the potential to go beyond (or beneath) the level of style, a
problem Dick Hebdige never quite resolves in Subculture: The Meaning
a/Style (except, perhaps, in his discussion of reggae music and Rasta-
farianism [c(, 40». This dilemma of alternative and/or style is an
important one in the work of Berrigan, Sharma, Fuchs, and Zurawski.
How could it not be for a group of writers for whom Nirvana's explo-
sion into American youth culture in the early '90s was, for better or
worse, a landmark event?

The fact that we can delineate a positive set of criteria for
this work means it's not "post-" anything-neither "post-postmodern"
nor "post-Language [Poetry]," which are two recent descriptions
bandied about in an attempt to get a grasp on the heterogeneous and
heterodox aspects of contemporary poetry. To use the phrase "post-
postmodern" or "post-Language" reduces the plurality of poetries
practiced by an entire generation of writers to a pre-established set of
formal techniques, something we shouldn't wish on anybody. More-
over, as Stuart Hall writes, echoing Gramsci's definition of hegemony:
"Hegemony can only be maintained so long as the dominant classes
'succeed in framing all competing definitions within their range'"
(Hebdige 1979: 16). These particular "post-" descriptions also cause
us to lose our historical bearings, which is not so great in the wake of
the '90s, a historically rudderless decade during which all styles and
periods became so easily appropriable (even parachute pants had a
brief revival near the end of the decade!) that "retro" has been



rendered an almost meaningless concept.
Of course, parachute pants were all the rage in the mid-'80s,

right around the time Ronald Reagan was elected to a second term as
President of the U.S., Margaret Thatcher was ruthlessly extending her
power in Britain, and The Smiths were singing: "When you say it's
gonna happen 'now' / Well, when exactly do you mean?" in "How
Soon Is Now?" (1985). It's a good question, given the obsession with
the latest trend, product, or fashion in North American culture and
the way Ezra Pound's dictum "Day by day make it new" has become
one of Madison Avenue's chief axioms (1972: 265). But there's a
sense of both deferment and loss in the song that's resistant to a con-
sumer capitalism in which the newest product promises immediate
gratification, and identity and self-worth are items to be purchased,
after first being selected from the pages of a glossy lifestyle magazine.
Unfortunately, it didn't take long for The Smiths to become a part of
so-called "alternative" consumer culture. And just this past year,
Johnny Marr's unmistakable and haunting guitar riff on "How Soon
Is Now?" could be heard in the background of a television commercial
hawking mid-size sedans.

. ~he tension ~etween artistic innovation and its absorption
by capitalist consumerIsm has spanned much of the twentieth centu-
ry. I~ his own reflections on emerging poets (including Anselm
BerrIgan), Tom Devaney describes it as: "How do we deal with the
revol~tio.n ag~inst ,~hegiven when the revolution against the given is
the reigning given? (1999: 57). Inverting this formulation, it's possible
to see that as the twentieth century progressed status quos of all kinds
be~ame more.~exible while at the same time endeavoring to limit
serIOUSOpposltlon to them. Similarly, the underground shopping con-
course beneath the World Trade Towers cruelly mimics the thousands
of small businesses that the whole massive complex destroyed or dis-
placed when it was being built. Poetry and cultural products of all
sorts hel.p c~mmunities survive and flourish. Berrigan's Integrity &
Dramattc Life, Sharma's Bliss to Fill, Fuchs's came like it went, and
Z~rawski's .Bruised Nickelodeon are books produced by small presses
Wlt~ very little money and almost no institutional support. But the
options these books present for thinking about the relation between
poetry and its accompanying social and cultural conditions are an
invaluable and timely resource.
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