
Bad Conscience:
At the Page Mothers Conference

I wrote most of the following for the SUNY Buffalo "Poetics List" in
March 1999, so it suffers from a certain amount of slapdashivity; for
the pages of Tripwire I'll try to condense this, my report on the "Page
Mothers" conference at UCSD on the weekend of March 5-7, 1999.
I wrote from an oblique, Jamesian angle, since I certainly wasn't
central to the events being a male observer, a novelist, hardly a poet at
all and not much of a theorist. I left San Francisco with Dodie
Bellamy very much in her wake, since she not I had been invited to
speak, and the natural sunlight and freshness of La Jolla gave me that
old jaded feeling like an especially reptilian Norman Maine. In
George Cukor's A Star Is Born (1954) James Mason walks into the
ocean after realizing he's become a hasbeen when people come up to
him and say, didn't you use to be Norman Maine? That's why when
Judy Garland wins the Oscar she pauses a minute at the podium and
announces, "Hello everybody-this is Mrs. Norman Maine."

At the San Diego airport the feeling of dislocation set in once I
spotted Taylor Brady wandering around and I said, "What are you
doing here at the airport?" and it turned out he had come to pick us
up. (Throughout the whole weekend this sensation repeated itself,
the rupture that comes of seeing one's friends from San Francisco in a
whole new light, literally, a light serene, pale and unclouded.) We
were staying at the Radisson La Jolla, a hotel at the foot of the
campus near the Medical Center so you could walk back and forth
from conference to hotel-as if. And at 3:30 or so we boarded a
shuttle with Myung Mi Kim and Standard Schaefer and wound up at
the site, the huge strange library that rises from the ground like
Minas Morgul in layers of solar panels and black mirrors, to attend
the cocktail (well, wine and cheese type) party that opened the con-
ference. A few hours later Rae Armantrout gave a welcoming speech
that hit most of the notes of congratulation, celebration, ete. Though
throughout the weekend there was this constant note of warning that,
although women had "made it" in a certain way and their achieve-
ments over the past 30 years are undeniable, success is transitory,



might all be yanked at any moment by a new cultural upheaval. This
theme came back in different ways many times, but none more clear-
ly as when Armantrout told us the story of Hypatia, the Greek
writerllibrarian/publisher who founded a great library and then it was
all destroyed and she herself torn to pieces by Christians.

The opening panel was called "A Little History." (All of the panels
were conceived in very broad terms so that you couldn't guess what
X or Y would actually be talking about.) Michael Davidson's paper
involved some transgender shenanigan frame in which we were invited
to think of him as a kind of woman; this made some audience mem-
bers restless if not actually confused. Beyond this frame Davidson
described the conception and writing and reception of Ntozake
Shange's For Colored Girls who Have Considered Suicide When the
Rainbow is Enuf Kathleen Fraser spoke after him. The celebratory
note of the conference was continued here, as in many other papers
which were testimonial in nature, autobiographical accounts of how-
1-founded-this-that-and-the-other-press. Simone Fattal was not on
hand to read Etel Adnan's paper as both women found themselves
unexpectedly called to Paris or Beirut, but Harryette Mullen came
through and discussed a pair of novels from the 70s that have not
received much critical attention-buried treasures-books written
by African-American women from an experimental and linguistically
challenging stance, and Mullen focused most of her paper on one of
them, Fran Ross' Oreo of which I had never heard. Expect to hear
more about this later. Finally, Patricia Dienstfrey ended the panel
with an account of the operations of Kelsey St. Press of Berkeley and
announced that Kelsey St. was roughly doubling up its publication
schedule and will now be printing four books a year instead of two.
We heard so much about Fran Ross and Ntozake Shange that, walk-
ing after dark back towards the hotel, many were heard to wonder
why they were not the guests of honor. So powerful is the advocacy
of Davidson and Mullen-Mullen's even more, I think, than
Davidson's-that we began to think of these writers in a different way
and indeed, in the case of Ross, for the first time ever. (Mullen says
she is at a preliminary stage of her quest for Ross, she doesn't even
know if she's alive or ever wrote anything else beyond the distin-
guished Oreo.)

So, some people went to a restaurant II Torino nearby but I had such
a bad headache I went back to the hotel and passed out and woke up

around midnight and made Dodie watch First Blood (Rambo, Part I)
with me, a great movie. Now I'm thinking, this must have been less
of a headache than advance warning signs of a bad conscience.

The next day's panels began at 8:30. And as I was leaving the hotel
room the toilet overflowed so Dodie and I had a terrible fight. "Oh
sure! Leave me with this mess! I have to finish my paper, can't you
stay and help these plumber people?" "Can't you take care of some-
thing byyourselffor a change?" "Oh look who's talking-Mr. Home-
1mprovement-Can't- Even-Turn-on-the- VCR!" Meanwhile Spanish-
only speakers in maid's uniforms were moving around our suite look-
ing puzzled, mops and buckets clanging and clattering. San Diego is
strange since everyone in front of the scenes, so to speak, is quite
blonde but behind the scenes the people who do the work are
uniformly Mexican. "I want to go to the conference!" I had my
poquito Spanish. "I can't even take a shower," Dodie moaned, "there
are all these people here who don't know what I want!" "When you
were married," I shouted, "to that Puerto Rican fireman you should
have listened harder." Oh, it was ugly. But it's funny how once out of
the door you can slap this amiable nice guy look on your face and no
one will ever know? At 7:30 Maureen Owen and I found ourselves
alone on the shuttle to the library so I introduced myself and then
we went to the side entrance door of the library and pulled on it as
we had been instructed previously. What chaos since apparently the
door had been left unlocked all night long and the alarms sounded
and a series of Brechtian, David Bowie Station-to-Station strobe lights
came on!! That woke me up but good. Luckily we were not arrested,
though it was eerie being in the deserted library. I forgot to mention
that all these panels were held at the "Geisel Room" named after the
great benefactor to UCSD, Theodor Geisel (Dr. Seuss), and the
library was celebrating him by mounting a show of many of his origi-
nal drawings and paintings, so it was Dr. Seuss everywhere. Panelists
spoke in front of a large reproduction of the famous Cat in the Hat
(teal, red, white stripes) who never looked more bizarre if you ask me.
I made a really good photo of Lyn Hejinian, lean, sinuous, catlike,
sharp, posed accidentally against the Cat in the Hat litho and it is like
"Separated at Birth."

At 8:30 a respectable crowd arrived for the "Poetics" panel. Myung
Mi Kim opened the event with a poetically written talk about frag-
mentation, misspoken or misheard syllables, the partiality of writing.



I think you, David, and you, Yedda, were there in San Francisco
when Myung gave her talk so when I tell you that she began by
querying why does there always have to be a podium you will nod in
recognition. Carla Harryman was energetic with a tremendously
thought out account of poetics which I can't describe well or para-
phrase, we will have to wait for the printed version of these papers to
decide what exactly was being enacted. Brenda Hillman and Martha
Ronk gave accounts of their own poetics, illustrated with their own
poems; both were engaging and actually wonderful speakers, but I
could see the clock ticking away; already the panels were on overtime
by the time Lyn Hejinian got up to speak. (I wonder if this anxiety
about time has as its root something sexual about it, what do you
guys think?) With her own eye on the clock Hejinian read rapidly
from a series of notes (again, it will be great to read the whole paper)
on different Greek concepts of writing pleasure. The third panel was
about the canon, and this panel resembled a regular panel most of all
due to the presence on it of actual literary critics and historians. Mary
Margaret Sloan's paper on the "poem of dominion" was based on an
essay she had written ten years before for How(ever), which she passed
around. She discussed its fragmentary nature, an enactment of the
poetics she wrote of, but said that part of its elliptical quality was
based on fear, her own fear of being understood, and recounted to the
amusement and horror of all several incidents from her own career in
which various unnamed male poets treated her horribly. I recognized
a few of these incidents myself. These unnamed men who said terrible
things were wraiths at the conference, their voices acerbic, crackling
and mean like The Grinch Who Stole Christmas. One man told Sloan,
who had embarked on her Moving Borders project, "You're not smart
enough to compile an anthology. You don't even know who Bjork is.
You're old; why don't you just die nou?" So there was this distressing
image of being told to die that was quite affecting. There was also the
sense that Sloan had raised the stakes by attesting to actual abuse or
at any rate, a great opposition like Sauron waiting just outside the
conference room doors.

book Pamela: A Novel. In this spirit Dodie and I made a special issue
of our zine, Mirage #4IPeriod[ical}-we had asked many Bay Area
women poets/publishers/editors to give us one page of their current
or representative creative work-even the ones who were not attend-
ing the conference-and we gave copies of the assembled issue out
free at the conference. To about eighty people. "Are you doing this to
make people feel better?" Margy asked me when I told her about the
idea. "Yesand no," I said, and we went ahead and did our issue (#84)
featuring Dodie, Mary Burger, Cydney Chadwick, Norma Cole,
Beverly Dahlen, Patricia Dienstfrey, Kathleen Fraser, Susan Gevirtz,
Lauren Gudath, Lyn Hejinian, Brenda Hillman, Myung Mi Kim,
Pamela Lu, Laura Moriarty, Rena Rosenwasser, Jocelyn Saidenberg,
Leslie Scalapino, Kathy Lou Schultz, Mary Margaret Sloan, and
Elizabeth Treadwell. And you, Yedda, too. A long list, but to our
shame not exhaustive-"but why didn't you have Maxine Chernoff?"
someone said. The reason was that we had just featured Chernoff the
month before (but it wouldn't have killed you to print her work two
months in a row?) "And what about Jean Day, she's been the manag-
ing editor of Representations for years and years and she never gets any
credit for thad" Well, we forgot. And we didn't even know that
Colleen Lookingbill and Elizabeth Robinson had already embarked
on their "Ether Dome" project ... but why didn't we know? Out of
the loop? I had a bad conscience about these and other omissions. I
felt like Meryl Streep in Sophie's Choice-okay not that bad, but bad
indeed.

Celebration and optimism were made concrete in that many partici-
pants had brought or announced their new books and magazines just
in time for this Conference, so it was like Christmas in a way for we
got to see many new books, etc., gathered on these long tables in one
corner of the Geisel Room and we all flocked around them to see
what was new. Among these Pam's book was a huge hit, the Atelos

I broke off right in the middle of the "canon" panel just as Maureen
Owen was about to launch into her personal history of Telephone
magazine and Telephone books. Christanne Miller and Lynn Keller
next appeared together and divided their presentation into two halves;
the first recounted rapidly the history of women editing projects in
the era of, um, say 1915-1930, Margaret Anderson, Jane Heap, Lola
Ridge, Kay Boyle, Sylvia Beach, Harriet Monroe etc. etc., a dozen
more, and showed how these women ushered in modernism in a
large scale and how this tendency gradually faded away during the
Depression and the women themselves effaced as modernism promot-
ed itself as a male, even macho, movement, with women's contribu-
tions forgotten or nearly so. Lynn Keller then performed the contrast
of the 1990s and all were struck by the unusual similarities and dif-
ferences between the two eras. It made your hair stand on end. About
this time Dodie finally showed up and through a glance across the



room I knew I had been for some reason forgiven for not having
stayed to help her deal with the sewage back up. The next panelist
was Libbie Rifkin of the University of Alabama who gave, I thought,
a great paper contrasting, very subtly and seriously, the editing styles
of Anne Waldman and Bernadette Mayer during the heyday of the
2nd NY School and how, editing The World, Anne Waldman created
this miniature universe of poets, all of whom could "fit in her bed-
room," treating them all as creatures of rare fame and value, whereas
Mayer, in 0 to 9 and Unnatural Acts, continually played with collabo-
rative values of non-agency, anonymity, textuality, etc. I'm not doing
this paper much justice but it was exhilarating to listen to. Then the
morning was over and we went to lunch in the nearby Student Union
and I took more photos. Everywhere we went people were friendly
and acted as though I had every right to be there, and Dodie and I
were driven around every place we wanted to go-and then I began
questioning my privilege in that nagging way that you, David, are so
familiar with: I started recusing myself: I'm not even a woman, why
do I get to stay in this hotel room for free? Down the hall Pamela Lu,
Lauren Gudath, Giovanni Singleton and Renee Gladman were all
squeezed into a room the same size as mine. Maybe they were having
fun, but isn't "fun" something that happens in despite? I felt guilty for
taking up space-you've felt that way, I know you have, it's only
human. My self-consciousness was imploding, I felt like a creaky old
envelope in the sunny Food Court, blown from umbrella to umbrella,
bench to bench, skittering along the concrete like a piece of Cracker
Jack. My God, Travis, Mara, Jill and so forth all drove down from the
Bay Area and it must be a thousand miles! Allover San Diego people
were bedding down on poets' floors and sleeping bags and old futons
and probably outside in the desert and yes, because they wanted
Dodie I got to come along too but if I had had to pay I would have
said, "Uh, no, thanks, that's okay. "

catalogued the papers for the Archive, rose and gave his talk,
announced as a kind of love song and indeed it was and then Lee
Ann Brown's paper was similar, an alphabetical list of words and top-
ics and titles on which she expanded from long memory, memoir,
anecdote, and quotation. Most of us in the audience loved it. Leslie
Scalapino followed with a disquisition on/against "lineage" which
made some abrupt, mind boggling jumps among the work of Mayer,
Rodrigo Toscano and Bob Grenier, warning us against the cult of per-
sonality in poetry and how the worship of the "Revered figure" could
cloud our minds against the thought of the poem. This was hard to
follow in pans but salutary, I suppose. Juliana Spahr had the difficult
task of presenting a more conventional paper on Mayer's Sonnets but I
thought it the most satisfYing of the four talks and has made me re-
read the Sonnets in a new way after hearing her and nodding and
doors opening in my mind like Ingrid Bergman's dream in
Spellbound. Well done everybody. It turned out that the students in
one of Mayer's long ago Poets in the Schools classes had nicknamed
her "Mrs. Poetry" and she had written this nickname on one of her
notebooks the Mandeville now owned. "Hey! Here comes Mrs.
Poetry!" This explanation I believed on the one hand and disbelieved
with the other. Where was this? I wanted to know. Was this a New
YOrk classroom or some kind of RKO studio film of the 30s with the
Bowery Boys???

The fourth panel was called "Mrs. Poetry" and was devoted to the
work of Bernadette Mayer. It must have made some of the panelists
nervous to have Mayer sitting right there in front of them grinning
like a Cheshire cat. What if she took into her head to interrupt any of
them while they spoke? I wouldn't have done this panel for 100
dollars, and what an inane title, enough to make a cat groan. Brad
Westbrook introduced this panel pointing out that the Mandeville
Collection, behind the Geisel Room where we sat, owns the Bernadette
Mayer papers (1958-1995), and then Stephen Cope, who had

The final panel was on the Future. Laura Moriarty's talk was on the
possibilities of the Internet, Web, etc., but focussed on the tendencies
of "avant-garde" poetry to merge together so that people are writing
more and more like each other (provocative) and then rather chilling-
ly said that the future is out of our hands since the machines them-
selves, smart as they are, were planning, or perhaps not planning,
even now to blend their technological knowledge with our human
knowledge. I took this to mean that although we don't know it Bill
Gates et al have already determined our future but afterwards she
said, no, it was the machines themselves (shades of Dean Koontz'
Demon Seed with my favorite, Julie Christie). Pamela Lu spoke on
behalf of the Berkeley-based Idiom collective. Faced with the incredi-
ble cheapness of web publishing the Idiom boys and girls were para-
doxically tempted to spend incredible amounts of $$$$ on precious
object/ books, as one tendency prompted its exact opposite, an irrec-
oncilable split in desires and needs. Renee Gladman's paper was an
incendiary one in which she challenged the makers of anthologies to



increase the percentage of writers of color in them. No longer would
she put up with an anthology of 25 writers of whom 3 or 4 were peo-
ple of color. (Was this the Talisman New (American) Poets anthology?
The Moving Borders anthology? The conference itself? Well we all got
the picture.) Dodie Bellamy spoke-oh, just brilliantly, of course!-
but she was overshadowed by the final speaker, Marjorie Perloff, who
gave the talk that had many people livid afterward. (Though I missed
part of it being so moved by Dodie's speech I had to have a cigarette
outside the house of Seuss.) The hot points here were three, that
much current work hailed as "innovative" is not-and she had this
look in her eye as though she were hinting heavily that this was true
of many of the writers in the room. The second point was that the
so-called theory or criticism written by poets is horrible. She gave
some examples, here naming names, such as Ann Lauterbach.
The third hot point was her blanket pronouncement that
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E magazine had been a male-dominated oli-
garchy and that women had stayed out of the debate. Had stayed out
of the "originary moment." As soon as it was over Carla Harryman
jumped up, red in the face, flustered, to say that although she had
much respect for Perloff's accomplishments she (Perloff) had now
damaged herself irretrievably in her (Harryman's) eyes by erasing the
theoretical work done by women in the early years of the "Language"
movement. One thing led to another and soon all were shouting,
stabbing the air with hands, asking questions, firing off charges of
"revisionism" on all sides, totally animated free for all. That the panels
proper should end on this heated note (Fate decreed it so, like the
end of Nightwood) was exactly fitting, but this resolution had to it
also an undertone of despair, for elements of doubt, overdetermina-
tion, fear had crept into the Geisel Room almost in a Trojan Horse
way. Please understand that my misconstrual of these debates is not a
purposive one, I didn't feel, even as it was happening, that I knew
what was being enacted before my eyes. Others will have different
takes on these events and all of them will be as accurate as mine. But
I tried as best I could to grok it. Then it was time for dinner and we
trooped off to the Faculty Club which was about a quarter of a mile
away, probably less by daylight. And after dinner there was a grand
old-fashioned kind of reading by Maureen Owen and Bernadette
Mayer.

Mark Weiss, who was at the Page Mothers conference, wrote to the
Poetics List that he didn't at all hear the tone I found so dominant-

the anxiety that women writers might lose the ground they've recently
gained. Funny, since I felt it throughout, from Hejinian's exhortations
that every day one must wrest victory from defeat and fight allover
again, to the constant use of the word "erasure," which one heard
again and again (e.g. Harryman accusing Perloff of having erased the
work of every woman in the room) and then in Dodie's speech to the
conference, she evoked the spectre of Marc Lepine, the Canadian
engineer who in early December 1989 walked into the University of
Montreal and killed 14 women, and wounded a dozen others, simply
because feminism had ruined his life. (Dodie spoke in the context of
backlash in general, particularly a weird phone message she got at her
office accusing her of feminism for having invited nine women to
read at Small Press Traffic during the months of March and April
1999). But I do appreciate that all of us who were at the conference
came away with different takes on it and I hope that my example will
show that hey, write something about it, it doesn't have to be com-
plete, nor even interesting per se.

So, there we were in this luxurious faculty club listening to Maureen
Owen read, I had never heard her before, nor even realized that
many of her poems have alternate titles, nor the funky surrealism of
her poetry, sometimes charming, sometimes a little Brautigan-esque.
The showpiece was a longer and more intense poem about another
true crime, a Muslim NY woman who, not wanting her children to
grow up in a racist world, pushed them out of the window of their
12th story apartment building, this chilling poem very much in the
Sapphire vein that looked deep into a disturbed mind and located the
listener there, identification and analysis hand in hand. When
Bernadette Mayer began reading the crowd really sat up and cheered.
She too read of a crime, the poem she wrote for SCOtt Gibson's Blood
and Tearsanthology of poems for Matthew Shepard, the young gay
student who was beaten to death in Laramie in October 1998, his
body left tied to an old fence so that passersby thought he was a
scarecrow. Perhaps for many of us this was our first exposure to
Mayer, so she embodied something of the "Revered figure" that Leslie
Scalapino had warned us about earlier, the living legend. Her "living-
ness" also, miraculous as it seems after her near-fatal stroke a few
years back, and her remarkable recovery, has to it a Gothic edge, like
the Ancient Mariner (though she's not exactly old of course), perhaps
we are simultaneously drawn to and repelled by someone who has
"died" already and come back, or is this just me, and in any case is it
wrong to say? After the reading many went on to a lesbian dance bar,
"Flame," in San Diego proper, but I was kind of beat and made



Dodie take me back to the hotel bar where we sat listening to a piano
man sing the old time melodies of the 50s and 60s and talked with
Fanny Howe, Owen, and Mayer, over a whole slew of Cosmopolitans
far into the wee hours of the morning, talking about everything that
had happened at the conference, and many many other topics. Fanny
announced she had a crush on Piero Heliczer after reading his poems
in the new issue of Shiny magazine, and Owen and Mayer reminisced
about the real-life Heliczer and how she, Howe, was lucky not to
have run into him in real life in late 60s NY because he was a menace
and completely mad. Dodie had me give the pianist money to play
her theme song, "My Funny Valentine" (her birthday is Valentine's
Day), and Bernadette got me to ask him to play (but I forgot to ask
for what reason) "Under the Boardwalk," and he did.

soon as they had finished reading, for their shuttles were there to take
them to the airport, so I didn't get a chance to say goodbye to many,
you're there one moment and then you're gone, just like life. Anyhow
I see I'm running out of time and I didn't even write down a list of all
the readers, all of whom did very very well, so I will try to condense
myself. Dodie and I were extremely proud of the good showings put
on by the young San Francisco writers, including Giovanni Singleton,
Kathy Lou Schultz, Renee Gladman, Pamela Lu and Taylor Brady;
Bill Luoma brought down the house as usual; Lyn Hejinian read from
a new long poem (called) Happily; a duo of Jen Hofer and Summi
Kaipa brought off a performance piece based on Hejinian and
Harryman's collaboration The Wide Road (which I wouldn't have
thought could be done, but they did it); a young New York poet
called Alastair (sp?) Julian (sp?) of whom I had not heard was very
touching, or rather chic not touching; and then it all seemed to wind
up to a close with Dodie's reading from The Letters of Mina Harker
and Rae Armantrout wound up last, powerful, triumphant, grinning
and standing there, as wave after wave of applause washed over her in
thanks for her part in organizing the conference.

The next morning we spent packing and then squeezed into the little
convertible of Standard Schaefer with Lauren Gudath and Pam Lu,
and all our luggage and then on to breakfast on the same block as the
Faultline Theater, where Stephen Cope and Joe Ross were setting up
for this massive poetry reading featuring many of the participants in
the conference. Well, we've all been to this kind of thing before, but
this was an especially interesting reading, much more lively and fun
that it had any right to be, for the program was a long one and the
space isn't all that big and plenty of people came to hear and see and
unwind, and people could only read for 5 to 7 minutes otherwise
they would be put in jail (a prop for the current Faultline production,
there was an actual jail cell on stage, with Lee Ann Brown sitting in
it.) For one reason or another, Cope had figured out the order of the
program should be in reverse alphabetical order, a delightful decision
that always had one guessing who would read next. It must have been
great for those, like Scalapino and Mary Margaret Sloan, who usually
bring up the rear at these mass events, and I think we should try it in
San Francisco. Thus the reading began with Bobbie West, a local San
Diego writer whom I had never met and whose book Scattered
Damage from Meow Books is terrific. The next reader was Diane
Ward, whom we had missed seeing at the conference but who proved
available to come to this Sunday reading. It was great news to hear
that Littoral Books is going to bring out a book by Ward and I told
her, I would have walked to San Diego to hear you read for five min-
utes, you are the best. Or perhaps the best was Juliana Spahr, who
read her wonderful poem "We," really I think (I'm thinking now) her
masterpiece, this expansive, inclusive, hyper-realistic yet surreal poem
about constituency, foreignness, and enduring love. This reading had
a valedictory quality to it, as many readers had to up and leave as

With Joel Kuszai, Joe Ross, John Granger, Stephen Cope, Rick
Burkhardt, Bill Mohr, Hung Q. Tu, et al, all living in San Diego and
of course the more established figures Michael Davidson, Quincy
Troupe, Jerome Rothenberg, David Antin, one did get the feeling
there's a lot of writing going on in San Diego but that it's now largely
a man's world, and that this female incursion into its dominion had
the unteal status of a dream. Like many others, I'm very grateful to
Howe and Armantrout for putting on the event, and to Kuszai,
Granger, Ross and Cope for being so hospitable to us at every turn.
Yes, there was X amount of friction, yes the debates about inclusivity,
elitism, racism and revisionism hatched at the "Page Mothers" confer-
ence will color our world for a long time to come, and yes I had some
bleak moments, some dark moments, in which I realized that my
charm-such as it is-and happy go luckiness weren't enough, that
goodwill isn't enough, that I'll have to change my life in some horrid
scary Rilkean way. But I had a terrific time and I hope they do it
again. I forget now why the two of you didn't come. Was it that you
were sick? I kept thinking they should have had a panel on illness (or
on the body somehow). "Not Feeling Well." Or were you busy with
something else? Whatever; in any case I kept thinking of you both
the whole time.


