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Say After Me:Conversation with Wayne Koestenbaumfn1

WAYNE KOESTENBAUM: When asked to think about poetry, I can only think about prose, or Déodat de Séverac, or Pet Sounds.

MAGGIE NELSON: That seems right and just. It reminds me of the opening of Anne Carson’s Economy of the Unlost, where she talks about having to write on Celan and Simonides at the same time, because if she picked just one, she’d end up “settling”: the worst thing. Or bored: equally bad.

WK: Now I’m writing an essay about artist Amy Sillman and using this assignment to understand why poetic lines are often so claustrophobic for me. Odd, that while writing an essay I’m more inventive with “poetic lines” than when I’m writing a poem …

MN: I’ve been reading Schopenhauer, who is completely hilarious and, for some reason, more heartening to me than anybody even vaguely uplifting. He postulates suffering as one surefire way to avoid boredom. Unless suffering gets boring—then I guess you’re sunk.

WK: Can’t believe you’re actually reading Schopenhauer. I’ve never cracked the spine of that one. Today I threw out an old unread Aristophanes paperback.

MN: The Schopenhauer is all aphorisms—not very hard to crack. That’s about the only kind of philosophy I can read, anyway.

WK: Joseph Joubert never actually wrote a book, only aphorisms and fragments that were his warm-up for a book he never arrived at …

MN: Lately I’ve been trying to stay focused on this prose “sequel” to Jane, which I’ve modeled (loosely) on Peter Handke’s A Sorrow Beyond Dreams. Although whereas his language is flat, exacting, and excruciating, I worry that mine’s just flat.

WK: I never dug Peter Handke’s Sorrow. Maybe I wasn’t sorrowful enough when I read it. I’m finding it hard to finish my Sillman essay, mostly because, I realize, I’m APPROVAL ADDICTED. (A self-help book I saw advertised on the F train: Approval Addiction—and how to get over it.)

MN: This AA seems like a group I could really dig.

WK: How’s your shoulder? Mine hurts. Say something about how writing damages the body. (Somehow Plath’s “the blood jet is poetry” fits in here.)

MN: Thanks for asking—mine hurts too. I’ve just moved to California, where they’re much more concerned with bodily well-being than in NYC, and the computer keyboard that CalArts has bought me has a sticker under the space bar that reads NOTE: SOME EXPERTS BELIEVE THAT THE USE OF ANY KEYBOARD MAY CAUSE SERIOUS INJURY. As if the keyboard were a rock of crack instead of a keyboard.

Poetry has never injured me, bodily, but prose has. My process of writing poems has so much more BODY in it: I write on napkins, in notepads, on receipts, etc., and then put it all down in one place and tote the pages with me to different locales. But prose makes me feel like my ass is waxed to the chair. Instead of marking time, prose makes it disappear. Whole days, lost to the wormhole of work. Perhaps you and I have this in common: rhetorically we privilege indolence, but we both really like to work.

WK: We’re both weirdly giddy. Nervous, afraid to offend, jumpy, a combination of focused and scattered … I’m fascinated by what you said long ago about the poetics of fast-talking. Do you speak more quickly than I? I think I’ve slowed down with age, I used to be a mile-a-minute guy … When very young, I stuttered; I still tend to hesitate. Self-interruption is why I love Robert Walser. His voice—at once grandiose and shattered, nervously observing itself crawl through syntax—helped me write Moira Orfei in Aigues-Mortes.

MN: The necessary and sheer rush of energy I get from talking to you has much to do with our mutual speediness. It’s a drug, really—sometimes I can get to talking so fast with you that I feel like I’m about to skid off the planet. I probably do talk faster than you, but only because I’ve yet to master the art of talking very fast while remaining understandable. You pause for effect, you enunciate clearly.

WK: If I pause, as you say, for effect, that’s a teacherly affectation, or fatigue, or a consciousness that what I’m about to say might be offensive—a wish to gain mileage from indecision, via the pause. Plus I love commas, semicolons, colons, periods, paragraph breaks, line breaks, any chance to stop in medias res.

MN: We have never talked about our mutual history in speech therapy.

WK: I remember going into some trailer? I’ve “blocked” the memory (how melodramatic!). My first-grade teacher told me I stuttered. I remember being caught inside the stutter; it seemed not a stigma but a decorative peculiarity, an embroidery.

MN: I’m remembering that great part of your essay on James Schuyler where you compare the stutter in his untitled villanelle with Bishop’s stutter in the final line of “One Art,” and talk about them as “two great postmodern statements of the poetics of the closet.” Coming out/staying in: seems like we both have the desire to offend while also being afraid of offending fatally, as it were: a recipe for shame if I ever heard one!

I too have “blocked” speech therapy. What I haven’t blocked is the metal device once affixed to the roof of my mouth with a little spike on it that pricked me every time I tried to put my tongue against my front teeth to make a lispy “s.” My speech took on a totally weird rhythm: “s,” then “ouch.”

WK: Recently in a fit of closure I gave my friend Matthew Stadler my Hotel Theory manuscript (at the moment it’s in two columns: a nonfiction “meditation” in the left column, a novel in the right column). Hotel Theory’s not poetry (maybe it isn’t even literature, just turd-arranging), but the fact that it runs in twin skinny columns helps me see it as poetry. Or at least vertical language.

Is it too late to be “experimental”? Now I’m reading Joan Retallack and thinking, “Can I play, too?”

MN: Weirdly, part of the experiment of Jane was to let some poems fall flat, which felt sinful: Can I really publish a poem this “bad”? But the project wasn’t about delivering lyric flourish at every turn. It had other goals.

WK: Your avoidance of embroidery is refreshing. I love Marie Redonnet’s novels because they, too, give up on “lyric flourish.” Someone once called my poems “flat,” and the adjective hurt. I’m reminded of the time some psycho girlfriend of mine (decades ago!) answered a long rhapsodic letter I’d written her with this terse, humiliating rebuff: “Next time, write to me.” One command, on a tiny slip of paper, tucked into an envelope. Derrida hadn’t yet written The Post Card, so I had no context for my failure as a letter writer, as a sociable human being.

MN: It’s so unspeakably painful to feel the thrill of thinking you’ve found someone who might want to house or hear the excitation, and send back his/her own “too-muchness,” and then to receive any rebuff that leaves you suddenly alone with your own reams of rhetorical flourish. Maybe that’s why the drug-addled dialogue—or monologue—between Warhol’s “A” and the “B” on the other end of the phone line feels more reassuring—“A” may eventually have to hang up, but it isn’t punitive.

WK: Your Jane gloriously refuses to package itself as poem, novel, or memoir. I respect its unwillingness to dress up grief or placelessness; its ruminations and circlings have a sustaining austerity. A memoirist’s or poet’s vulnerability, as you’ve suggested, can be a form of packaging, a hard sell.

MN: And what a perverse form of the “hard sell” it is, in a country meanly obsessed with “protecting itself,” from terrorists, from identity theft, from whatever. True bravery, which, I think, involves failure, and loneliness, is harder to come by. Fanny Howe says she avoids titling her poems because titles “put a lid on the loneliness.” I think that’s brave.

WK: Antipackaging stance number one: I’m trying to move away from writing that too clearly aims at a reader. Reader-friendly = reader-molesting. Give the reader some privacy! Claudia Rankine’s newest book, which I admire, is Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, but I’m equally drawn to Schoenberg’s insistence (in his essay “How One Becomes Lonely”) on becoming-lonely (like becoming-animal!) as interminable and desirable. Certain reading experiences are touchstones of this loneliness: Benjamin’s The Arcades Project, Stein’s A Novel of Thank You, or Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom. As Artaud put it, “But at any given moment, I can do nothing without this culture of the void inside me.”

MN: I wonder if the market panic that someone won’t pick up a book and read it without knowing what it is has something to do with the culture’s panic about loneliness: God forbid we’re left alone with something, especially ourselves. Recently I was in an airport bookstore and saw a best seller with the title Never Eat Alone. I didn’t know, before being interpellated by this book (a self-help guide to becoming a better “networker”), that eating alone was something one was supposed to avoid.

In what I’ve been working on lately, I’ve felt—or it’s felt—voiceless. It’s been very painful to not know what I sound like for the first time in my life, although, I suppose, important—a reversal along the lines of what psychologists like Adam Phillips are always harping on about psychoanalysis: that its point is to become a stranger to oneself, not to bask in some golden halo of “self-knowledge.”

WK: The quest to “become a stranger to oneself”: that’s the “hit” (as Avital Ronell would put it) of writing: seeing a strange face in the mirror, hearing one’s voice as strange, like the strange face that psychologist Silvan Tomkins suggests inspires shame in the child—you turn to seek the parent and instead see a strange unloving face. One of my first memories is of my mother’s face seeming a stranger’s: I wondered, who is that stranger hanging out in my backyard? Too often in my work I give place to the familiar rather than to the strange—I tend to cut odd passages and retain comprehensible ones.

MN: Me too. But partly because to go headlong into the “strange” can court breakdown. Since working on this “sequel,” which literally returns to the scene of the crime, has occasioned, or at least come on the heels of, some form of nervous breakdown, many friends have sagely counseled me to leave it alone, or to come back to it when I feel stronger. All I can say is that I wouldn’t be doing it if it didn’t feel like something I have to do. I admit this may be a little childish—petulance, or masochism, masquerading as adult inquiry.

WK: I doubt I’ve ever had a proper “nervous breakdown,” though I often feel I’m in the midst of a slow-motion, barely detectable dissolution of the threads of sociability and normalcy, a process of becoming-strange to friends, becoming-strange to my own language. A migration in my reading life—toward writers who violate the pact of sociability (Blanchot, Bernhard, Genet, Jelinek, Lezama Lima, Sarduy, Ponge, Huidobro, Celan, Guyotat)—comes from a wish not to repair the slow-motion breakdown but to nourish it, find a mirror for it in equivalently difficult literature, even as my own writing seems, sometimes, so woefully transparent and legible.

MN: I don’t know if the term “breakdown” applies unless you’re chasing after a rock of crack in the carpet of a hotel room or being involuntarily shipped off to Bellevue, but perhaps there are gradations, and if so, I think it fair to call them breakdowns. The reopening of my aunt’s case was contemporaneous with a terrible accident suffered by a dear friend of mine, and tending to her near-fatal injuries while being reimmersed (by the state, by the media, by my own compulsions) in my aunt’s fatal injuries has sometimes not felt psychically tolerable. Judith Butler’s Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence has helped: “To be injured means that one has the chance to reflect upon injury, to find out the mechanisms of its distribution, to find out who else suffers from permeable borders, unexpected violence, dispossession, fear, and in what ways.” A useful project, especially during these horrible and pointless wars [in Iraq and Afghanistan].

WK: Talking with you gives me so much energy! I want to belong to the School of Maggie, to reinsert myself (post facto) into whatever tradition or ecosystem you’re participating in, even if I don’t belong …

MN: Wayne, you have to be kidding. The School of Maggie? There is no such thing!

WK: And yet I’m inspired by your statement “I write on napkins, in notepads, on receipts, etc., and then put it all down in one place and tote the pages with me to different locales …” I want to be in those different locales! I want those napkins, those receipts! I want your speed and mobility and flexibility! I deplore my dependence on filters (as in mentholated cigarettes): genre is a filter, publication is a filter, the “poetic line” is a filter, plot is a filter, fact is a filter, research is a filter, “I” is a filter, rhetoric is a filter …

MN: If it makes you feel any better, I seem to have lost the “different locales” School of Writing for the moment—I’ve been doing all my writing in my office at CalArts, a round, navy-blue asylum, California ’70s motel style, which, as David Antin notes, has no windows, so a huge storm could be raging outside and you’d never know it. Often I emerge to find huge strips of eucalyptus peeling off the trees and flying through the air like clubs.

WK: A dear friend recently expressed surprise when I told him that I considered myself indebted to the so-called New York School of poetry. And then I wondered: are the traces of my indebtedness so difficult to parse? I don’t demand that New York School(s) be cohesive—on this subject I’ve learned so much from your forthcoming book on women and abstraction in the New York School—and yet appearing in the Poetry Project’s pages feels like a homecoming. Maybe poetic identifications should remain fugitive or exiled—but without the foster parentage of Schuyler, O’Hara, Brainard, Ashbery, Cage, Feldman, Ginsberg, Myles, Notley, and Warhol, I’d be voiceless. This NYS affiliation means more to me than the old-school “gay” badge.

MN: Yes—whatever the “NYS” was or is, I think of it as a rubric, a practice, a place, in which aesthetics can occupy the foreground rather than gay identity politics, but without the customary downgrading or erasure of being queer that that preeminence usually (unnecessarily, homophobically) entails.

WK: I love the picture of you chasing after a “rock of crack in the carpet of a hotel room”—like a photo of Liza Minnelli (by Chris Makos?) … I’m enamored of the phrase “rock of crack,” like Artaud’s “claque-dents” (which Anne Carson borrows in her poem “TV Men: Artaud”). Do we call the phrase (“rock of crack,” “claque-dents”) a fricative? If only you could have recited to your speech therapist Artaud’s last words (as translated by Clayton Eshleman and Bernard Bador):


And they have pushed me over

Into death,

where I ceaselessly eat

cock

anus

and caca

at all my meals,

all those of THE CROSS.



Say after me: caca. I believe in spells. And so, I think, do you: I turn to your first book, Shiner, and find “Ka-boom, ka-boom,” I find “chunky snow,” I find “Well I want jack pie,” not to mention “pet rock” and “The plung-/ing wall”—signs of the claque-dent aesthetic. We needn’t have undergone electroshock to understand that when we write we sometimes reapply the voltage we once passively accepted. In “The Burn” (from Jane) you address this hyperaesthesia: “As a child I had so much energy I’d lie awake and feel my organs smolder.” This smoldering of the organs is inspiration, but it’s also the death sentence shock of overexcitation.

MN: I don’t know if I love the image of myself searching for a rock of crack in a hotel room carpet. But “when we write we sometimes reapply the voltage we once passively accepted”—this I love. Maybe it’s precisely here that writing becomes cruel—not cruel as in sadistic, but cruel as in Artaud’s theater of cruelty: the manifestation of an implacable, irreversible intent, a kind of wild spitting back at the world that begot you without your choosing to be begotten into it. You can hear this spit and crackle, this rock of crack, in Artaud’s voice on those final recordings. The earth moves.

WK: In those recordings, Artaud sometimes sounds like Shirley Temple.

MN: Amen.

WK: Being-about-to-burst: my primal scene of writing: sixth grade: teacher gave us fifteen minutes to write a story: the noon lunch bell rang: I hadn’t finished my story: that sensation of wanting to crowd everything at the last minute into my story (not enough time!) has never left me.

MN: That’s how I feel almost every day in my writing life. I don’t think it’s necessarily a “healthy” way to write, or to live—a poetics of the rush may be interesting, but is a poetics of the cram? But when the blood-jet is on, that’s how it feels. I don’t know if I would get anything done otherwise, though I am realizing that always writing and/or living with an undercurrent of desperation can be exhausting. So maybe I’m moving away from “The Burn”—first toward the controlled burn, then I don’t know where. It would be good to stay alive.

(2006)




Almost There:On Eve Sedgwick’s The Weather in Proust

When I first heard that Duke University Press would be putting out a collection of the final writings of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick—one of the primary founders of the field known as queer theory, who died of breast cancer in 2009—I first imagined a scrapbook-like volume of wild stray thoughts and posthumous revelations. Then, when I heard the collection was titled The Weather in Proust, and that it included all the unfinished writing Sedgwick had done in service of a critical study of Marcel Proust, I imagined it might be a swirling, dense, epic literary analysis, à la Walter Benjamin’s 1,088-page The Arcades Project, the likes of which the world had never seen.

The slimmish, 215-page collection, edited by Jonathan Goldberg, is neither of the above. It is decidedly not a hodgepodge of odds and ends that Sedgwick left behind, but rather nine solid, finished-feeling essays on topics that preoccupied Sedgwick throughout her prolific career. These topics—which include webs of relation in Proust, affect theory, non-Oedipal models of psychology (especially those offered by Melanie Klein, Sándor Ferenczi, Michael Balint, Silvan Tomkins, and Buddhism), non-dualistic thinking and antiseparatisms of all kinds, and itinerant, idiosyncratic, profound meditations on depression, illness, textiles, queerness, and mortality—will be familiar to anyone who has spent time with Sedgwick’s previous work, which includes the groundbreaking Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (1985), Epistemology of the Closet (1990), Tendencies (1993), and Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (2003).

But while a great deal here is familiar—indeed, many passages from these books resurface, verbatim, throughout these pages—there is nothing rehashed about the project itself. To the contrary: for a writer whose prose (and thought) could often be astoundingly dense, circuitous, and lovingly (if sometimes frustratingly) devoted to articulating the farthest reaches of complexity, the overall effect of The Weather in Proust is one of clarification and distillation. For those unfamiliar with Sedgwick’s work, I would actually recommend starting with The Weather in Proust and moving backward from there, as the volume offers an enjoyably compressed, coherent, and retrospective portrait of Sedgwick’s principal preoccupations.

In his brief introduction, Goldberg tells us that the first five chapters of The Weather in Proust comprise the writing Sedgwick had done toward a book on Proust in the last few years of her life. It is good of him to let us know, for the range of these chapters is wide enough that one might never have guessed that they were all intended to be part of the same project. One can only imagine that Sedgwick’s book on Proust, had it come to full fruition, would have profoundly challenged and expanded the notion of a monograph—not to mention raised the bar quite a bit higher for the “how Proust can change your life/my year spent reading Proust” genre.

With the exception of the opening chapter, which bears the title of the collection at large and remains focused on models of relationality and subjectivity in Proust (albeit via forays into the scientific notions of chaos and complexity theory, ancient Greek mysticism, and psychoanalysis), these first five chapters traverse an extremely wide plain, with Proust’s novel but a flickering touchstone. “Cavafy, Proust, and the Queer Little Gods” discusses the “saturating and promiscuous” sense of divinity that Sedgwick found in both Proust and the early-twentieth-century, gay, Greek-language poet C. P. Cavafy. “Making Things, Practicing Emptiness” gives a moving account of Sedgwick’s own visual and textile art, which she describes as “a meditative practice of possibilities of emptiness and even of nonbeing.” While Sedgwick’s observations about her art practice demanding “second-by-second negotiations with the material properties of whatever [she’s] working on” are not likely to sound revelatory to many practicing artists, it is fascinating for those of us who knew her primarily as a hyperverbal, hyperarticulate academic superstar to find her describing the distance between this identity and her deepening engagement with a nonverbal, material practice that must, by definition, defy one’s hopes (or fears) of omnipotence.

“Melanie Klein and the Difference Affect Makes” explores the importance of Klein’s “putting the objects in object relations,” as well as her elaboration of the depressive position, which Sedgwick calls “a uniquely spacious rubric.” The essay also lays out Klein’s notion of “reparation,” which became crucial to Sedgwick in her later years, as evidenced by her commitment to something she called “reparative reading” in Touching Feeling. Last of these five essays is “Affect Theory and Theory of Mind,” which twirls the reader through various controversies and complexities pertaining to the international “neurodiversity movement,” in which the voices and perceptual experiences of people who have been diagnosed with various mental disorders—autism chief among them—speak back to truisms about the mind offered by “NTs,” or “neurotypicals.”

I wish I could say that Sedgwick’s close readings of Proust and other literary authors sustained my interest as much as do her inquiries into the wild and woolly terrains just described. At times they do—especially if I surrender to them, and have a strong caffeinated beverage in hand. I say I wish I could because I know how important such close readings were to Sedgwick (she was trained, after all, as a literary theorist at Yale in the heyday of deconstruction). I’ve always been somewhat haunted by the passage in Tendencies in which Sedgwick describes one of her not-so-cheery amazements as a professor:


It doesn’t surprise me when straight and gay students, or women and men students, or religious and nonreligious students have bones to pick with each other or with me. What surprised me more is how … the single most controversial thing in several undergraduate classes has been that they were literature classes, that the path to every issue we discussed simply had to take the arduous defile through textual interpretation.



As a devout reader, lover, teacher, and creator of literature, I completely understand Sedgwick’s frustration with those who would regard the hard, engaged work of paying close attention to a text’s workings as simply a drag, or with those who would treat works of literature as annoying obstacles or detours standing woefully in the way of “the dessert”: the ostensibly more desirable, ostensibly more direct insights afforded by critical theory, philosophical tract, or political treatise.

And yet. I must admit that I have always found myself, while reading Sedgwick, skimming or skipping over her close readings of Recherche or a Cavafy poem to get to her more overarching inquiries and conclusions, if only because the latter feel so vital, so sustaining, that I feel hungry—even greedy—to arrive at them, even if I know (intellectually) that there should be no way out but through. Her preternatural capacity to pay close attention to the finer points of literary texts (including those she has written herself!), to “pluralize and specify” their meanings, to expand and articulate their nuances, is utterly admirable, and often relentless. I don’t mean that as a criticism. Really, I mean to offer up my own exhaustion, my own willingness to skim, skip, pick and choose, as an encouragement to others to read Sedgwick with a similar sense of agency and disobedience. For it would be a shame if any thoughtful reader missed out on Sedgwick’s fantastically rich politically, psychologically, philosophically, spiritually, and even scientifically probing essays, on account of feeling turned off here and there by her intense analysis of books or authors one may not have read. Take the full ride with her, feeling free to take what you need and leave the rest; you won’t be sorry.

The latter four essays here collected offer more on the “dessert” front, and provide overviews of the kind of antihomophobic inquiries for which Sedgwick is justly famous. In “Anality: News from the Front,” Sedgwick uses recent essays on gay male sex by Jeffrey R. Guss and Steven Botticelli to argue—as she always has—against straight, gay, or lesbian thought that is reactionary, normative, and/or separatist. Such an insistence leads her to pose questions crucial to contemporary debates about the interplay between equality and difference in GLBTQ+ rights, as well as about the ever-changing nature of the notion of queerness itself, especially as it conflicts with more mainstream gay/lesbian definitions and even self-definitions. “Can masculinity expand to contain women and femininity as well?” she asks. “And if so, how does it and why should it? Does one want to say about Thomas Beatie, the F-to-M who became briefly famous as the tabloids’ ‘pregnant man,’ ‘He must be so secure in his masculinity!’? Maybe it’s something else besides masculinity in which, giving birth, he seems secure; but since he is a man, it seems disrespectful to call him secure in his femininity. Can his visible self-possession reside in some broader ontological status—in his human self-knowledge, maybe?”

If, from this passage, you think that Sedgwick means to appeal to this “broader ontological status” as a way of bypassing sticky questions about specific gender identifications and/or desires, or that her goal is to launch us into some postgender utopia in which queers are simply and finally allowed to share in the treasures of universalism, think again. “Making Gay Meanings,” a mostly recycled but admirably cogent talk on the meaning of “queer” that Sedgwick delivered in Paris in 1997, and “Thinking Through Queer Theory,” a 2000 talk given in Japan in which Sedgwick offers an invaluable retrospective of her twenty years of involvement with feminist and queer issues, crystallize her basic stance with grace and lucidity. In the latter, Sedgwick offers a forceful and still timely critique of the direction of mainstream gay/lesbian politics, which she criticizes as being paradoxically “both separatist and assimilationist”: “separatist in terms of its identity, but at the same time all its goals involve the uncritical assimilation of gay people into the institutions of a very conservative culture.” Queer politics, on the other hand, she describes as “both anti-separatist and antiassimilationist”—“antiseparatist in that we don’t take it for granted that the world is neatly divided between homosexuals and heterosexuals, and antiassimilationist in the sense that we are not eager to share in the privileges and presumptions of normality.”

Unlike some queer theorists and activists, however, who have expressed exasperation and even hostility toward their more mainstream peers (understandably so, as the prioritization of certain issues can mean the neglect, even the worsening, of others), Sedgwick’s profound commitment to any antihomophobic activity imbues her writing with compassion, along with an unwillingness to throw the baby out with the bathwater. “Certainly the conservative mainstream of the gay/lesbian movement is achieving some successes,” she writes, “and I do not want to diminish the importance of any success in any antihomophobic undertaking. Such successes are all too rare.” Nonetheless, she takes the time to describe why a queer politics—especially one unmoored from electoral politics, or even from the subjects of gender and sexuality themselves—remains, to her mind, the most viable and elastic mode by which one might address “the ways that race, ethnicity, and postcolonial nationality crisscross with these and other identity-constituting, identity-fracturing discourses … and do a new kind of justice to the intersecting intricacies of language, skin color, migration, state, and culture.” At a moment when the Occupy Wall Street movement—with its infamous “lack of legislative demands”—has finally brought some mainstream attention to the spectacle of how such “intersecting intricacies” might take form off the electoral stage, Sedgwick’s elucidations feel especially salutary.

The final essay in The Weather in Proust, the seven-page “Reality and Realization,” is, perhaps, the most moving, insofar as it directly takes up the question of Sedgwick’s impending death and her experience of living in “the bardo of dying,” which Sedgwick inhabited for a large portion of her adult life (she was first diagnosed with breast cancer in 1991). Sedgwick here uses the example of the gap between knowing one is going to die and realizing one is going to die as a paradigm case of the gap between knowing and realizing more generally—an epistemological, and even spiritual conundrum that has fascinated her at least since Epistemology of the Closet. Looking back on what she calls a paranoid theoretical tradition in the West, which has included much deconstructive and queer theory (including some of her own), as well as any “antiessentialist hypervigilance” or “moralizing Marxist insistence that someone else is evading a true recognition of materiality,” it becomes clear to her that this tradition can be read as “a hallucinatorily elaborated, long-term refusal to enter into realization as a complex practice.” This short final essay is a stunning performance of what assenting to this complex practice might entail—even if, or especially if, it means coming to terms with our own mortality.

Getting curious about the gap between knowing and realizing—and being willing to hang out there for an indeterminate amount of time—was one of the principal activities of Sedgwick’s later years. As she explains in Touching Feeling, she wanted to move past the rather fixated questions “Is a particular piece of knowledge true, and how can we know?” to the question “What does knowledge do—the pursuit of it, the having and exposing of it, the receiving again of knowledge of what one already knows?” It will likely not come as news to any of us that we can be quick to apprehend something intellectually, but that realizing it—whatever that might mean—is often a much more involved, perhaps limitless affair. In a 1999 interview, Sedgwick put it this way: “It’s hard to recognize that your whole being, your soul doesn’t move at the speed of your cognition. That it could take you a year to really know something that you intellectually believe in a second.” Sedgwick explains that she eventually learned “how not to feel ashamed of the amount of time things take, or the recalcitrance of emotional or personal change.” Indeed, as she puts it in “Reality and Realization”: “Perhaps the most change can happen when that contempt changes to respect, a respect for the very ordinariness of the opacities between knowing and realizing.”

Sedgwick never denied the difficulty of such a process—especially for intellectuals, who often pride themselves on their own quicksilver capacity to absorb knowledge (which may have nothing to do with their capacity for realization). That’s why she says “It’s hard.” It is hard, often quite. But Sedgwick’s native capacity for tenacity and jubilance in the face of difficulty, as well as her sustained engagement with Buddhism, allowed her to cast this difficulty as a privilege. “In Buddhist pedagogical thought,” she writes in Touching Feeling, “the apparent tautology of learning what you already know does not seem to constitute a paradox, nor an impasse, nor a scandal. It is not even a problem. If anything, it is a deliberate and defining practice.” Sedgwick wrote often about pedagogy in her final years—not so much about specific classroom instances per se, but about pedagogy as a site of relation, a sort of laboratory, in which a list of things to know might shift into a manifestation of ways of knowing, not to mention doing or being.

This seems as good a moment as any to mention that Sedgwick was once my teacher, back when I was a doctoral student at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. During this time, I felt very acutely the distance I had yet to travel to become a person who could appreciate such gaps between knowing and realizing. As often happens with a figure whom many treat as a guru, or with someone you perceive as “having what you want,” the idolization/idealization produced a kind of melancholia: the melancholia of inferiority, of distance, of longing, of feared impossibility, of shame about where you are, or who you are, right now. The desire to move quickly into enlightenment, liberation, knowledge, sobriety, shamelessness—into a freer self, a happier self, a queerer self, or what have you—can be fierce, and fiercely privatizing.

This melancholia or shame can exist throughout a life in a variety of arenas (Sedgwick also describes its workings in the therapeutic setting). But it’s also a constitutive element of being a student. Being a student is—perhaps structurally—an incredibly rich, contradictory, and volatile place to be. Once you’ve flipped into being a professor, it can be astonishingly easy to forget this fact. I’m reminded of it, however, every time I see the familiar red crawl of a blush creeping up the neck of one of my students while she is giving an oral presentation, or when I run into a student in a public place and quizzically observe his discomfort (or when I take the plunge, and enroll somewhere as a student myself!). As Sedgwick has taught us elsewhere about blushing in particular, and about shame more generally:


The pulsations of cathexis around shame … are what either enable or disenable so basic a function as the ability to be interested in the world…. Without positive affect, there can be no shame: only a scene that offers you enjoyment or engages your interest can make you blush.



Sedgwick’s work on shame—inspired by psychologist Silvan Tomkins—teaches us that that rush of blood signals our interest, our investment, our care. If we’re lucky, we care a lot.

About twelve years ago, I heard Sedgwick give a talk at the Graduate Center called “In the Bardo,” which contained much of the material that appears in The Weather in Proust. She talked that day about her recent travels to Tibet, about her textile art, about the gap between knowing and realizing, and about her cancer. She spoke about the importance of “coming to loving terms with what’s transitory, mutable, even quite exposed and ruined, while growing better attuned to continuities of energy, idiom, and soul.”

Though Sedgwick would live for nine more years, it was clear that afternoon that she would not be around forever. (Neither, of course, will we.) The air in the room hummed with this discomfiting fact, and her bravery in the face of it—even though I knew then, as I know now, that “bravery” is the wrong word, insofar as it connotes a triumph over or denial of fear, rather than the complex brew of curiosity, vulnerability, and ceaseless intellectual shrewdness that Sedgwick put on display that afternoon, and that permeates all her writing.

Perhaps the better word is generous. In her talk, Sedgwick reminded us that in Buddhism, being a human being is a privilege, in that it is a good place from which to make spiritual progress. Listening to her then, I was overwhelmed by the generosity of her example of what making use of this privilege might sound like, or feel like. Reading The Weather in Proust brings me the same feeling, over and over again. I hope and trust that its publication will give new and old readers of her work a fresh opportunity to feel it too, for as long as the privilege lasts.

(2012)




Beyond All Change:On Ben Lerner’s 10:04

But of course every generation has its own version, its own smoldering apprehension of end times, of the foreclosure of human history, the cessation of our capacity to inhabit this beautiful earth. But who (besides the increasingly obdurate and immoral climate deniers) can truly ignore the strange pocket of space-time we currently inhabit, in which a grievous threat to our habitat is not only assured but underway? Who knows what to do when that demise is underway, but not necessarily imminent? As philosopher Paul Preciado puts it: “The problem resides precisely in the fact that no one will come to save us and that we are still some distance from our inevitable disappearance. It will thus be necessary to think about doing something while we are on the way out.”

One of the things we can do, for better or worse, is make art. Whether or not this art takes this predicament as its principal subject may not, in the long run, matter; in retrospect (should we be so lucky), almost all the art we are creating now will likely appear suffused—if not to say gaslit—by the slow-burning anxiety created by the deepening climate crisis, and the wealth gap that is its intimate companion. Ben Lerner’s 10:04 sets up shop in the eye of this anxiety. At 240 pages, his new novel does not announce itself as a magnum opus. But given Lerner’s considerable humor, rigorous intelligence, and shrewd breed of conscience—his bighearted spirit and formal achievement—it is. A generous, provocative, ambitious Chinese box of a novel, 10:04 is affirmative of both life and art, and written with the full force of Lerner’s intellectual, aesthetic, and empathetic powers, which are as considerable as they are vitalizing.

Like Lerner’s first novel, Leaving the Atocha Station, 10:04 is a conceptual novel of sorts, by which I mean that it takes what it wants from any number of genres (fiction, poetry, art criticism, autobiography) and corrals the results under the roof of “novel.” Readers and critics less familiar with this approach may spend time wondering about the novel’s taxonomy; those who regularly read and love writers such as Édouard Levé, Hervé Guibert, Violette Leduc, Eileen Myles, Marguerite Duras, W. G. Sebald, Lydia Davis, Fernando Pessoa, Karl Ove Knausgaard, and Roberto Bolaño will likely take 10:04 on its own terms, and appreciate its autofictions, its elegant structure (its action is bracketed by two super-storms, 2011’s Irene and 2012’s Sandy), its meticulously constructed sentences, its deployment of poetic tropes (parataxis, refrain, dialogue that floats and rushes, semantic and syntactical leaps that treat the reader like a grown-up), and its facility in analyzing a wide range of political, cultural, and aesthetic artifacts, from Ronald Reagan’s speeches to artist Christian Marclay’s The Clock to Donald Judd’s sculptures to the ’80s hit comedy Back to the Future (from which the novel’s title derives).

Much should and will be said about Lerner’s spectacular prose, on display in the novel’s opening sentence, which introduces the reader both to Lerner’s style and to the decadence to which his novel bears witness:


The city had converted an elevated length of abandoned railway spur into an aerial greenway and the agent and I were walking south along it in unseasonable warmth after an outrageously expensive celebratory meal in Chelsea that included baby octopuses the chef had literally massaged to death.



The decadence of this opening lunch—whose purpose is to celebrate the sale of the book we are now holding in our hands for “a strong six-figure advance” ($270,000, the narrator later tell us, after taxes and the agent’s cut)—is both exuberant and horrifying. As the perverse fate of the baby octopuses suggests, the pleasures of this decadence are inextricably linked to the suffering and/or deaths of others, be they near or distant, human or non-.

Our narrator vibrates with this knowledge. Indeed, one of his principal gifts is apprehending, in a vertiginous, somatosensory, unrelenting fashion, the vast network of relationships set into motion by global capitalism, along with his implication in them. As he says some pages later, recalling his ingestion of the octopuses:


I swallowed and the majesty and murderous stupidity of it was all about me, coursing through me: the rhythm of artisanal Portuguese octopus fisheries coordinated with the rhythm of laborers’ migration and the rise and fall of art commodities and tradable futures in the dark galleries outside the restaurant and the mercury and radiation levels of the sashimi and the chests of the beautiful people in the restaurant—coordinated, or so it appeared, by money. One big joke cycle. One big totaled prosody.



At the opening lunch, the agent—while calculating tip—asks the author how he plans to expand his book proposal into a full-length novel; he imagines giving her this response: “I’ll project myself into several futures simultaneously, a minor tremor in my hand; I’ll work my way from irony to sincerity in the sinking city, a would-be Whitman of the vulnerable grid.” This is, in fact, a fair outline of 10:04. One might even say it is its plot. (There is another, more surface plot, involving the narrator’s best friend Alex, who has asked him to donate his sperm to her so that she might bear a child; there is also a light romantic drama with a smart artist named Alena, and a darker medical one involving a rare, potentially grave condition—a dilated aortic root—with which the narrator is diagnosed on page two.) But the main narrative tension lies coiled in the author’s imagined précis: How does one—indeed, how can one—work one’s way from irony to sincerity, from cephalod-eating literary highflier to Whitmanic vessel for empathy and collectivity, when such a goal is announced in an opening scene ostentatiously contaminated by privilege and capital, and rendered with an exacting wit that some might mistake for cynicism?

It might bear noting here that a novel written by a young, white, Ivy League–educated American male that foregrounds the bidding war and monumental advance that brought his novel into being, reproduces verbatim the short story published in the New Yorker that led to the book’s sale, and discusses the likelihood of the present novel’s symbolic capital (to be bestowed by glowing reviews in major publications, such as the one I am now writing), may rub some people the wrong way. From the outside, it rubs me the wrong way. But to understand what Lerner is up to and capable of, you have to take the ride. Once I did, I came to see his approach as bolder and more politically incisive than that of any number of heavily promoted works of art whose material conditions remain shrouded in mystery.

The narrator of 10:04 is on the winning end of an unjustifiable system and he knows it. (An early scene in which he and Alex shop for storm supplies at the colossal vitrine of Whole Foods on Union Square underscores the point, even if the class status of our main characters remains wobbly: Alex is living on unemployment after having attended NYU’s School of Public Service; the narrator’s success as a fiction writer marks a change in fortune from his previous life as a precarious poet-academic. Further, however monumental and rare his advance, such one-time payouts pale quickly compared to the excesses of Wall Street, whose darkened buildings appear on the book’s jacket.) To stop there, however—to perform some lightweight mea culpa and then pretend such conditions have no bearing on the work at hand—would be the easy way out. For when it comes to reckoning with markets of varying kinds, privilege, inequity, whiteness, unevenly experienced environmental disasters, and all the messy guilt, denial, injustice, confusion, paradox, mourning, and despair such phenomena produce, there’s no truer way out than through. By naming numbers, by exhaustively bringing our attention to the ways in which we collectively, if distinctly, participate in the contradictions, hypocrisies, and exhilarations of our time, 10:04 lays bare the challenges of our conjoined predicament with an audacity that borders on recklessness. The book’s “meta” strategy is a high-wire act that could easily fall, in less savvy, stringent, or searching hands, into tinny satire or obnoxious spectacle. Instead, 10:04 is a captivating, moving tour de force that earns its connection to Whitman (whose words merge with the narrator’s in the novel’s final line).

One way Lerner accomplishes this is by pushing hard on—indeed, pushing through—the concept of contamination. Take, for example, an important scene set in the Park Slope Food Coop—ground zero for mocking a certain demographic’s self-righteous liberalism. But Lerner is not after low-hanging fruit. “Complaining [about the co-op] indicated you weren’t foolish enough to believe that belonging to the co-op made you meaningfully less of a node in a capitalist network, that you understood the co-op’s population was largely made up of gentrifiers of one sort or another, and so on,” he writes, before swiftly adding:


Though I insulted it constantly … I didn’t think the co-op was morally trivial. I liked having the money I spent on food and household goods go to an institution that made labor shared and visible and that you could usually trust to carry products that weren’t the issue of openly evil conglomerates. The produce was largely free of poison. When a homeless shelter in the neighborhood burned down, “we”—at orientation they taught you to utilize the first-person plural while talking about the co-op—donated the money to rebuild it.



The first-person plural taught by the co-op may belie profound obstacles to human solidarity; we may be so awash in the hypocritical and the trivial that it’s hard to recognize that which is not. But, Lerner quietly reminds us, we abandon the pursuit of solidarity and integrity at our collective peril.

A headier example of a similar point arrives in an address our narrator delivers at Columbia’s School of the Arts, reproduced midnovel in quotation marks. The talk gives an account of the narrator’s coming to poetry (Lerner is also the author of several poetry collections, and poetry plays an important role throughout 10:04, both literally and figuratively): “In the story I’ve been telling myself lately, I became a poet, or became interested in becoming a poet, on January 28th, 1986, at the age of seven”—that is, the day the space shuttle Challenger disintegrated seventy-three seconds into its flight. The narrator recalls the power that Ronald Reagan’s subsequent speech—written by Peggy Noonan—had on him that night:


The ending—one of the most famous conclusions of any presidential speech—entered my body as much as my mind: We will never forget them, nor the last time we saw them, this morning, as they prepared for the journey and waved goodbye and “slipped the surly bonds of earth” to “touch the face of God.” … Let me allow the preposterousness of what I’m saying to sink in: I think I became a poet because of Ronald Reagan and Peggy Noonan. The way they used poetic language to integrate a terrible event and its image back into a framework of meaning, the way the transpersonality of prosody constituted a community…. But I wonder if we can think of them as bad forms of collectivity that can serve as negative figures of its real possibility: prosody and grammar as the stuff out of which we build a social world, a way of organizing meaning and time that belongs to nobody in particular but courses through us all. Thank you.



Can the words of Peggy Noonan and Ronald Reagan really be reimagined as bad forms of collectivity that can serve as negative figures of its real possibility? Can art offer something other than stylized despair? Why reproduce if you believe the world is ending? These are 10:04’s abiding questions. As befits a poet, Lerner doesn’t answer them directly, but rather lets his own prosody, his own novelistic devices, comprise a response that is “proved upon our pulses,” as Keats had it.

Crucial among these devices is making space for long monologues by other speakers. Lerner used a similar device in Leaving the Atocha Station, but there the stories of others tended to highlight the narrator’s sense that everyone around him was having “real” experiences, while his remained somehow fraudulent. Here our narrator is an engaged, even breathless, listener. His eagerness to listen to other people from varying walks of life—including Roberto Ortiz, a third grader he unofficially tutors; a protester from Occupy Wall Street to whom he opens his home; a fellow worker at the Park Slope Food Coop named Noor; his own father; a gregarious “distinguished female author” with whom he has dinner after the Columbia talk; an unhinged graduate student named Calvin; an intern at an arts organization who is freaking out on ketamine—stands in sharp contrast to the kind of pompous, self-centered male author exemplified here by one at the same Columbia dinner, about whom the narrator says:


After two quick glasses of Sancerre, the distinguished male author started holding forth, periodically tugging at his salt-and-pepper beard, moving from one anecdote about a famous friend or triumphant experience to another without pausing for the possibility of response, and it was clear to everyone at the table who had any experience with men and alcohol—especially men who had won international literary prizes—that he was not going to stop talking at any point in the meal.



Of course, one could say this is sleight of hand—the book is of course all Lerner, all the time—but this is literature, not anthropology, which means that the novel’s accomplishment lies in its offering of an experience of a certain kind of openness and curiosity, not in literally providing a platform for other voices. As the narrator vacillates between his own commentary and its suspension, we too learn something about the enjoyable, even ethical rhythm to be found in allowing ourselves our loquacity, then holding ourselves in a state of negative capability while we allow others theirs. Noor’s monologue, delivered to the narrator as they work side by side in the co-op basement, is exemplary here, in part because of its subject matter—Noor tells a complicated, surprising story about her Lebanese roots, in which she undergoes a life-altering experience of misrecognition, or disidentification—and in part because of our narrator’s intent interest in it (after he is called upstairs to deliver the dried mangoes he’s been bagging, he rushes back, elbowing others out of the way so he can return to Noor’s side; eventually he works “as slowly as possible,” so as not to interrupt the rest of her tale).

Many of the novel’s “guest speakers” are Cassandras of sorts, giving voice to paranoias that seem both insane and reasonable. Young Roberto relays a dream that links Joseph Kony, global warming, and the plight of being undocumented; the unhinged graduate student Calvin charges our professor-narrator:


You represent the institution. The institution speaks through you. But let me ask you something…. You deny there’s poison coming at us from a million points? Do you want to tell me these storms aren’t man-made, even if they’re now out of the government’s control? You don’t think the FBI is fucking with our phones? … Or are you on drugs? Are you letting them regulate you?



In response, our narrator promises Roberto (in two languages) “the only thing I could: he had nothing to fear from Joseph Kony.” As for Calvin, our narrator emails him after their meeting to say he’s sorry if he upset him and that he wishes to be of help. But to the reader, he confides:


I did not say that our society could not, in its present form, go on, or that I believed the storms were in part man-made, or that poison was coming at us from a million points, or that the FBI fucks with citizens’ phones, although all of that to my mind was plainly true. And that my mood was regulated by drugs.



At times the narrator does seem to represent the voice of the institution, just as at times he seems as inclined to take pleasure in the magisterial ex-cesses of the system as to protest actively its murderousness. Nonetheless, he too is another Cassandra, pondering the future with a paranoia that is warranted, if unuseful in maintaining one’s daily equilibrium.

Futurity is 10:04’s principal concern, be it the future of the sinking metropolis of New York, the future of art, the future of capitalism, the future of the planet, or the future embodied by unborn human children, such as the one that Alex is carrying in the novel’s final scene. I mention this pregnancy not to be a spoiler (I trust that the relative plotlessness of the novel obviates this possibility), but because Alex’s pregnancy, and the uncertain role that our narrator will play in it, brings 10:04 into conversation with any number of meditations on the relationship between fertility, technology, and the future of the human species, from the dystopic sci-fi of writers such as Octavia Butler, Margaret Atwood, and P. D. James, to philosopher Jean Baudrillard’s apocalyptic “The Final Solution,” to Lee Edelman’s polemic No Future, in which Edelman argues against something he calls “reproductive futurism,” which casts all politics as taking place on behalf of the innocent child. In keeping with his appetite for paradox, Lerner shapes 10:04 around a conception narrative, but he does not fully indulge the happily-ever-after logic that so often attends it. As the narrator contemplates the prospect of becoming either a donor or a father (or, most likely here, something in between), his ambivalence is acute, though not paralyzing. After letting an Occupy protester come to his apartment to take a shower, the narrator prepares the protester a meal, and is filled with a rushing desire to have a child, followed by a fit of self-disgust:


So this is how it works, I thought to myself, as if I’d caught an ideological mechanism in flagrante delicto: you let a young man committed to anti-capitalist struggle shower in the overpriced apartment that you rent and, while making a meal you prepare to eat in common, your thoughts lead you inexorably to the desire to reproduce your own genetic material within some version of a bourgeois household, that almost caricatural transvaluation of values lubricated by wine and song. Your gesture of briefly placing a tiny part of the domestic—your bathroom—into the commons leads you to re-describe the possibility of collective politics as the private drama of the family. All of this in the time it took to prepare an Andean chenopod. What you need to do is harness the self-love you are hypostasizing as offspring, as the next generation of you, and let it branch out horizontally into the possibility of a transpersonal revolutionary subject in the present and co-construct a world in which moments can be something other than the elements of profit.



I suppose there are some who will stubbornly hear sarcasm in such passages, signaled, perhaps, by language that rides the line between precise articulation and jargon. But I take such questions, and the language in which they are formulated, seriously. How does one develop a horizontal, collective politics while living in a system seemingly hell-bent on privatizing everything, including that capitalist bastion of Oedipal privacy, the domestic family? Can one refuse the hard edges of such distinctions, or would that simply be fooling oneself, a form of false consciousness? Our narrator offers no answers, but in the book’s final pages, he gives a virtuosic performance of what such blurring might feel like: past, present, and future tenses merge; the tight trio of the narrator, Alex, and developing fetus zooms in and out of focus, set against a metropolis teeming with other lives; the narrator’s first-person narration expands out to address the reader directly (“maybe you saw me”), and eventually encompasses the words of Whitman, testifying to a nearly incredible empathy with the multitudinous.

Many poets benevolently haunt 10:04 (most literally, Robert Creeley), but Whitman is foremost among them, due to his relationship to New York City (and Brooklyn in particular), as well as his poetry’s capacity to summon the feeling of euphoric collectivity. But as the narrator smartly notes:


Whitman, because he wants to stand for everyone, because he wants to be less a historical person than a marker for demo-cratic personhood, can’t really write a memoir full of a life’s particularities. If he were to reveal the specific genesis and texture of his personality, if he presented a picture of irreducible individuality, he would lose his ability to be “Walt Whitman, a cosmos”—his “I” would belong to an empirical person rather than constituting a pronoun in which the readers of the future could participate.



Our narrator takes the opposite route: he relishes the documentation of particularities, be they of objects, ideas, or psychological structures, and he steadily reveals the specific genesis and texture of his personality, be it via literal examinations of critical moments in his development, or simply via the rhythm of his attention, the scaffolding and cadence of his prose. Often he explicitly compares his situation to that of Whitman, noting the (degraded) difference between, say, our narrator’s role in talking an intern through a bad trip at an art party in Marfa and Whitman’s deathbed ministrations to soldiers in the Civil War. “The smell of his buttondown shirt was repulsive,” our narrator says of the intern, who has vomited from alcohol and drugs. “I helped him get out of it, and then threw the sodden thing in the pool. With his arm around my shoulder and mine around his waist, I walked him slowly inside, a parody of Whitman, the poet-nurse, and his wounded charge.” The scene is indeed parodic—it’s like Boogie Nights, but in a desert town laced with high art. Yet when the intern, in a state of abject terror, begs the narrator, “Don’t leave me. I still don’t feel like I’m here,” the parody vanishes. No matter the circumstance, human suffering matters. Our attending to it matters. Acts of tenderness are not morally trivial. Which is why our narrator stays with the intern until he is asleep, then kisses him on the forehead before taking leave.

Sounds sweet, right? But, as Preciado reminds us, nothing is going to come save us from a climate crisis of our own making, not even acts of interpersonal tenderness. As we begin to absorb this news—which by all rights shouldn’t be news—it is tempting to feel nihilistic, as if all that remains for us to do is give in to “an alienation that has reached such a degree that [mankind] can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order,” as Walter Benjamin (another important figure in 10:04) wrote in 1936, facing down Fascism. 10:04 is not afraid to touch this nihilism, this alienation, nor the compromised aesthetic pleasures to be found there. But to its credit, it does not succumb to their temptations. Its rigors and pleasures remain in service of nuance, of negotiation, of continuance. For as Naomi Klein has reminded us, our demise isn’t all or nothing, at least not for the next few centuries. “There are degrees to how bad this thing can get,” Klein says. “Literally, there are degrees.” As we struggle to figure out how to notch back the degrees, so as to mitigate the suffering that a warming planet is going to bring, we also need to figure out forms of relationality—both to ourselves and to each other—that won’t make things worse.

By the time I finished 10:04, I felt like I understood some options: not being ashamed of the desire to make a living doing what we love, while also daring to imagine “art before or after capital”; paying as intense attention to our collectivity as to our individuality; demanding a politics based on more than reproductive futurism, without belittling the daily miracle of conception, nor the labor and mysterious promise of childbearing and -rearing; attempting to listen seriously to others, especially those who differ profoundly from ourselves, no matter how precontaminated the attempts; spending time reading and writing poetry; and more. Far from despair, I felt flooded with the sense that everything mattered, from meticulous descriptions of individual works of art to kissing the forehead of a passed-out intern to analyzing our political language to documenting the sensual details of our daily lives to bagging dried mangoes to the creation of the book I was holding in my hand to my deciding to spend time writing a review of it. “The earth is beautiful beyond all change,” Lerner repeats in 10:04, quoting the poet William Bronk. The inspired and inspiring accomplishment of his novel makes me want to say that sometimes, art is too. And maybe—if incredibly—so might we be, ourselves.

(2012)




From Importunate to Meretricious, With Love:Conversation with Brian Blanchfieldfn1

BRIAN BLANCHFIELD: It feels appropriate to treat this topic (a rich one for both of us) in a written dialogue, since the taproot of our friendship was an exchange of letters, a blind correspondence—between Manhattan and Brooklyn, in early 2001. Right?

MAGGIE NELSON: Yes—we met because I had sent my manuscript Jane: A Murder to Farrar, Straus and Giroux, where you were then working. At the time it felt like a big, weird, gutsy move for me—I mean, who was I, a young poet writing in her little Brooklyn room, suddenly convinced her book should have a more formidable home? Nonetheless, I sent it to FSG, as well as to other houses. The book was roundly rejected, but you subsequently wrote me—off the record—a fan letter, saying it was one of the best manuscripts you’d read in your time at FSG.

Not knowing, as I do now, that NYC publishing is full of women, and that the whole business has an increasingly “precariat” vibe, I then imagined every publishing house as being The Man, run by white men in suits, chucking around their immense cultural power. (This may have been an impression garnered after working at age nineteen, for a single day, for Gordon Lish; shortly thereafter I sequestered myself in New York bars and basements and Kinko’s back rooms, with a more punk, DIY crowd.)

At any rate, the point is that when I received your letter, I felt sure it came from a bastion of power, and that you, “Mr. Blanchfield,” were its emissary. (The patrician vibe of your name worked into this fantasy quite well!) And it was meaningful to me, because Jane was a story about girlhood, about being female, about proposing femaleness as the center of a human story. And my letter from Mr. Blanchfield of FSG said to me that all this was worthwhile, that it was good, and that it had almost made it through, even in its freaky form.

BB: I can remember well reading Jane in manuscript at FSG. I knew who you were because we already had a friend or two in common, but I wasn’t prepared for the transformative reading experience there in my cramped little Union Square office. A clear-eyed and structurally innovative book that sought to be a new sort of—a subversion of—investigation into sexually violent crime, objectively dismissive of criminal psychology, riveting in the way rivet removal might be, Jane turns out to have as its central subject girlhood. It became clear in the book’s uniqueness just how rare that is or was in literature. I had never read anything like it before, certainly not in my capacity at FSG. I still have an almost diagrammatic understanding of its relations: symmetrical pairs of girls and women—Maggie and her sister, their mother who was Jane’s sister, and even their dolls Stacey and Tracey—tightly wound in their relationality, where the dark companion of bright ambition
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