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PENGUIN BOOKS

AFTER KATHY ACKER

‘ “The path of the female artist. Is hell.” Chris Kraus’s veracious and intricately structured portrait rouses and stirs as it documents in meticulous and fascinating detail the life, work and body of Kathy Acker and what it takes to a become a “great writer as countercultural hero” ’ Viv Albertine

‘ “To lie is to try,” Chris Kraus writes in this examination of the various personae of Kathy Acker, the fucked-up girl from high school who, through lying and trying, became an experimental writer of rare courage and vision’ Ben Moser

‘This is a gossipy, anti-mythic artist biography which feels like it’s being told in one long rush of a monologue over late-night drinks by someone who was there’ Sheila Heti

‘After Kathy Acker sets the bar for what will surely be a new era of critical and biographical reckoning … a substantive effort to pay homage not only to the complex, singular, raucous, and crucial writer and human that Acker was, but also to the constellation of artists, musicians, writers, and thinkers who were her friends, lovers, inspirations, and fellow makers of history’ Maggie Nelson

‘An intense, riveting portrait of a writer who was raw and savvy, fragile and brilliant, whose self-deceptions were inseparable from her greatness’ Julie Phillips

‘I loved After Kathy Acker, an appropriately eccentric biography of the post-punk author that restores her to her rightful place in the literary history of the past 40 years’ Matthew d’Ancona, Evening Standard, Books of the Year

‘Kraus’s latest book, After Kathy Acker, about the late experimental writer, is a departure in genre – it’s Kraus’s first biography – but it’s still  committed to her driving questions about art and community and risk, especially this one: How do you make fearless art from the messy stuff of consciousness?’  Leslie Jamison, Interview

‘A thoughtful, sympathetic biography of the post-punk icon and literary enfant terrible … Acker paved the way for contemporary female  writers … Kraus, author of the cult 1997 novel I Love Dick, is the perfect mediator for Acker, finding in her work an aesthetics of provocation, discomfiture, risk and radical empathy’  Lauren Elkin, Financial Times

‘Now that we have Chris’s completely enthralling book, a new generation of writers will be inspired by Kathy. It’s a gift to Kathy Acker and her legacy, and a gift to all the women who read Chris’s books and shared her books and posted passages of her books on Tumblr and who made it possible for I Love Dick to exist as an Amazon series starring Kevin Bacon. Now that Chris has our attention, she’s drawing us toward her muses. There’s something quite beautiful about that’ Lenny Letter




For Sabina Ott



… memories haunt me, increasing frequency and my sense of the obdurate. Time transforms into thing; no wonder myths of afterlife and rebirth proliferate—this is the dubious gift of reliving narratives which may never have existed, but which appear to carry the concrete weight of the world. Memories transform into inert substance, a form of hardness, as one grows distant from them. One is fashioned by the fashioning of them.

—Alan Sondheim, autobiog.txt

You realize that the past is just like everything else—it’s a dream. And it’s just as much of a fiction as if you were actually writing fiction and we choose to say or choose to remember or can’t remember how to remember whatever it was you were trying to remember. It comes out filtered and redefined and has an envelope of fiction to it. Because we’re all basically fiction.

—Rudy Wurlizer, interview by Jonathan Dixon, Vice magazine




TO BEGIN …

As the twentieth century fades out

the nineteenth begins

         again

it is as if nothing happened

though those who lived it thought

that everything was happening

enough to name a world for & a time

to hold it in your hand

unlimited the last delusion

like the perfect mask of death

— Jerome Rothenberg, for
Jean-Pierre Faye
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Littoral Madness

Like everything in the past, everyone remembers it differently, and some of the people involved hardly remember at all. We’re talking about something that happened more than seventeen years ago. But on January 23, 1998, which was a Friday, friends of the late writer Kathy Acker drove from San Francisco to Fort Funston park, about twenty-five minutes away, to scatter her ashes. She’d died two months earlier at an alternative clinic in Tijuana, where she received palliative care for late-stage, metastasized cancer.

The ash scattering—like the wake at Bob Glück’s house on December 13 and the memorial reading at Slim’s Bar where Michelle Handelman was booed off the stage for no reason she can recall—devolved into a kind of black comedy, the way these things often do. I remember Cookie Mueller at Jackie Curtis’s memorial, standing up on the stage of La MaMa halfway through an evening of readings and monologues, blinking back tears as she faced the dark auditorium. She had no speech prepared. “I thought this was supposed to be a funeral,” she said to the room. “Not a variety show.” Speaking to Sylvère Lotringer, the artist Steve Brown recalled how the elegantly planned Nembutal suicide of Danceteria emcee Haoui Montaug among a small group of friends ended with a plastic bag over his head. He was a large man, in the late stages of AIDS, and whoever arranged for the pills had underestimated the dose. Before time accelerated, deaths among friends in the art world were like salt to a sting, bringing unresolved feuds to the surface. Now we care less, or are nicer.

Around this time last year, when I started working on what may or may not be a biography of Kathy Acker, I imagined beginning the book with the melee at Slim’s Bar, or at the wake, where a group of friends gathered to transfer her ashes from a box to an urn, or at the scattering. To describe these proceedings would be to stage an establishing shot of a movie that uses a single protagonist to traverse an entire milieu. Although she wrote first-person fiction and gave hundreds of interviews in which she was asked to recite the facts of her life over and over again, these facts are hard to pin down in any literal way. Because in a certain sense, Acker lied all the time. She was rich, she was poor, she was the mother of twins, she’d been a stripper for years, a guest editor of Film Culture magazine at the age of fourteen, a graduate student of Herbert Marcuse’s. She lied when it was clearly beneficial to her, and she lied even when it was not. Perceptive readers of Acker’s work have observed that the lies weren’t literal lies, but more a system of magical thought. As Dodie Bellamy notes in her essay “Digging Through Kathy Acker’s Stuff”: “Over and over, Acker tells the same tale: the mother is pregnant with the daughter, and the father leaves. The mother blames the daughter and tries to abort her. The daughter’s body survives, but not her unified self …. Is it true? Does it matter? … Acker liberates libido from Freud’s repressed underworld.” But then again, didn’t she do what all writers must do? Create a position from which to write?

Acker’s life was a fable, and to describe the confusion and love and conflicting agendas behind these memorials would be to sketch an apocryphal allegory of an artistic life in the late twentieth century. It is girls from which stories begin, she wrote in her last notebook. And like other lives, but unlike most fables, it was created through means both within and beyond her control.

* * *

By the time Acker died, at age fifty, she’d known thousands of people. Since her divorce from her second husband, Peter Gordon, in 1979, she’d had no long-term partner. She’d lived, at different times in her life, in San Diego, San Francisco, New York, and London, a half-conscious rotation between cities familiar to her. “I think she was just always trying to find her community,” the technology writer R. U. Sirius told me last year at a Mill Valley café. Michael Bracewell, who’d known her in London during the mid-1980s, concurred. She’d bought, then abandoned an apartment in Brighton. Her friend Gary Pulsifer doubts she ever spent a night there. Estranged from her remaining immediate family, she’d known poets and bikers, leather dykes, tattooists, philosophers, astrologers, renowned artists and writers, bodybuilders, psychics, promoters, and editors, and she’d slept with a great number of them. In London, she played chess with Salman Rushdie.

She’d lived in San Francisco between 1990 and 1996, teaching a class in New Genres at the Art Institute while trying to find a more stable, tenure-track job anywhere in the U.S. During those years she worked out at a Gold’s Gym, published two novels, toured constantly, recorded CDs, and added an enormous, impressive tattoo across her shoulders and upper back to the series of pictographs already inscribed on her body. Literal madness; images written not just as words on the page, but as pictures on flesh. The tattoo—an enormous lizardlike fish overlaid with a garland of flowers that morphs into a sleek airborne bird—was done in the style of Ed Hardy and took weeks to complete. Her friend Kathy Brew recalls Acker coming into her office in the Humanities Department after each session and saying, “Honey, would you put some cream on my back?” After the last session, Brew grabbed her camera and took a much-reproduced photograph of a bare-chested Acker astride her 650cc motorcycle. “We were just playing around. It felt like two girls playing dress-up, or something.” Brew was newly divorced, and during those years the two hung out a lot, talking about being single, desire, and intimacy, and then in ’94 Brew moved back to New York.

By the time Acker left San Francisco for London in July ’96, she’d stopped talking to a lot of her former friends in the city’s literary worlds and cyberpunk scene. With some, there’d been feuds. Others couldn’t handle her medical choices and denial of the cancer, which had been diagnosed in April that year. When she returned to San Francisco in September, she was no longer closely in touch with anyone from her old extensive and disparate circles. From a hotel, she called Aline Mare, an old colleague from the Art Institute, and asked for help. She’d known Mare years before in New York, but in San Francisco their friendship had been distant, at best. Mare recalls running into Acker holding court at parties and openings, looking into the middle distance beyond her old friend. “Oh c’mon, Kathy, I know you,” Mare felt like saying. Acker told Mare she was sick, and although Mare was now working full-time and caring for a young child, within minutes of arriving at Acker’s hotel room, she had a strong feeling—“I have to be there for this.” Sharon Grace, another SFAI colleague, became a key part of Acker’s support system in San Francisco during those weeks before her friend, the writer and artist Matias Viegener arrived from L.A. and arranged for her move from the UC San Francisco Medical Center to American Biologics, the only alternative clinic in Tijuana that would accept cancer patients at such a late stage. They arrived with a Buddhist nurse in a rental van on November 1, the Mexican Day of the Dead. By the time Viegener returned to San Francisco with her ashes, everyone knew of her illness and death. There’d been a fundraising drive for her clinic expenses, a few of her closest old friends had traveled to visit her in Tijuana, and thousands of emails about her condition had been exchanged. A strange sonnet was posted online less than two weeks after her death by the “Acker Society” of Gothenburg, Sweden:


These news are not for real

We have nothing more to feel

Death again has put us in trances

But You will always be in my dances

I cannot take much more

What on earth are we here for?

You were a prostitute, some kind of whore

Kathy, You have made your final score



* * *

Acker died a month after arriving in Tijuana. During the last weeks of her life, Matias Viegener became her constant companion, her next of kin, overseeing her treatment at the clinic, coordinating visits from friends, and acting as a clearinghouse for all the related communication.

They’d met some seven years earlier, when Acker gave a reading with Dennis Cooper at Beyond Baroque in L.A. They connected immediately. She’d just moved back to San Francisco from London. Viegener invited her to read at CalArts, where he taught. He’d see her when he was in San Francisco, and sometimes she’d ride her motorcycle down to L.A., where she’d stay at his house, and they’d drive out to the hot springs. Viegener traveled to see her in San Francisco after she underwent a mastectomy in April ’96. Her boyfriend at the time, Charles Shaar Murray, had flown in from London to be with her during the surgery. When Viegener arrived, he found Acker miserable, weak, and pissed that he hadn’t come sooner. She wanted to be taken care of, but not treated as if she were sick, which he found impossible. He had a strong feeling then that she was going to die. As he would write later, “I knew she was going to die and how she would die and that I would be there because I wasn’t afraid of it, or if I was it was minuscule in proportion to her fear of it, so it was blotted out.”

After the mastectomy she turned her back on Western medicine, a decision she’d eventually describe in an essay, “The Gift of Disease,” and a libretto, Eurydice in the Underworld. She stayed in San Francisco for three months after the surgery, consulting psychics, astrologers, healers, nutritionists, and a past-life regressionist in Marin County. By July, her healers agreed that she was cancer-free, and as planned, she left San Francisco to live with Shaar Murray. Two of the practitioners Acker consulted would later be indicted for medical fraud in other cases. However, those closest to Acker came to agree that the claims of her healers were more metaphoric than fraudulent. Which was not unlike the extrapolations in Acker’s first-person writings and interviews, which, if misread as literal truths, could then be dismissed as false.

Acker’s domestic arrangement with Shaar Murray didn’t last long. Two months after arriving, she bought an apartment in Islington and continued the work of self-healing. Living in a temporary one-bedroom apartment in Roanoke, Virginia, for a visiting writer job at Hollins University the following spring, she felt depleted and tired, a condition that she insisted could only be because of her and Murray’s relationship problems and this new dislocation. Returning to London that summer, she fell sick again with an illness she ascribed to littoral poisoning: walking with Murray on a towpath beside the Regent’s Canal, she dropped her Evian bottle into the river. He scrambled down to retrieve it, and she told herself and her readers and friends over and over again about how she’d contracted a viral infection when the polluted water seeped under the cap. She was reacting to tainted water—he’d given her poison to drink—it wasn’t cancer at all!

This assault prompted the last rupture between them. As Murray wrote later, “[T]here was one blowup too many. This time, neither of us made the conciliatory phone call which usually brought us back into each other’s arms.” Alone, exhausted, and isolated in her Islington flat, she saw no point in staying. Viegener and others thought she should move back to California. In early September she flew to San Francisco via Chicago, where she’d performed for three nights with the Mekons, checked into a hotel, and consulted her healers. She didn’t reach out to Viegener or other old friends until mid-October. As Bob Glück recalls,

“She attributed her illness to bad water. She was very constipated, and instructed me to bring a certain enema. I couldn’t find it, and so she didn’t use the one I brought, because everything was done according to Frank Molinaro, her astrologer, and he had not authorized this one. She called him every hour or less, consulting him on every move. He passed out business cards at her funeral. Isn’t that incredible? As though Kathy’s fate was an advertisement for him.

“I gave Kathy a back massage. She was very thin. I tried to figure out what to do for her—she was in deeply serious pain, the kind of pain that makes you frantic. It seemed to me she had entered a magic world. She did not really want to associate with people outside it.”

When she finally called Viegener, he offered to drive up and bring her back to his house in L.A. to regain her bearings, but when he arrived, he saw that she was clearly too sick to be moved. He, Aline Mare, and Sharon Grace convinced her to go to a hospital, where doctors confirmed that the cancer had spread to most of her body.

I don’t understand, she told Viegener. I have cancer everywhere. My healers told me I had no cancer. When I asked my master healer, the teacher of all the healers, he told me he saw no cancer because I would not let him see cancer; he can only see what I let him see. So teachers are mirrors.

* * *

Her body was cremated at the Funeraria del Carmen in Tijuana, and somehow Viegener, who was now her executor, transported the ashes across the border in a sealed aluminum tin. The question became, what to do with them? Acker left no instructions about the arrangements, because she did not want to die. She’d been coaxed into writing a will only when Sylvère Lotringer posed the question of what would become of her work was posed as a hypothetical game. A flurry of emails passed between Viegener and Ira Silverberg, Acker’s former agent and friend. A mutual friend had offered his garden, but that didn’t seem right. “Let X find other fertilizer for his garden. You should do as you please,” Silverberg wrote. “I still think a little in San Francisco, London, and NYC would be nice,” he proposed, not unreasonably.

A few miles away from the clinic, people continue to visit the gravesite of Juan Soldado, a dubious folk hero whose remains are interred where he was shot by a firing squad in 1938. Candles and stones, bracelets and pennies and figurines. Thank you, Juan Soldado, for bringing my son … Thank you for granting my emigration … Thank you with all my heart for the protection you gave me in my hour of anguish, the small engraved plaques and handwritten notes say.

To remain in one place is either privation or luxury. No one I know who’s died in my lifetime, no matter their age, has been interred in a grave. No matter how loved or accomplished or distinguished these friends have been, there are no scholarship funds in their names, no plaques, no memorial benches or arches. The reasons for this, I suppose, have been detailed in such books as Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone, but I still find it hard to accept. Where to inter the remains of those who live in a state of perpetual transience? He divides his time between New York and Maine, between Berlin and L.A., between Jakarta and Sydney, the bios all say. Why not the ashes?

In San Francisco, Viegener and other friends found a French beaux arts vase in an antique shop that would serve as an urn. A decision was made to hold a memorial wake at Bob Glück and Chris Komater’s home on Saturday, December 13. People would speak, and there’d be a ceremony to transfer the ashes from the can to the vase. The dining room table would be used as an altar, and Sheppard Powell, a Buddhist practitioner, diviner, healer, and longtime partner of the poet Diane di Prima, would be asked to preside.

Seventeen people gathered that night at Glück and Komater’s house. Powell led the group in a meditation, breathing in fear and confusion and chaos, breathing out calm and peace, and then he recited a Tibetan chant for her spirit’s release. There was a publicity headshot on the altar, some lilies and a little stuffed dog. As Kevin Killian recalls, the house “was filled with New Agey type people who had helped Kathy in her last years. Tattooists, bodybuilders, motorcycle girls, S/m practitioners, herbalists, it was almost like an upstairs-downstairs thing … Kathy had hired most of these people at one time or another—they were the service people, I thought snobbishly; but very few artists or writers who were her peers …”

“The ritual had this creepy otherworldliness to it, this sacredness,” Dodie Bellamy would write in her diary the next day. “As if Kathy were behind the scenes directing our movements … And people were shedding real tears—Kathy’s chosen truly loved her—nice people.” A young Amazonian woman named Juliette who knew Acker from Gold’s Gym cut open the can, and then people were asked to approach the altar alone and commune with the ashes by scooping a cup into the vase. Bellamy couldn’t do it. Killian dipped three fingers into the jar and licked them off his hand. Ingesting her ashes was a symbolic means of reincarnating some of the dead hero’s genius; he’d done it before, with his friend Sam D’Allesandro’s cremains. Viegener was horrified, but then he did it too. As he’d later write, “What hit me most was that K would have no choice about whom her ashes inhabited … whatever the meaningless relation between ashes and human, some choice was made available again … My first decision as literary executor.” Although mostly, Aline Mare recalls, it was messy. “It works best,” she emailed last week, “with a paper cone.”

* * *

Viegener selected the Fort Funston park site because he remembered how much Acker loved walking there. A short drive south of the city, the park has a spectacular view of the open Pacific. Wide paths dotted with wind-dwarfed cypresses and junipers cut over the bluffs. At the park’s steepest point, it’s a two hundred-foot drop to the waves.

People arrived at the park that afternoon in separate cars. It was a smaller group than at the memorial. Acker’s friend, the editor Amy Scholder, had flown in from New York. Aline Mare and Sharon Grace were both there; Bob Glück, Viegener, Sheppard Powell, and the astrologer Frank Molinaro. Mel Freilicher, a longtime friend of Acker’s from San Diego, may have been there. As people got out of their cars and assembled, Molinaro passed out business cards. The general plan was to release the ashes into the sea, although Scholder wondered about this because she recalled that Acker feared drowning. But then again, as Viegener recalls, “She was afraid of death, period, in any concrete way, although it runs through all of her work.”

The group took a steep sandy path down one of the dunes, and Viegener carried the urn. Aline Mare recalls Sheppard Powell reciting Diane di Prima’s poem “Litany (for Kathy Acker),” written in response to Rudolph Giuliani’s attempt to shut down the Sensations show at the Brooklyn Museum because of Catholic protests against Chris Ofili’s painting The Holy Virgin Mary, which was spattered with elephant dung—


our lady of mandrake

our lady the bayou

our lady of subways

our lady of blind cats

our lady of albino alligators

our lady of desperadoes

our 300 pound lady who sits on stoops

in a house-dress in the summer night

our lady of tenements



—although in a literal sense this seems unlikely because the exhibition wouldn’t open in Brooklyn until October 1999, but in any event, it is a great poem. As the group scrambled down, Viegener and Scholder paused to wait for the others, and Frank Molinaro, the odd one out, the one nobody in this group liked, rushed up and grabbed the vase from Viegener’s hands. The astrologer ran toward the sea tossing handfuls of ash and bone while he proclaimed—“You’re free, Kathy! You’re finally free!”—before Viegener and Scholder wrested it back. It was bitter cold, and no matter how hard they tried, no one could toss the ashes into the waves, because the wind blew them back. It hardly felt final. Viegener and Scholder waded into the sea with the final cremains. After that, everyone trudged back up the dune and drove to the Beach Chalet bar up the road to talk and have drinks.
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Politics

(1971–1973)


Between grief and nothing, I will take grief.

—(Jean Seberg quoting William Faulkner’s The Wild Palms to Jean-Paul Belmondo in Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless)



New York City, 1971:

The bed, rarely made, floats in a room painted orange with big violet stars.

She spends most of her days and nights in the bed, sleeping and writing. Her hair is cut short. Twice, unable to do anything with it, she shaves it all off.

The inside of the closet is violet, matching the stars. The room could be anywhere, really, although in actual fact it’s on the sixth floor of a building in Washington Heights, upper Manhattan, straddling the corner of Broadway and 163rd Street. There are gates on the two skinny windows, facing north onto 163rd. Even in 1971, the old prewar building, with its large corniced lobby, has seen better days.

The bedroom is spacious and shabby. When they arrived in New York, they scavenged for furniture in a friend’s basement. There’s a black, red, and white Navajo rug, a commode and two nightstands, a wood breakfast table and two matching chairs.

Mornings, the sound of the boiler kicking on wakes them up early, and they go back to sleep. Steam heat moves through the pipes, but it never fully warms the room. The apartment is on the top floor. Down the hall, a staircase leads up to the roof, and sometimes she goes there to look at the view. There’s a second bedroom in the back of the apartment, with a desk and a typewriter, two sleeping bags, some spare clothes, and a piano that belongs to her boyfriend’s estranged wife but still hasn’t been moved. That winter, the United States invades Laos, Charles Manson is sentenced to death, and New York is rainy and cold. Two rival factions of the Black Panther Party engage in retaliatory assassinations. Four people are killed. No one will ever know if the shootings were carried out or provoked by FBI infiltrators.

The woman who lives here is twenty-three, soon to turn twenty-four. Kathy Acker, nee Alexander, grew up in New York, but returning after six years away, she feels alone and estranged. Her family’s apartment on East Fifty-Seventh Street is just a few miles away, but she never goes home. Her parents still live there, and she does not want to see them. She won’t visit her grandmother, who lives in a hotel apartment on West Fifty-Fourth Street, because she’s convinced that her grandmother is in collusion with them. When she thinks of her childhood at all, she remembers the green walls and red flowered curtains of her hated bedroom in the 57th Street prison.

I’m ugly, I’m not ugly, she writes, if I dress eccentrically enough. I’m hideous with my short hair and draggy breasts.

Her boyfriend, Len Neufeld, is twenty-eight, but he seems a lot older, in a seductive way. Sitting up under the covers one night, she records how he lies beside me reading The Presentation of Self waiting for me so he can get some sleep he works tomorrow his hair’s pushed back into a ponytail and wrinkles are lining the top of his face.

His plan, when they moved here together from San Diego the previous May, was to finish his dissertation, but each day the plan moves a little further away. He owes $100 a month in child support to his soon-to-be former wife and another $20 a month to the lawyer. He’d been invited to study linguistics at MIT with Noam Chomsky, but like Acker, he sees himself as a writer. In the bedroom together, they write down their dreams.

On weekdays, Len Neufeld works in midtown at Burt Lasky’s editorial agency, but he makes almost as much every Sunday, when he and his girlfriend perform in the “live sex show” at Fun City, a Times Square emporium owned by Marty “King of the Peeps” Hodas. They take the subway to and from work, where they earn $120 a night for performing six shows, twenty or thirty minutes each time.

Bob Wolfe, a hippie porn entrepreneur, got them the gig in December when he was hired by Hodas to manage the club. Arriving back in New York in the early summer, they’d scoured the classified ads in the Voice for nude modeling and sex loops, anything really that would buy them some time.


GIRLS WANTED $75–$100

Per shooting Figure Modeling

& Films. No experience necessary.

Call Robert Wolfe Studio 255-2711



Wolfe’s Fourteenth Street basement studio would soon become the ground zero of New York’s adult film industry, but the audition Polaroids of nude hippies taken in 1971 offer a baffling clue to the mores of that era. Clothed in their nakedness, affectless girls with flat features and long, stringy hair stand in front of Wolfe’s camera, presenting themselves matter-of-factly, without guile, without shame. The women are either refusing to sexualize their bodies, or they don’t have a clue how to do it. Just one year later, Linda Lovelace’s Deep Throat would revolutionize the porn industry and take it mainstream, but until then, any white girl with breasts who was more or less height-weight proportionate would do.

Neufeld and Acker had already performed in perhaps a dozen film loops and photo shoots at Bob Wolfe’s studio. As an attractive straight couple without drug habits who showed up on time, they found themselves highly employable. When Wolfe offered them the Fun City job, it seemed like a good situation: with the Sunday-night money, Acker could stay home and write without taking a nine-to-five job. The two months she’d spent as a file clerk for Texaco between her freshman and sophomore years at Brandeis convinced her that she wasn’t well suited to “robot” employment.

Besides, unlike in the film loops, no one in the sex show had to have actual sex. The performers wore costumes with feathers and jackets and furs: the more clothes they had on, the longer it took to remove them. And the sex show performers were allowed to invent their own semi-improvised scripts. These scripts could veer off in almost any direction, so long as they reached the conclusion their heterosexual male audiences all waited for: full beaver spreads, the display and massaging of breasts, faux masturbation. Acker and Neufeld were more audaciously digressive than most of their colleagues. In one of their favorite routines, she played a patient confessing her sexual Santa Claus fantasies to her aroused psychoanalyst. They worked her shaved head into the act: she’s become Joan of Arc, she’s completely delusional.

The young woman who writes in these notebooks likes the sex show because it takes her as far as imaginable from her Upper East Side private school childhood; she hates the show because it’s degrading. She banters with customers, but then they jerk off under their raincoats. Sometimes she thinks she’s reached a dead end in her life. Should she go back to school, become a fashion designer? Neufeld seems to encourage this. He wants her to be self-supporting, which, she assumes, means he doesn’t want to be responsible for her. During the four months they work at Fun City, she keeps several notebooks in tandem. One notebook records her actions and thoughts; another her dreams. She writes all the time, willing herself to break down the boundaries between waking and dreaming. You have to become a criminal or a pervert, she writes. I find I can only talk to those people who are loose in the ways they live to the extent of perversity a strange addiction to 42nd Street. At readings, when people ask what she’s doing, she never says writing. Instead, she tells them the sex show, and they say wonderful, great. Later, she hates herself for it, but she still loves the attention. There’s no escaping the fact that the Fun City room smells of ammonia, piss, semen. Her dreams about childhood are scenes of escape: a river, a park, a small bit of earth in the cold, damp late autumn. Outdoors and alone, she feels strong … the beginning of a great joy, she writes in her diary.

Often she describes herself, Neufeld, and their friends as “angels.” There are good angels, bad angels, angels who live just as spirits. The angels are making me into a distortion pulling out my eyes destroying my brains. Meanwhile, The show is like the lowest way to make the basic bread completely without responsibility except for the twenty minutes after I get onstage. Backstage between shows, she writes in the notebooks. She writes in the restaurant next door during breaks. She writes sitting in bed under the covers while Neufeld’s awake, and she writes in the apartment’s back room when he’s asleep. The neighbor downstairs complains about typewriter noise. [O]ur writing is a religious act and has no other uses.


2 to 4 SENTENCES

EVERY DAY



she writes in her notebook that March, although most days she writes a lot more. Apart from the few hours each week she spends at Fun City, Acker’s two jobs in New York are sleeping and writing:

I can sleep 16 hours a day after a while the distinction between waking and sleeping consciousness disappeared a semi-controllable continuum in which animals and men resembled each other, she writes in January.

And two weeks later: this writing is getting to be like junk I’m going crazy doing it want more I decided to write so much a day have to write so that I keep in touch with my feelings not to over-write.

Acker isn’t alone in these experiments. She reads Brion Gysin and William S. Burroughs, the instructions for reaching simultaneous wraparound consciousness that will eventually be published in The Third Mind. She reads Bernadette Mayer, who is already writing durational texts, graphing the process of emotive thinking. As Acker notes in a diary written several months after quitting the sex show, B. Mayer’s work list of daily events facts (whatever “facts” means) collage from Emma Goldmann’s [sic] autobiography I feel her work touches reality I distrust my own “USE only words which directly correspond to images” (Burroughs) what the fuck is going on here?

Still, in a literal way, she feels completely alone. She doesn’t know other writers. Neufeld’s friends are much older. His mentor and friend Jerome Rothenberg lives with his wife, Diane, in an apartment on the fifth floor. At work with George Quasha on America a Prophecy, an enormous anthology of American poetry from pre-Columbian to present times, Rothenberg is then forty years old and at the height of his fame as a great man of world poetry. He knows all the writers: his address book includes entries for Paul Celan, Julio Cortázar, Henri Michaux, LeRoi Jones, Daphne Marlatt, George Oppen, and Paul Blackburn. Acker has a huge crush on Rothenberg—to the extent that she shows him her uncensored diaries, complete with her romantic and sexual fantasies about him—but he leaves for a Visiting Regents’ Professorship in San Diego that January. Almost fifty years later, George Quasha recalls Acker’s strategic naïveté. Despite the shyness lamented over and over again in her diaries, Quasha insists, “I’d never known KA to act shy, even if maybe she was. She was intentionally sexy, and I felt her coming on. But I didn’t bite.”

Neufeld recalls gatherings where people argued about the likelihood of totalitarianism within American government. His friends were an uptown crowd, more intellectually serious than the romantic bohemians at the St. Mark’s Poetry Project. At home, they discuss D. H. Lawrence: he faults the absence of social theory in the novels; she thinks he lacks empathy. [Reading Lawrence] I feel like I’m reading my future history I’m finding out who I could be. At a party with Neufeld in Riverdale, Acker hears the men talking about current affairs in America, the Lieutenant Calley court-martial, the youth revolution, and it doesn’t mean anything. When she talks, they accuse her of personalizing. Kathy you’re always wrong … the government is made up of thousands of officials not business, they tell her, and she disagrees: I say [the real power lies with] the 1% who have 99% of the money … She feels like a freak with these people. It will be another few years before she sees she’s ahead of her time, and longer before others agree.

She suffers from pelvic inflammatory disease (PID), made worse by the contraception she uses, an IUD coil, but she does not take the pill because it makes her breasts even more draggy. Exploring their sexuality, she and Len Neufeld stage three-way encounters in the apartment with ex-lovers and casual friends of both sexes. Is she really a lesbian? Is he bi? Often, she wonders if he really loves her. She writes with contempt about the whole glorious sexual revolution, but this doesn’t mean she doesn’t think about sex all the time.

When she and Len Neufeld hear Patti Smith read at the St. Marks Poetry Project in February 1971, she wants to be her. I have no way of meeting her of course I won’t I probably like being shut in myself safe in the 42nd Street half fantasy-half real underground god forbid I should actually talk to someone who also writes.

On Valentine’s Day, my fucking (crossed out) goddam grandmother just sent me a card saying call me I should lick her ass the shits they’re so bugged I don’t lick their asses any longer … let them fuck me acquiesce in all their holy judgments without saying why … they are doing their best to destroy me … I decide that my grandmother didn’t send me anything I’m going to deal with them by not dealing with them there are no more parents no more possessive feelings it works so simply I’ll wake up in the morning wanting Lenny to be next to me I’ll kiss the kissable cats masturbate shit get some tea and bread

* * *

Len Neufeld remembers leaving San Diego for New York with Acker in late May, 1970. “We decided quickly. There was a mutual enthusiasm,” he recalls. They were still married to other people, and, he remembers, they flew because he was leaving the old, beat-up car that he shared with his wife to her and their three-year-old toddler.

Married, like Acker, to his first serious partner when he was nineteen, it wasn’t the first time Neufeld fled. He’d left two years before with a woman named Dolly when he and his wife, Martha Rosler, were spending the summer at the University of Illinois while he attended a workshop at the Linguistics Institute in Champagne-Urbana. Until the late 1960s, even on the East Coast, fornication was a prosecutable offense that offered grounds for eviction. Like many of their contemporaries, he and Rosler got married so their families and landlords would stop harassing them and leave them in peace.

Alone with their baby in the American heartland, Rosler promptly moved back to New York when Dolly entered the scene. At twenty-five, Rosler was already a practicing artist. For a while she supported herself and the baby doing freelance editorial work from a sublet on the Lower East Side. Six months later, Neufeld’s romance with Dolly was over. When he was offered a prestigious National Defense Fund fellowship to do doctoral work at UC San Diego, he flew back to New York to ask Rosler if she’d like to get back together and move out there with him.

In New York, Rosler considered her options. “I thought, I can go back to San Diego, because I can’t breathe here. I had to work all night and take care of the kid all day, I was dying.” She remembers driving back across country with her husband and child; she remembers lying outside their tent in Arizona looking up at the stars and thinking, “Why am I doing this? Oh yeah, because life is a hell of a lot easier in California.”

Like Neufeld, Rosler had done her B.A. in linguistics, but for the last several years she’d been making photomontages, and she had every intention of continuing her work as an artist. Eventually her marriage to Neufeld would end, and she’d find that her decision to move to California had been the right thing. After Neufeld and Acker left for New York, she stayed in San Diego and enrolled as a graduate student in UC San Diego’s new, famously radical Fine Art Department. Within months, together with Fred Londonier, Alan Sekula, David and Eleanor Antin, and Miriam Schapiro, she became part of a group that devised a new form of political artwork, fusing conceptual art strategies with on-the-ground leftist and trade union activism. A photograph taken in 1980 shows Rosler addressing a home study group, holding a copy of the magazine Radical Teacher, #13.

* * *

Kathy Acker lived with her husband, Bob Acker, for more than three years before she met Neufeld. They’d met at Brandeis when she was a sophomore and he was a senior. He was planning to go to graduate school at UC San Diego, and rather than break up and continue depending on family support for her tuition, she left Brandeis and followed him. The wedding took place at her family’s Long Island beach house in 1966 on the Sunday of Labor Day weekend. No one expected the marriage to last, and it didn’t. Until the marriage, her family still harbored hope that she’d find a rich husband. They were Upper East Side Austrian Jews. Bob Acker’s parents were Polish Jews, and he’d grown up in lower-middle-class Queens. Kathy Acker described herself as a German Jew. A hierarchy then still prevailed among New York Jews, descending from German to Austrian to Russian and Lithuanian, all the way down to the lowest-ranked Poles.

Thirty years later, walking around New York City with the media theorist and writer McKenzie Wark, Acker stopped next to the carriages outside the Plaza Hotel and said, We had our honeymoon at the Plaza Hotel. Jews had theirs at the Plaza, WASPS at the Sherry-Netherland. Wark was Australian, fourteen years younger than she was, but even so, he sensed that “there was something dreamlike about the New York she was showing me. Like a fable.” In fact, she and Bob Acker had left for San Diego right away. A rare family photograph shows her in a white dress and veil, smiling and cutting a cake next to her tall, handsome husband.

They arrived just in time to start the fall quarter and rented a spacious Victorian house on B Street, just south of downtown San Diego. Bob Acker enrolled in the History Department, and she signed up for classes to complete her English B.A.

Acker’s accounts of her life, in her books and in interviews, were always selective. She never wrote about or discussed her years with Bob Acker, and Bob Acker himself has little to say about their time together. He graciously replied to my emails, but in our brief exchange he remarked, “I’m surprised there’s any interest in the subject. I never see her books in bookstores anymore, and I visit bookstores pretty often.” “History,” he added, “is hard to do!” A retired attorney, Acker didn’t seem eager to play a supporting role in his long-ago former wife’s history. I imagine her living quietly during those mid-’60s years in remote San Diego, although doubtless ambivalent about whatever it meant to be a “young wife” during the Peyton Place era.

* * *

Before leaving Brandeis, Acker had been one of a handful of classics majors. Years later she’d boast that her undergrad papers were read by the renowned structural linguist Roman Jakobson, although this seems unlikely, since he taught at Harvard. Even if, as she’d elaborate, her Brandeis tutor had studied with Jakobson, it’s hard to imagine the tutor sharing an undergrad student’s papers with him. But to lie is to try. Like most fabulations, the story contains a kernel of truth, or at least of desire. There’s no doubt that Acker wanted to study at Harvard with Roman Jakobson—or rather at Radcliffe, its sister school, because Harvard wouldn’t enroll female undergraduate students until 1975.

Brandeis, known at the time as “Jew U,” wasn’t her first choice of school. By her mid-teens Acker was fiercely precocious, an outstanding student at the Lenox School, a staid and somewhat mediocre Upper East Side private girl’s institution that has since merged with Birch Wathen. But until she met the future film scholar P. Adams Sitney, her knowledge of culture didn’t extend much beyond the Lenox curriculum. Acker met Sitney at a summer study intensive at Trinity College in the summer of 1963, when she was sixteen, between her sophomore and junior years of high school. Sitney was eighteen. Two and a half years Acker’s senior, he was about to begin his first (and, as it turned out, his last) semester at Yale, studying classics. A dazzling poly-math, Sitney’s poetic passions that summer included Charles Olson, Ezra Pound, Virgil, and Sextus Propertius. Acker had just discovered the Victorian poet Gerard Manley Hopkins. She was already dating another Trinity summer student, but she found Sitney and his poetic enthusiasms deeply intriguing. Sitney remembers the sixteen-year-old Acker as “very intelligent, eager, wonderfully curious and slightly wild in a ragamuffin mode.”

That fall, Sitney left Yale to organize the International Exhibition of New America Cinema and moved into a rooming house in New York near Cooper Square. There, he and Acker began an intense three-month affair. Still in school uniform, she’d catch the subway downtown to his place, where they once met Gregory Corso. Sometimes they met at the Film Culture and Film-Makers’ Cooperative office on East Twenty-Eighth Street, where Sitney knew everyone. He introduced her to the Gotham Book Mart. They met Jack Smith, Andy Warhol, and Carolee Schneemann and visited Dick Higgin’s pre-SoHo loft, where Sitney and Jackson Mac Low were absorbed in typing and editing Stan Brakhage’s Metaphors on Vision. Her eyes opened wide. They attended performances of Jean Genet’s plays and Brakhage’s films. On these occasions Sitney’s more parentally presentable friend Robert Brumbaugh, who was a Columbia College student, posed as a decoy boyfriend to pick Acker up from the 57th Street prison. Years later, Acker would write about how P. Adams made super-8 films of me taking off and then putting on my school uniform. Perhaps this was his version of porn. I loved porn. One day, he asked me to edit his magazine, Film Culture … I was shocked … I did not understand how a grown-up man could think that I knew anything, much less enough to edit one of the finest contemporary film magazines. In fact, as Sitney recalls, he shot one three-minute film loop of her naked in bed … a teenage fascination with nudity. “It had nothing to do with pornography. She never expressed any interest in pornography then.” (That would come later.) Nor did she edit Film Culture, although she once ran an errand for the magazine. “The truth,” Sitney concluded, quoting Stan Brakhage, “is always more interesting.”

By the end of that fall, Sitney left New York for Europe. Until she moved to West 163rd Street with Len Neufeld, they would not see each other again.

Given her high grades and the broad range of culture she acquired in her mid-teens, Acker had every expectation of attending an Ivy League school, like Sitney and most of his friends. Radcliffe, with its faculty drawn from the still all-male Harvard, was most elite female school of that time. Cecily Selby, the Lenox School principal, was a Radcliffe alumnus, and she promoted the school among her best students. Acker applied and was stunned when she was rejected. Her high school friend-enemies, the twins Susan and Linda Mueller, applied to Radcliffe and were rejected as well. The Muellers also applied, and were accepted, to Sarah Lawrence, Bryn Mawr, and Wellesley, elite female schools that didn’t interest Acker at all. She applied only to Radcliffe and the intellectual, coeducational Brandeis.

Former classmates of Acker’s concur that as Lenox School students, the Muellers were bred for success. They were WASPy and smart, well-groomed and pretty popularity seekers. At Lenox, the Mueller twins were Acker’s only real peers and academic rivals. If they were young men, or perhaps if they’d been born female thirty years later, the Muellers and Acker might have formed a brilliant alliance: the two “perfect” girls and their daring, intellectually voracious counterpart. But, as it was, they were pitted against each other in a competition that entailed not just brains and imagination, but classic good looks, grace, and poise. It was a fight Acker could never win. And so she loathed them.

No sentimentality here either, Acker wrote, with a nobility worthy of Antigone, on her page of Linda Mueller’s Lenox School senior yearbook. God knows how many fights, dirty or clean, spoken or unspoken, minor or major, we’ve had—but without you, I would have gone to sleep … I don’t know what sort of people I’ll meet at Brandeis but I’m sure that I’ll meet no one with as much drive and personal power and magnetism as you have. I can’t say that it has been a pleasure to know you, for our relationship has not been in that realm, it has been a challenge … I think that if we had met in different circumstances, mutual respect would’ve overcome out ambition-causing animosities … no need for best wishes, your own personality is too magnetic … —you must succeed, Kathy

Although Acker never sought them out after their years at Lenox, the Muellers would haunt her for the rest of her life. At West 163rd Street, she dreams that they’re in a fire together: I had failed in some way … I had to impress them or learn how to deal with them. Back in San Diego a year after splitting with Neufeld, she’d write:


I hate the Mueller twins because they’re the only people who are as intelligent and beautiful as I am; the head of the school encourages the Mueller twins and I to fight so we can raise the intellectual standards of the school.



In London, when she was forty-two years old, she’d write:


R. was thinking of poisoning the Muller twins. The Muller twins were German. They had long straight blond hair and were strong. Since they were the only pupils who were as intelligent as R, they
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