
Poetry as Polarity
oninteruiew with Cafla Haf fyman

by Gail Scott

Two summers ago, Carla Harryman and
I were sit t ing on a docl< reading novels.
Carla, on vacat ion in Qu6bec, was si t t ing with legs straight out,  bacl< straight,  for qui te a long t ime, a mindful
body-presence that I  associate with theatre. And indeed, she is a language poet but also a performance
art ist ,  and an authorof proseworl<swith intr icatestructuresthatcan be both read and performed. Whatever
genre she adopts, she feels no compunct ion to al ter her very unusual way of wri t ing; her newest bool<,
W*IM- (Spl i t  LevelTexts, $rz)-a "diptych" formed by "Lool< Again" and "Portrai t  of  M"- is a polyphonic
performance worl< featur ing several  mirror ing pairs:  Detroi t /San Francisco; mascul ine/feminine; intr insic/
extr i  nsic.

Born in Orange, Cal i fornia, Harryman studied at the Universi ty of Cal i fornia, Santa Barbara and
San Francisco State Universi ty.  She co-founded the San Francisco Poets Theater in g7g, and her i t inerary as
a wri ter includes much col laborat ive worl< with avant-garde composers, actors, and poets. She teaches at
Eastern Michigan U n iversi ty.

Gail  Scott:  I  am curious about how you came to write a prose worl<
in  mi r ro r ing  pa i rs ;  and how,  in  mak ing  the  wor l< ,  you  env isaged aud i -
ence engagement with i t?

Carla Harryman: May I begin with samples from both sides of the
diptych? The "she" in each ofthese segments is a dif ferent she. The
first refers to a chi ld, who is a kind of performing object ofthe nar-
rator 's memory, and the second to "M," the subject of the portrait ,
wh ich  i t se l f  d raws a t ten t ion  to  the  doub le  dynamic  be tween the  nar -
rator ofthe portrait  and the subject.

These fanciful things dwell  inside, where no one can see them
from a distance. She alone, and exclusively, has created the sub-
stance and the knowledge ofthe inside. Standing back to admire
herjob, she says, I  have made the inside ofa cloud.

(From "Loo l<  Aga in" )

Thin as a f l int she rumbles in wagons across hurt farmland. She's

a thundercloud water has sl ipped from into an elsewhere.
(From "Portroit  of M")

The mirror is a complex ref lect ive space; i f  one looks beyond the face
or  fo regrounded ob jec t  o f  re f lec t ion , . the  b inar ies  may d isperse ,  lose
the i r  pa i r ing  log ic ,  o r  s ta r t  to  b lend w i th  one another .  l f  one  en ters  a
mi r ro r -conceptua l l y  o r  in  a  game o f  imag ina t ion  in  a  per fo rmance
space- the  wor ld  on  the  o ther  s ide  o f  i t  may echo a t  unant ic ipa ted
moments .  I  cou ld  say  tha t  the  l< ines the t ic  ac t i v i t y  tha t  such a  mi r ro r -
wor ld  e l i c i t s  in  per fo rmance may have in fo rmed how I  came to
conceptua l i ze  the  d ip tych ,  bu t  i t  i s  a lso  the  case tha t  per fo rmance is
always in my worl< [rst page-based writ ing.

The l i te ra l  exper ience o f  per fo rmance over  years  has  cer ta in ly  im-
pac ted  how I  l i s ten  to  language wh i le  "compos ing"  p rose  or  poet ry ,
even as most of my early writ ing has a strongly performative affect,
which in the poetry (often writ ten in prose sentences), moves away
from lyr ic-for example, some of the Poets Theater Writ ings, which
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encourage per fo rmers  to  engage w i th  language in  a  " l i s ten ing"
mode in  co l lec t i ve ,  and hence,  po lyvoca l  exchanges.  In  rehears ing
for  a  oer fo rmance.  we don ' t  a t  f i r s t  l<now what  i s  a t  the  center  o f  the
work ,  what  i s  in te rna l  to  i t  un t i lwe have made a  re la t ionsh ip  to  the
language th rough the  senses ,  and the  s i te  o f the  per fo rmance.  Th is

is  a l l  to  say  there  is  a  s t rong c i rcu i t ry  be tween prose compos i t ion ,
performance writ ing, and the perfor-
mance o fwr i t ing .

Sh i f t ing  bac l<  to  the  top ic  o f  the  prose
d ip tych ,  you  have ment ioned the
pa i r ings  o f  p lace ,  o r  what  I  th in l (  o f  as
reg ion .  ln  "Loo l<  Aga in , "  ( the  W s ide  o f
the  d ip tych)  the  reg ion  is  imag inary ,
while drawing from actual places.. l t  is
der ived  f rom Southern  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  the
San Franc isco  Bay  Area,  Det ro i t ,  and a
wor ld  (expand ing  beyond loca t ion)  o f
ideas ,  asser t ions ,  and tex ts :  inc lud ing
reference books, the Old Testament,
poet ics ,  and mus ic - f rom Mi les  Dav is
to  song ly r i cs  l i ke  " ta l<e  me to  the
r iver ,  th row me in  the  water , "  wh ich  I
exper ienced in  a  surpr is ing  way when
the  fami l ia r  words  came out  o f  the
mouth  o f  a  mechan ica l  f i sh  d isp layed
on a  wa l l  in  the  Nor th f ie ld  ShoPPing
Mal l  near  Det ro i t .  The nar ra t i ves  o f
"Look  Aga in"  beg in  w i th  ch i ldhood 's
vent r i loquy .  The ch i ldhood is  doub le-
vo iced.  What  i s  re ta ined o f  the  ch i ld  in
the  nar ra t i ves  and non/nar ra t ions  tha t
sk ip  th rough t ime and space in  an  a-chrono log ica l  a r rangement  rs  a

oos i t ion  the  nar ra to r  assumes as  l i s tener ,  learner ,  and tes te r  o fsuch

co ntent.

Diptych is of course a reference to visual art '  The visual form init iates

movement  o f  the  eyes  f rom le f t  to  r igh t  and r igh t  to  le f t .  The mind 's

eye o f  the  wr i t ing  sub jec t  o r  tex t  o f  W- /M-  migh t  be  compared
to  tha t  o f  an  ar t i s t  ma l ( ing  a  v isua l  wor l< .  The books  ta l<en together

requ i re  a  l< ind  o f t rans feren t ia l  p rocess ing  th rough the  gap o f the i r

separa teness .  In  my prose poem "For  She"  l  have a  l ine ,  " f rom r igh t

to  le f t  and le f t  to  r igh t  un t i l  the  s ides  o f  her  body  was c i rcu i ts ' "

GS:  Read ing  W- /M-  one ge ts  caught  up  in  a  marve lous  rebound

loop.  as  i f  the  book  moved f rom i ts  bookends toward  the  midd le '  You

re loca ted  as  an  a l ready  mature  wr i te r  f rom San Franc isco  to  Det ro i t '

Since W- and M- seem to frame those two very dif ferent writ ing

contex ts ,  what  d id  the  d isp lacement  mean in  te rms o fyour  own wr i t -

ing trajectoryi

CH: The move was traumatic and also fascinating as I was both
p lunged in to  and leap ing  in to  change.  In  mov ing ,  I  los t  a  wor ld  tha t

was chang ing  in  any  case as  many f r iends- l i te ra ry  peop le  and ar t -

ists-were moving away from the Bay Area as part of the r99os brain

dra in .  Th is  move is  ming led  w i th  o ther  changes and losses  inc lud-
ing  the  loss  to  A IDS o f  the  f i lmmaker  Warren  Sonber t  in  May r995 '

f e a t u r e : , , , : '  r r

a few months before I moved to Detroit  and to whom I dedicated
Gordener of Stors-a novel that was begun in 1994 in the Bay Area and
comple ted  in  zooo in  Det ro i t .  I  had  to  change my l ine  o fwork  f rom

nonpro f i t  a r ts  to  un ivers i ty  teach ing ,  wh ich  encouraged th in l< ing  in

c ross-d isc ip l inary  modes d i rec ted  toward  teach ing .  T ime changes ev-

ery th ing ,  no  mat te r  where  one is  l i v ing :  events  a re  ind i f fe ren t  to  such

photo  bv  l t rehc l  [ . cv i tsky

b iograph ica l  de ta i l s .  Thus ,  the  move
to Detroit  gets absorbed into 9/11, the
l raq  and Afghan is tan  wars ,  and the  un-
ant ic ipa ted  consequences  o f  the  soc ia l
log ics  and economies  tha t  fo l low f rom
disaster. Yet, the proximity of Dear-
born ,  w i th  the  la rges t  Arab  Amer ican
popu la t ion  in  the  Un i ted  Sta tes ,  had a
pro found impact  on  me.  Through a l l
o f  th is ,  I  was  a lso  invo lved in  qu i te  a
few col laborations, performance and
tex t  based- inc lud ing  6rond P iono,  the
mul t i -au thored memoi r  o f  ten  wr i te rs
who par t i c ipa ted  in  shap ing  language
wr i t ing  poet ics  on  the  West  Coast .
Th is  work  par t l y  came about  because
of  the  geograph ic  d ispers ion  o f  these
wr i te rs .

GS:  The dev ice  o f  mi r ro r ing  imPl ies
ambigu i ty  o r  a t  leas t  sh i f t ing  as  l igh t
or  ang le  sh i f t ;  i f  there  is  no t  a  c lear  d is -
t inct ion between W- and M- as far
as sites, for me the tone of W-, with
its fantastical resonance, corresponds
to  my Nor therner 's  perhaps  c l i chdd

not ion  o f  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  wh i le  the  harsher  rhe tor ica l  tone o f  M-  i s  De-

t ro i t .  How does  the  la te  Det ro i t  a r t i s t  Ron A l len ,  to  whom the  work  i s

ded ica ted ,  f igure  here?

CH:  Ron is  fea tured  in  the  "Look  Aga in"  s ide ,  wh ich  is  the  W-  s ide
( i f  we ho ld  the  W up to  the  mi r ro r  o f  M,  i t  i s  W .  '  '  ) .  The ded ica t ion
is  a  t r ibu te  to  h is  memory  and wor l<  and our  sus ta ined conversa t ion ,
wh ich  inc luded some theater  co l labora t ion .  Ron s t rong ly  fea tures  in ,

in f lec ts  the  a tmosphere  o f  the  wr i t ing :  he  is  weather  in  i t '  He is  a lso

the  in te r locu tor  o f  "Loo l<  Aga in ' "  l t ' s  se ldom tha t  I  have a  person in

mind when I 'm wr i t ing ,  as  i f  I  am hav ing  a  conversa t ion  spec i f i ca l l y

w i th  them or  pos i t ion ing them as  an  " idea l  reader , "  and I  am not  sure

i f  I  thought  o f  h im exac t ly  in  th is  way:  perhaps  he  was ra ther  an  idea l

l i s tener -who somet imes d idn ' t  I i s ten  a t  a l l .  Nor  d id  I  exac t ly  hear  o r

unders tand every th ing  he  had to  say  to  me '  wh ich  was somet imes too

much information. I  am fascinated by the force of mutual recogni-

t ion  and a f f in i t y  tha t  mixes  w i th  mishear ing  or  mis in te rpre ta t ion  tha t

often characterizes sustained, energetic conversation: such conversa-
t iona l  qua l i t ies  a re  o f ten  exp lo red  in  my wr i t ing .

Let me see i f  I  can say something about Ron's Poets Theater plays, of

which there are at least twenty, none of which can now be performed

unt i l  someth ing  happens w i th  the  es ta te .  H is  most  innovat ive  wr i t ing /

ar t  i s  d isappear ing ,  a t  leas t  temporar i l y '  H is  p lays  are  vo la t i le ,  Ay le r -

esque.  Thev  see l<  t rans format ion  th rough des t ruc t ion  and a  language
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that has brol<en free of constraints and the interpolat ion of the blacl<
subject in a racist society. Yet they grapple with phi losophical,  pol i t i -
cal,  and rel igious questions that are structured as dualisms-that are
sometimes complementary and sometimes contradictory. He thus
draws on dif ferent systems of dual ism, Eastern and Western, mythic
and Marx is t .  The source  and insp i ra t ion  fo r  the  work  inc ludes  a  d i f f -
cu l t  persona l  h is to ry  t ransposed th rough h is  exper ience work ing  w i th
peop le  in  d rug  and a lcoho l  t rea tment  p rograms,  a  v igorous  sp i r i tua l
and ph i losoph ica l  ques t ing ,  and a  w ic l<ed sense o f  humor .  H is  " ta r -
ge t "  aud ience and insp i ra t ion  was the  marg ina l i zed ,  u rban Af r i can
Amer ican man.  H is  work  was an  o f fe r ing  o f  poss ib i l i t y ,  a  man i fes ta -
t ion ofthe capacity to transform the hardened and oppressive logics
of power to energetic resistance and the possibi l i ty of l iberation.

Ron was one o f  the  peop le  th rough wh ich  Det ro i t  became a  reve la -
t ion ,  espec ia l l y  as  a  p lace  where  " the  ou ts ide"  was a  k ind  o f  obscur -
ing  agent  o f  l i fe  l i ved  " ins ide"  o r  in  an ter io r  spaces ,  where  ident i t y  i s
not so ful ly defined by race, class, and wealth.

The "knowledge o f  the  ins ide , "  a  fasc ina t ion  fo r  the  " l i t t le  g i r l "  in
"Look  Aga in"  resu l ts  in  a  w ish fu l  daydream tha t ,  as  daydreams do,
fuses given real i ty with fantasy. l t  begins with a fantasy of an interra-
c ia l  wor ld  (poss ib ly  insp i red  by  my ch i ldhood exper ience o f  a t tend ing
an integrated Methodist church with my grandmother in Compton,
Cali fornia) and incorporates project ions activated between the
Southern  Ca l i fo rn ia  o f  my ch i ldhood and the  Nor thern  Ca l i fo rn ia
and Det ro i t  o fadu l thood.  Reca l l ingyour  observa t ion  about  pa i r ings :
mic ro  nar ra t i ves ,  expos i t ions ,  and poet ic  excurs ions  o f  "Look  Aga in"
are  posed a t  th resho lds  be tween ins ide  and ou ts ide ,  what  was and
what is, the West and the rustbelt.

The other side of the text, "Portrait  of M" is less narrat ive and wilder,
more  rhe tor ica l ,  and wou ld  thus  perhaps  s ty l i s t i ca l l y  connect  w i th
some o f  A l len 's  rhe tor ica l  w i ldness  and maneuvers ,  bu t  th is  s ide  o f
the  d ip tych  is  de f in i te ly  no t  wr i t ten  w i th  an  in te r locu tor  in  mind ,
except  perhaps  the  doub le  f igure  o f the  nar ra to r  and the  sub jec t  o f
the  por t ra i t  i t se l f .  The por t ra i t  i s  a  mode o f  undo ing ,  assembl ing ,  and
d isassembl ing  convent ions  o f  gender ing .  I  wou ld  add d issembl ing  to
the  l i s t ;  d ishonesty ,  b ragg ing ,  mak ing  sh i t  up  are  a l l  par t  o f  M 's  (o r
the  por t ra i t i s t ' s )  a rsena l .  Reg ion  is  exp loded and d is t r ibu ted  in  th is
wor l<  as  a  k ind  o f  ha l luc ina t ion  o f  sc reens  and images.

GS:  Exuberant  nar ra t i ve  re -d is t r ibu t ion  has  been a  ba i l iw ick  o f
women prose wr i te rs  s ince  the  ear ly :o th  century  a t  leas t  (S te in ,
Bowles ,  Earnes ,  e tc . ) .  That  day  on  the  doc l< ,  you  were  read ing  Rache l
Lev i tsky 's  TheStory  Of  Mg Acc ident  l s  Ours ,  and I  rememberyour
remarking she broke representational rules by refusing concrete
language (or the usual novel ist ic referent).  One could make a f ine l ist
of contemporary women writers currently writ ing such prose worl<s,
where ,  asyou pu t  i t  in  your  Grand P iono essay  on  everyday  l i fe ,  "Dr i f t
i  deux" :  " l  m igh thaue so id  the ' l '  who ho tes  mgtho logg is  o  p ronoun in
o text gestut ing toword o predicoment one con onlg separote oneself from
ri.r i thin prouision al ond performatiue renegotiat ions uith longuoge." Experi-
mental prose is often treated as dif f icult ,  inaccessible. ls the reading
of  i t  someth ing  tha t  requ i res  a  learn ing  curve?

CH:  " l  m igh t  have been born  in  a  more  s imp le  schoo lyard , "  ( f rom

"For  She" )  bu t ,  we l l ,  as  you no te ,  I  wasn ' t  .  .  .

After years ofteaching, I  would respond yes to your question. And
I could say no. The cri t ical reading of anything typical ly requires a
learn ing  curve  and i f  the  l i te ra ry  work  in  ques t ion  is  i t se l f  a  k ind  o f
cri t ical reading, this learning curve may be magnif ied. The response
to  a  f i rs t  encounter  w i th  a  wr i t ing  is  cond i t ioned by  what  one has
already read and has access to. But readers are dif ferent, one from
another, no matter. What one is able to read or is drawn to in reading
depends on  our  myster ious  w i r ing ,  o r  educat ion ,  cu l tu re  o r  p re-
inc l ina t ions ,  o r  tas tes  and the  contex t  o f read ing .  l t  depends on  the
reader 's  des i res ,  o r  ob l iga t ions ,  o r  a t ten t ion  span,  o r  work  schedu le .
A student who writes from the experience of the inner city prefers
canonical l i terature and real ist narrat ive; another who worl<s at a
rura l  Walmar t  i s  in te res ted  in  non/nar ra t i ve  poet ics :  th is  scenar io
could easi ly be reversed. I  continue to f ind readers' receptiveness to
any given worl< part ly mystenous.

Let me come at the question of the reader from a sl ightly dif ferent
angle that takes us back to an emergent feminist poetics, i tself  a
source  fo r  b r ing ingyou and me together  in  long- te rm d ia logue.  Wel l
before Judith Butler 's Gender Trouble there was gender trouble that led
me to the performative in writ ing as a way of constructing something
other to patr iarchal poetics with i ts adherence to poetic l ineage, as i f
one had such a  l ineage and one 's  wor l<  wou ld  be  unders tood and in -
terpreted through what has been passed down within a given genre.
Genre boundaries were/are/were/are crossed for both energetic and
theore t ica l  purposes .  The reader  was/ is /was/ is  po ten t ia l ,  a  po ten t ia l
reader  o f  these wr i t ings .

GS: Of the core language writers, i t  is you who have been ntost con-
cerned w i th  femin ism.  Yet  .  .  .  she  is to  Wesentherse l f  as  an  en igmo,you
say in almost the last sentence of W-M-. That is, "she" is a tonal i ty,
what  Fred  Wah ca l l s  the  Mus ic  o t the  Heor t  o f  fh ink ing .  I  am s t ruc l<  by
howthe language br ings  one in to  a  s ta te  o f  l i s ten ing ,  someth ingyou
refer to earl ier, rather than a state of interpretive attention that is a
usua l  p rose- read ing  pos tu  re .

CH:  The aspec ts  o f  l i s ten ingyou re fe r to  have a  s t rong k insh ip  to
improv isa t ion  in  per fo rmance,  whether  mus ica l ,  phys ica l ,  o r  verba l ,
going back to very early work, such as " ln Front":

Take the school off the cape ofresponsibi l i t ies.
I  shoot.
Like what I  was saying before.
You look at me from across the table and taunt. We are the only
island. Someone else is wearing your shirt .  Take the school off the
cape of responsibi l i t ies!

(From Under the Bridge,rySo)

Th is  ear ly  wor l<  o f  inde terminate  genre  ( i .e .  poet ry )  perhaps  an t ic i -
pa tes  the  improv isa tory ,  wh ich  opens i t se l f  up  to  mu l t id i rec t iona l
th ink ing  in  var ious  t ime-based d imens ions  and in fo rms the  "sentenc-
ing." The constraints that help to make form from the improvisational
exper ience inc lude read ing  the  tex t  re f lex ive ly  and mak ing  dec is ions
about i ts formal l imits that are informed by ref lexive reading. In stat-
ing th is ,  I  cou ld  s imp ly  be  descr ib ing  wr i t ing ,  any  wr i t ing ,  tha t  i sn ' t
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thickly plotted or planned out in advance and is process-oriented;

however, the attentiveness to improvisation, ref lexive reading, and

constraint derived from a decision or the cognit ion or interpretat ion

of a gesture activates i t  in a part icular way for me'

GS:  From our  f i rs t  meet ing  in  1985,  I  fe l t  a  t remendous k insh ip  w i th

your work, yet we are writ ing from very dif ferent spaces' l t  is interest-

ingthat I ' icr i ture auftninin (as we have named some ofthe early work

in  Quebec,  w i th  an  emphas is  on  dcr i tu re)  has  cons is ten t ly  f igured  in

your  and my ongo ing  conversa t ion .  I  shou ld  add tha t  th is  poet ics  was

honed in  an  in te rvent ionary  and mi l i tan t  con tex t  in  the  very  vo la t i le
'7os  in  Qu€bec.  What  were  the  ear ly  in te l lec tua l  ( theore t ica l? )  in f lu -

ences  tha t  led  you to  th is  p lace ,  par t i cu la r ly  w i th  respec t  to  language

and the body?

CH:  I 'd  l i ke  to  ment ion  a  b r idge be tween the  in te l lec tua l  in f luence

andeverydaysoc ia lexper iences ;be fore theword" in te l lec tua l "had
much mean ing  or  va lue ,  there  was the  encounter  w i th  peers  who

viewed me as other. This otherness was twined with also being in a

lower economic class than most of my peers, and i t  was also twined

in what we would now cal l  sexual harassment-mostly performed

by one person on the high school footbal l  team' I  fel t  elevated by

reading an American history book that was writ ten from a Marx-

ist economic perspective. I  assume such a book no longer exists in

Amer ican pub l ic  schoo ls ,  bu t  in  any  case i t  was  a  book  tha t  changed

m y v i e w o f m y s e | [ b e c a u s e i t h e I p e d m e t o u n d e r s t a n d c o n t r a d i c t i o n
and the  economic  causes  and cond i t ions  o f  Amer ican h is to ry '  Why

was I  ashamed o fmy body  and no t  p roud to  be  an  Amer ican? The ve i l

of ignorances l i f ted.

I am not sure that there was anyone else interested in this textbook

or the history class, but I  found i t  so easy to master and so persuasive

that I  saw my dif ference in a posit ive l ight through my encounter with

i t .  Thus  an  app l ica t ion  o f theory  became a  source  o fsus tenance and

c o m f o r t : i t g a v e m e c o u r a g e a n d t h e g i f t o f a r t i c u l a t i o n ' l t a l s o h e l p e d
me grasp the nature of my frustrat ion with certain academic subjects

that were taught as duti ful narrat ive, data, and fact '  Marx offered

whatever wil l  to power there was latent in my murky adolescent self  a

spr ingboard  in to  a  new wor ld .  Read ing  and th ink ing  to  some degree

protected my body from abuse and there was quite a bit  of that in

my young r96os l i fe, excluding the elected experiments with drugs

and sex. lwas protected because ofthe mediat ing power of pol i t ical

theory and phi losophy. Perhaps this body owes i t  coherence to the

intel lectual realm. And wouldn't  that be true for so many?

At  the  moment  I  am th ink ing  o f the  phrase "one is  no t  born  bu t

rather becomes a woman," writ ten f irst by de Beauvoir and recast

by Witt ig as "one is not born a woman." Perhaps in some way I grew

uo with fhe Second Sex, a volume that at some point appeared on my

m o t h e r ' s b o o k s h e l f . | t ' s b e i n g i n t h e h o u s e a n d h e n c e a v a i I a b | e f o r
my perusal as well  as hers surely made my uncertain mother nervous'

(Even i f the books in my own room, The Autobiography of Molcolm X

and Ginsberg's Hou.r l ,  l ikely made her even more nervous!) This one

phrase, "one i5 not born but rather becomes a woman," explodes a

category that assumes the body within a symbolic system of lan-

guage. Once "woman" is cal led into question in the passage through

the birth canal, one comes to understand that language controls the

fea ture  q ' ; ' i i  t  r r , ;

body and i ts social relat ions. One sets out to change this for oneseli

encounter ing  a  p rob lem o f language,  wh ich  cannot  be  re tu rned to

neut ra l  o r  na tura l  in  any  leg is la ted  sense.  Around the  t ime tha t  you

and I  met ,  in  the  mid  r98os ,  there  was access  to  Kr is teva ,  C ix ious ,

lragary;whereas, at an earl ier point, I  had been more aware of Witt ig

due to  some t ime spent  in  France and de  Beauvo i r  as  we l l  as  many

Ang lophone femin is ts  who had no t  focused so  in tens ive ly  on  the

question of language. I  suppose what I  gravitated to was writ ing that

in fo rmed my unders tand ing  o f the  re la t ionsh ip  o f  language to  p lay

and des i re ,  an  Eros  invo lved in  i t s  dep loyment  as  a r t '  Th is  was no t

exc lus ive ly  wr i t ing  by  female  theor is ts  and,  in  fac t ,  I  o f ten  thought

tha t  the  theore t ica l  wr i t ing  o f those th inkers  I  have re fe r red  to  cou ld

not  ever  per fec t l y  a l ign  w i th  a  l i te ra ry  wr i t ing  prac t ice ,  bu t  th is  a lso

makes read ing  them a l l  the  more  produc t ive '

I  am qu i te  in te res ted  in  the  non-a l ignments  o f  l i te ra ry  and theore t ica l

works  in  the  cases  where  theor ies  and ph i losophy are  ye t  in tegra l  to

the creative text. Your novel The Obituotg is a signif icant example of

th is  non-a l igned g ive  and ta l<e .

GS:  Here  we cou ld  segue in to  a  who le  d iscuss ion  about  des i re  and

the  body  in  wr i t ing ,  as  concerns  the  " femin ine , "  bu t  tha t ' s  another

conversation. When | f i rst encountered your worl<, i t  tool( me some

t ime to  rea l i ze  tha t  I  needed to  read you as  I  was  ( learn ing  to )

read Gertrude Stein: i f  you enjogitgou undetstond i t ,  said Stein'  an

exper ience she l i kened to  en joy ing  a  foo tba l l  game '  L ike  Ste in '  the

in te l l igence o f  the  work  i s  o f ten  underp inned w i th  a  ch i ld 's  acu i ty

a n d a u r a l s e n s e . M o r e d i r e c t t h a n w i t h S t e i n , h o w e v e r ' i s y o r t r c o m -
mi tment  to  soc ia l  engagement .  In  your  essay  Adorno 's  No ise '  your

read ing  o f  wr i te rs  l i ke  Ana is  N in  and aga in  o f  everyday  are  in  conver -

sa t ion  w i th  the  thdses  o f  Adorno 's  Min imo Moro l ia '  The nar ra t i ve  i s

ou t  there  somewhere  in  the  space be tween the  two '  Can you ta l l<  a

l i t t le  about  how you see nar ra t i ve  in  the  essay  fo rm as  compared to

o ther  p rose  work?

CH:  The essay  is  a  poet ics  where  poet ry  i s  becoming someth ing

other to i tself ,  a prose. Narrat ive is only part ly what made the poetry

someth ing  o ther  to  i t se l f '  Obv ious ly  in  Adorno 's  No ise  I  am th in l< ing  o f

the essay in a mode that opens the form, that worl<s against norma-

t ive values of the essay: the personal essay, the lyr ic essay' Within

the essay, narrat ive might be a context for the writ ing rather than the

writ ing i tself  which may be responding to an exist ing narratrve nega-

t ively; or the essay might fold narrat ive into an argument or Prose
excurs ion  tha t  i s  wor l< ing  i t se l f  ou t  as  i t  p roceeds a long a  non-pre-

scr ip t i ve  pa th  o fencounter .  The N in  essay ,  "no  more  cosement  wtnd lws

to open" is composed of l i t t le accounts that sometimes reference her

b iography ,  somet imes mine,  and are  somet imes comple te ly  f i c t iona l '

" l  oreferto distr ibute narrat ive ratherthan deny i t" is a comment I

made in "Toy Boats," a noni narrat ive essay published in the r98os'

That essay i tself  performs a distr ibution of narrat ive and nonnarrat ive'

I t  thus borrows from what has come before, an important cr i ter ion of

the essay for Adorno. Both narrat ive and nonnarrat ive in the essay are

actions that lead to the essay's demonstrat ion of i ts concerns' which

i n p a r t i s t o t a k e p I e a s u r e i n i t s h i s t o r i c a I s i t e s a n d c i t i n g s . H i s t o r y , I i | < e
that Marxist history book I referred to earl ier, and i ts changing objects

requ i re  the  a t ten t ion  o f the  essay  " in  my book" '


