	
	



Response to Carmine’ Starnino’s Review of Shift and Switch

-Katherine Parrish

“the majority of the following poems are to be considered as experiments... [some readers] will look around for poetry, and will be induced to enquire by what species of courtesy these attempts can be permitted to assume that title.”  

This caveat prefaces another anthology of experimental poetry: The Lyrical Ballads, by avant garde poets William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Today, no editors of anthologies of lyric poetry are under any compulsion to explain why their selections belong in the genre. But ‘twas not ever thus. And while I agree that without being given such explanations, many readers will find the work in Shift and Switch alienating, the fact that such explanations are still necessary demonstrates two things: while experimental verse may “run rampant” in this country, it is nowhere near as dominant as  Carmine Starnino would have you believe. If, as Starnino asserts, in the battle between iconoclasts and conservatives, history has sided with the iconoclasts, then why is the inclusion of a photograph of a poem in a poetry anthology such a radical concept that it still requires justification? Secondly, we have to be trained to be able read poetry of any kind. Starnino posits that Shift and Switch’s poems are reader unfriendly. But so are the poems contained in The New Canon, Starnino’s own anthology, for someone with little experience of reading poetry. I know this because my high school students initially find the poetry of Ken Babstock, for example, prohibitively “difficult and meaningless.” The poetry in The New Canon seems more accessible only because people have been reading work like it for the past 200 years. Accessibility is a relative term. Accessible for whom?

Starnino’s response raises a number of fundamental questions about the work in Shift and Switch: is it poetry? Is it innovative? Is it good poetry? These are legitimate questions. But Starnino’s own responses to these questions and to the anthology itself betray a prejudice and a carelessness that should cause any reader to question his authority on matters of experimental poetry. Indiscriminate approval of any poetry that announces itself as experimental is bad scholarship, yes. But indiscriminate rejection of the same is no better. Starnino’s reaction to any work that gives off the faintest odor of the avant garde is so pavlovian that he fails to see the texts in front of him.

Take for example the question about whether a photograph could be considered a poem. Surely it depends on what is being photographed. But Starnino’s question grossly misrepresents Jamie Hilder’s work. The poems are not photographs. They are installations of banners displayed on a highway. The photographs are clearly the only way to represent this work in a book. If Hilder’s work does in fact pose a challenge to what may be considered poetry, the question it raises might be, how can an installation be considered a poem? Again, an installation of what? Hilder’s banners contain slogans such as: “To die, that’s easy,” and “Freedom through work.” Is it the fact that these words were posted on Highway 17, and Highway 1, respectively, that confounds our ability to read them as poems? If the Sonnets from the Portuguese were first spray painted on an overpass, would we question Elizabeth Barret Browning’s right to call the work poetry?

Hilder’s work does raise fascinating questions about poetry. But surely the questions it raises are about what differences the publication media and context of a poem make to its reception, whether it be highway or photograph or book. How do we know whether something is a poem or not if we take it out of its expected context? Did the people driving past the banners read them as poems? How did they receive them? When poems are published outside of the expected venues, and without signals to help us understand that what we are reading is a poem, the only way the work announces itself as a poem are the words themselves. And that may be where Hilder’s work does, in fact, challenge the limits of the genre. 

These are very old questions. They were first raised by Marcel Duchamp in 1913 at the Armory show when he exposed the way the gallery itself determines how we read a work of art, by placing his ready made urinal in its midst. More recently, the question was asked by John Cage, numerous times, but perhaps most famously through the composition 4’ 33”, a piece performed by an individual sitting at a piano for a duration of 4 minutes and 33 seconds. New York artist Kenneth Goldsmith extends the question: “if John Cage theoretically claimed that any sound can be music, then we logically must conclude that, properly framed, any language can be poetry.”

Starnino correctly apprehends that work like this opens up the possibility that art could be done by anybody- that it takes no special skill or great effort of labour, as his farcical poet demonstrates. Yes, many poets in Shift and Switch would be interested in challenging the romantic notion of the rarified artist, Wordsworth’s poet of “unusual organic sensibility.”  But nothing in Shift and Switch is as radical as Kenny Goldsmith’s Day, his retyping of an edition of the Sunday New York Times. Goldsmith undertook this exercise in order to try to expunge his artistic creative involvement from a work of art. If you really want your poetics ruffled, try that one on for size. In dramatic contrast, the authors in Shift and Switch are heavily involved in editing the language they frame – whether they find it on the internet, in comic books, or their memories.

Andrea Strudensky is another Shift and Switch author who explicitly addresses the authority of the frame in the following untitled work:

[ … ]1

[ … ]2

1“Writing must emerge inside the problematics of writing itself, that the purpose of certain writing should be to raise these problems, that writing’s contemporaneity is always an historical problem and that the problem of history itself, is, to a large extent, the problem of ideological inscription.”

2I laughed and it sounded like donkeys.

Here, it is the power of the academic and theoretical framework that is exposed. These authors are not shy about addressing issues of accountability- their very poems intentionally invite the kinds of questions that Starnino says the experimental community avoids. A fundamental error that Starnino, and many others, make when they respond to art like this is that they read in it an attempt to create insecurity on the part of the audience in order to keep the audience insecure. But does Strudensky’s poem support or critique the authority of the footnote? Does it support or critique the arbitrary interpretation of the second pair of brackets? 

Equally specious is Starnino’s accusation that these poets have no regard for form, meaning or language. Nothing could be further from the truth. It is precisely because of their regard for language that these poets feel that its conventional codes and structures must be interrogated- not because the words are meaningless, but because they are too meaningful. I suspect it’s this care for language that drives someone like Rachel Zolf, to use the shop-worn, insipid diction of the business world as the source text for Human Resources. Culling texts from her work as a copy-editor, these words are more properly the “language as is used by men.”  The interventions she performs on such texts expose the meaninglessness of language that strives to eliminate ambiguity.

The majority of writers in this volume are not pursuing nonsense, as Starnino suggests in his intro to The New Canon. This is not a nihilistic, modernist gesture. They are pursuing other sense, multisense. At times, yes, they demonstrate the ways that language fails to communicate. But the postmodern exploration of failures of meaning is motivated by a desire for meaning. It’s ultimately optimistic: the challenges to conventional structures are not lobbied for the sake of blowing things up, but rather in order to build a-new, albeit more tentatively, more provisionally. I remember watching an interview with Jacque Derrida, and being surprised by his warmth and generosity as he appealed to the audience that his purpose has ever been to say  “yes.” The writers in this anthology write the way they do because they can no longer say yes using conventional structures and syntax.

If we accept that any language can be poetry if framed as such, the discussion doesn’t end there. The question then becomes what do you do with a text once you accept that it is poetry? How does this change the way you read it?  The one thing that is consistent about these poems, as all of the introductions do make clear, is that they’re asking questions about language. So, a good way to approach them is to consider what questions they are they asking. If, for example, codes of grammar and syntax are broken, as it is in much fewer of the poems than Starnino would have you believe, then how is it broken? Very rarely is the rupture in these poems random. For example, in Jay Gamble’s excerpt from Gagged, the subject and object are consistently suppressed:

crawls ever closer to the

opens then joins like but is not

so much the liminal as finds

gapes wide and falls in

spirals out of and hauls

withers and scrawls such that

A missing subject, and activity that fails to meet its object- this poem is practically neo-realistic. Who hasn’t felt gagged in this way? What I find fascinating about this poem is how easy it is to follow its trajectory, despite the lack of the requisite syntactic components. It begins describing struggling movement- of someone? something?- and then this someone, something is clearly joined by some other one or thing:

arches to open to receive then gives

looks and holds. stares in soft so subtle

rises to meet touch each with however

that neither nor become to unbind

Again, no subject or object is needed to understand the erotic coupling here- there’s drinking and tasting and breathing and waiting and staring and holding, and finally someone, or something, comes. Is the loss of subject and object here a happier event? The climactic “little death,” or the loss of self in the other, equally lost?  Trauma follows, experienced by someone or something, and the language becomes fittingly more fractured. Someone or something, (or no one?)

writes not and forgets how to. automatic

is not amnesiac. is not amnesiac.

is not and writes not is even

though ought to was never shall

This is emotion recollected in nothing resembling tranquility. This is a poetics of intensity. If I find this poem very emotionally moving, does that mean I’m one of the smart people Starnino says has been duped into liking this kind of stuff? I can imagine worse fates.

This is how I understand these texts to function as poetry. It is also how I understand them to be innovative. And no, this is not the only way to innovate. Formally traditional work can be innovative. A confessional lyric poem can arrest us with the shock of the new. Yes, many poets are interested in challenging convention. But even I would not restrict my definition of a good poet as someone who attempts to do this, as Starnino does. I think Starnino needs to let go of the idea of innovation as being a necessity for a good poet, because as he tries to explain how the poets he loves innovate, strange things begin to happen. At the same time as he talks about innovation, he valorizes “regularizing” and “old untrendy human troubles and emotions,” and Romantic values. These things have their value. But it’s silly to try to call them innovative.

At the same time, Starnino is right to point out that messing around with grammar and line does not an innovative poem make. But how could any of the poems in Shift and Switch succeed in being innovative in the mind of Starnino when he does not accept their fundamental principles as being a legitimate way to write, let alone innovate? It’s begging the question. And it’s futile.

I don’t think Starnino understands what these poets are trying to do. If he did, then he wouldn’t make claims for his own poetry embodying its own “brand of postmodernism” which “exploits … the inevitable tendency of language to communicate” where man still speaks to man. If it is possible to speak of an essential quality of postmodernism, it’s that it holds that there is nothing inevitable about language’s ability to communicate, and that a world where only man speaks only to man is a problem. This belligerent incomprehension is pretty astounding, considering he’s been investigating this kind of work for at least 10 years. In Gary Geddes latest version of 15 Canadian Poets (X 3), the introduction for Erin Mouré’s work recommends, for further reading, an interview with Carmine Starnino, published in Matrix in 1996. The interview is very instructive, and is indeed a great guide to Mouré’s work, but it also sheds a lot of light about Starnino’s relationship to this work. In Starnino’s questions, we read his premises: that this work is intentionally exclusive, and the choices arbitrarily made. Mouré counters all of these charges without condescension or reference to a single French theorist. And yet Starnino comes away from this exchange with his prejudices about the avant garde intact. Mouré is named as one of a group of poets vilified in The New Canon, who have “developed a number of complex methods to explain what they do,” and who “embrace … nonsense.”  Usually, when I hear someone talking about the avant garde this way, I excuse because I assume it comes from ignorance- and I wish to use the term clinically, free of  condescending connotations. Football is boring to me because I am ignorant of the rules, the teams, the players, the reasons for a fans’ enthusiasm. People who meet Language poetry without history or context, for example, have no knowledge of the democratic intentions of many of its progenitors, of the importance of its roots in Vietnam era USA. But Starnino has no excuse. He has met and talked with these people and has the unmitigated gall to call them self-deceived. It’s clear that if Shift and Switch had provided a more thorough introduction to this work or justification for its existence, Starnino would still have called it a failure.

Playing Chief Inspector Dreyfus to the avant garde’s Clousseau, Starnino’s crusade leads him to greater and greater feats of irrationality. In his critique of editor Jason Christie’s introduction, for example, he condemns Christies’ “one-sentence explications” for their failure, in their brevity, to fully explain how this poetry works. As evidence, he offers two sentences, ostensibly describing the work of two different poets. Both sentences, in fact, are extracted from a passage where Christie the work of one poet, Jamie Hilder. Did Starnino, banking on an assumption that neither the readers of CNQ, nor his editors, would be likely to read S&S, deliberately misrepresent Christie’s introduction? If the anthology is as weak as Starnino believes, why would he need to fabricate evidence against it?  I do not believe this was an intentional act of fraud. It is, rather, consistent with Starnino’s inability to see this work clearly- his agenda prevents him from reading what is on the page.

Equally distorted is Starnino’s opening claim that in the battle between experimentalists and formalists, the experimentalists have won the day. In what universe? As Christian Bök recounted in his acceptance speech for the Griffin Award for Eunioa, 1970 was the first and last time that a non-lyrical book of avant garde poetry was to receive a Governor General’s award, with bp Nichol and Michael Ondaatje sharing the award. Since that time, only 6 such works have even been nominated. Bök’s cynical ruminations that the Griffin award was not going to “break the cycle of indifference,” but rather “hush money” have borne themselves out with subsequent winners of both Griffins and GG’s. Certainly, there are publishers and schools where people have decided that formal experimentation is a valid, and perhaps, yes, even necessary pursuit. But these groups are far from dominant.

Starnino’s resentment is akin to that of the not-so-prodigal son’s disgruntled plea to his father. “Look at those young poets, not taking language seriously, or reverently, while I’ve been slaving away, writing poetry the way it’s supposed to be written. Where’s my fatted calf?” Starnino has made a career out of this kind of attack. Not a bad tactic- I doubt I would know much about him if it weren’t for his attacks on Christian Bök’s Eunoia, or the way he calls out the avant scene in The New Canon. And by all accounts, this is indeed a shame. His poetry has received favourable reviews and awards, and recognition from fine poets. But he persists in nipping at the heels of any poet or work that makes claims to innovation or experimentation, this review being a cogent case in point. If he wants the avant garde to leave him alone, he should stop pissing in our end of the swimming pool.  

Is the work in Shift and Switch formally innovative? Yes, and no. If you compare it with what’s published in Breathing Fire 2 or The New Canon, then clearly, yes. The very fact that it causes most people to stop and consider what makes a poem a poem is the mark of its innovation. That doesn’t mean that it is therefore good poetry, and that does not mean that it is therefore good innovative poetry. 

But if you compare it with the formal innovations of the Canadian experimental community over the past 30 years, you find that there’s nothing particularly new here.  Part of the problem is that the book, as a form itself, is a limiting vehicle for representing formally innovative work. The digital revolution, for example, makes its presence known here as subject matter in the work of Jason Christie, Larissa Lai and in Jon Paul Fiorentino’s “Binary Code Sonnet 1.0,” and as source text in Rob Read’s Daily Treated Spam, and in Ryan Fitzptarick’s selections from FAKE MATH. Of all the pieces represented in the anthology, only Matthew Hollett’s “speechballoon #0217” depends on a digital environment for its existence: it’s a still from an interactive flash piece, and you would only be aware of this if you read the acknowledgements page. As with the photographs of Jamie Hilder’s installations, the still is a text bound performance of a work that has more to say when viewed in its native home. But even as digital work, these poems are not pushing any formal boundaries. Hollett’s “speechballoon” is charming, but pales in comparison to Paul Chan’s Alternumerics (http://www.nationalphilistine.com/alternumerics/).

And what of sound poetry? Certainly, there is work where sound trumps sense as an organizing principle. Angela Rawlings’ Wide Slumber for Lepidopterists has to be read aloud if you are to feel the fecund force of the insistence of growth on the pupating caterpillar:

or a norming butterpillar in th ravening and when we grow tired we miss our lungs when sonic gossamer aflinf aflong uh uh uh uh uh semindanster ark wuh wuh wuh wuh arkholin pankh’ree ow tolen mung ; a c a a who for a who we missed our hands when our thighs grew together

This poem is best understood in the body- as is Jordan Scott’s meditation on the poetics of the stutter. Would an accompanying CD have been so impossible?

Similarly, the anthology is a limiting form for representing longer works. In 15 Canadian Poets, Geddes talks about the long poem as the location of much experimentation, in contrast to the shorter lyric with its insistency on economy and density. Of the 92 poems in Shift and Switch, 22 are designated as excerpts from longer works. Compare this to 8 excerpts out of 139 in Breathing Fire 2, and 7 out of 225 in The New Canon. This is a significant difference, and you feel it as you read through the anthology. 

Finally, much experimental work in Canada has interrogated the form of the book itself. bp Nichol’s shuffle texts, boxes of unbound cards, invited the reader to construct an order for the text, to piece together their own reading, and in so doing, make us aware of the extent to which we do this with conventional, bound books. Go to any small press book fair and you will see many such experiments. Recently, Rob Read parodied the journal Open Letter with Open Letter/Closed book, a journal that comes to you with its pages uncut, complete with a plastic knife so you can have a truly old fashioned reading experience. Some small press authors are suspicious of trade books, seeing in them the compromises one has to make in order to create a book that will sell, even in the thankless numbers that will satisfy many Canada’s small press publisher. For others, they represent a seal of the very authority these poets are trying to challenge.

The point is this. A careful reading of this book reveals that the poems here are unsettled in this context- they spill out over the boundaries of selection and the printed page. It would have been helpful for the editors to have spoken about the difficulties of using a conventional medium to publish formally unconventional work.

But the limitations of the book can only account for so much. As I thumb through the pages, I’m hard pressed to think of poets in Canada from this generation of up and comers who are doing anything more formally innovative than what is represented here. One voice I do miss is that of Wayde Compton, whose turntable poetics pick up where William Burroughs left off, and then move the conversation into the hood. To my mind, he’s one of the most interesting and exciting poets writing in Canada today.  But you won’t find him in any of the anthologies I’ve mentioned here. Why is he not in Shift and Switch?  This anthology is as much about who responded to the editors’ open calls for submission as anything else. Who was interested in being identified as a new Canadian poet? It’s important to keep that process in mind when evaluating the merits of the poetry here.  If Compton saw the call, I would imagine he would think of himself as an established poet, with two trade books to his name. But I’m already looking for the poets who bear the marks of Compton’s influence. Where are they? Why aren’t they here?

Were the responses to the book compromised because the editors themselves are part of the new generation? Those poets who know Beaulieu, Christie and Rawlings know them to be credible. But would some poets have declined to participate because of the comparative lack of editorial experience of the collective? And how many of the weaknesses of the anthology can be attributed to this? I don’t mean to cast aspersions on the intelligence or professionalism of any of the editors. But this project could have greatly benefited from, at the very least, some guidance from someone in the previous generation of experimental poets. It would have helped the editors gain some critical distance. It would have helped lend credibility to a project which, as Starnino rightly points out, invites pointed skepticism because this kind of poetry is not universally accepted.

So why is this generation left to respond with an alternative to Lorna Crozier and Patrick Lane’s audacious claim that Breathing Fire 2 made its selections without the “bias of a particular genre” and that within it “there is room for every kind of poetry regardless for taste, attitude or concern”  - so long as it’s a lyric poem.

Why is there no Lane and Crozier for the young experimental poetry community? Margaret Atwood’s symbolic loan of her name to Christian Bök’s Avant Garde for Thee may have, I suspect, been nothing more than a gesture, but gestures signify. Collaborations like that of Robert Kroetsch and Jon Paul Fiorentino’s work on the Post-Prairie anthology are more meaningful, and deeply important, and regrettably rare. I have a hard time imagining many of the earlier generation of experimental poets being so generous with their time and creative attention. This is the responsibility of any community- to nurture its young. However, while I do hold them accountable for their failure to live up to this responsibility, I can excuse it. It’s far easier to support others when you can draw on the strength and support you yourself have received. 

Does the book show us where we are as an experimental community? Certainly: a fractious group of orphans. 

The work in Shift and Switch is good. It could be better. Anthologies like this are necessary so that we can broaden and deepen and strengthen our engagement with the valid questions it raises.

Finally, some thoughts on polemic. Whenever someone adopts the polemic voice, I’m reminded of the fabled contest between the sun and the wind, where the wind, in order to prove its strength, bets it can make a man remove his cloak before the sun does. The wind’s attempt to blow the coat off only causes the man to clutch it more strongly to his sides, whereas the sun’s gentle rays gradually warm the man, to predictable results. I’ve always felt that while polemic can illuminate some of the issues in a debate, it never succeeds in changing anyone’s mind, or moving the discussion forward. But I’m a sucker for it, nonetheless, and there are archives of internet flame wars floating around out there to prove it.

The force of Starnino’s volley sent me to my bookshelves. Yes, I read Shift & Switch more thoroughly, and more carefully than I would have if I were writing for a publication where the gestures of the avant garde are more familiar. But not much more. Starnino seems to think that his sticks and stones are necessarily thrown at the editors and authors in this volume as a punishment for their part in the uncritical circle jerk that for him is the contemporary Canadian avant garde. When I’m feeling more benevolent towards him, I imagine that he is trying to inspire us, that “a little more cruelty is necessary” to generate more thoughtful critique in our young poets. I don’t know which attitude is more insulting. First, his vision of this group of poets and editors as a unified vanguard is a laughable myth. The only thing that this bunch of poets can agree on, perhaps, is their disregard for Starnino. But not because they don’t want a debate. They’d just like a new debate, (preferably with someone who has taken the time to properly read the work.) The “how dare you call that poetry” question is getting tiresome, considering people have been answering it for a good 100 years. Second, they don’t need to be slandered by Starnino to get them thinking critically about what they do and why. They do it all the time. You can’t write or read work like this for very long and take it for granted. Not taking it for granted is, in fact, the point.
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