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Art-trolling in Chelsea, I stepped into a gallery to look at some sculptures and installations by 
Fred Sandback. These included skeins of yarn held taut between ceiling and floor. His work had 
a purity; the designs demarcated space. 
 

 

Fred Sandback, Yarn Sculptures, David Zwirner Gallery, New York City, 2009 
 

 
In the other half of the gallery a man and woman stood at a podium, reading a series of 
numbers aloud from a book created by On Kawara. 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 
On Kawara, One Million Years 

       David Zwirner Gallery, New York City, 2009 

 
The book, titled One Million Years, listed in order the million years before the artwork's 
conception, and the million after it.  
 
The installations were not expressions of space. The book of numbers did not quite demarcate 
time. 

 

 
 

 
Kawara is best known for his date paintings, but I feel more affection for his postcards. 



 

 

 
 

 
On Kawara, from I Got Up, Guggenheim Museum, NYC 

 
 
These postcards are the artefacts of his I Got Up series. From 1968, for eleven years, he mailed 
his friends and others two postcards a day, each containing his άname, address, the date, the 
name and address of his recipient, and the phrase I GOT UP ATΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ wŀǎ άfollowed by the 
time he rose from bedέ όPost Cards: I Got Up, Guggenheim Museum). 

 
 

 
 

 



 

 

 
Written numbers are different from written speech. A number is not a noun.  

 
 

 
 

 
A series of numbers as printed, like in KawaraΩǎ ōƻƻƪΣ has a certain force. I wonder if Kawara 
had read {ǘŞǇƘŀƴŜ aŀƭƭŀǊƳŞΩǎ муфт ǇƻŜƳ, Un Coup de des, before he began making One 
Million Years. KawaraΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ŀǎƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ. For me, it renews the 
question of how to read a poem. 
 

 

 
 

 
The styles and font sizes ƻŦ aŀƭƭŀǊƳŜΩǎ ǘŜȄǘ migrate across the page ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ƎǳǘǘŜǊΦ 
 



 

 

 

 
 

 
After Mallarmé, three Modernist poets take me up to Kawara: Gertrude Stein, William Carlos 
Williams, and George Oppen. We can add Robert Creeley, if we want to think about avant-
garde poetry, and art, in the 1990s. Younger than these Modernists, his poems having appeared 
in 5ƻƴŀƭŘ !ƭƭŜƴΩǎ мфсл ŀƴǘƘƻƭƻƎȅ The New American Poetry, he became a transitional figure and 
influence upon still later poets.  
 
Creeley responded to the generation of experimentalists who followed the poets in the Allen 
bookΣ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ /ǊŜŜƭŜȅΩs early poetry could not have been missed in its newness and elegance. 
The next milestone in the story of the North American poetry avant garde, after the anthology, 
is This magazine, edited by Barrett Watten and Robert Grenier in 1972, as titled. What was the 
resonance, then, of a deictic, of a pronoun? 
 
Nƻǘ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ƘŜǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ tƛŎŀǎǎƻΩǎ /ubist paintings, Stein put syntax under such strain that words 
 

A Carafe, that is a Blind Glass 
 

A kind in glass and a cousin, a spectacle and nothing strange a single hurt color and an 
arrangement in a system to pointing. All this and not ordinary, not unordered in not 
resembling. The difference is spreading. 

- Gertude Stein 

 
themselves came to the fore. Williams ǿŀǎ άƛƴǘǊƛƎǳŜŘέ ōȅ tƛŎŀǎǎƻ, writes Herbert Leibowitz. 
Nevertheless, the common criǘƛŎŀƭ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ǇƻŜǘƛŎǎΣ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴ indebted to a 
Cubist άdefamiliarization,έ I think falls short. More accurate might be something like Jan-Louis 
KrugerΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ, in a Williams poem, άώǘϐƘŜ experience of the moment is defamiliarized 



 

 

ŀǎ ŜŀŎƘ ǿƻǊŘ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀƴ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘŀŎǘƛƭŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ (107). Leibowitz describes Picasso as if from the 
ǇƻŜǘΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘΣ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘ ōǳǎȅ άǎǳōǾŜǊǘƛƴƎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƛŘŜŀǎ Ŏƻƻƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜƭȅέ (38).  
 
Williams invested the accidentals of language with a status equal to its substantives. For him,  
 

The Red Wheelbarrow 
 
so much depends 
upon 
 
a red wheel 
barrow 
 
glazed with rain 
water 
 
beside the white 
chickens 
 

- William Carlos Williams 

 
a poem was what he called ŀ άƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊŘǎέ όechoing MallarméΩǎ ǉǳƛǇτάBut my 
dear Degas, poems are made of words, not ideasέ). Iƴ ά¢ƘŜ wŜŘ ²ƘŜŜƭōŀǊǊƻǿέ ŀ ǇǊŜǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴτ
άǳǇƻƴέτoccupies a line all by itself.  
 
Oppen came to see the written word as opaque. And he wrote in his daybook that άwords are a 
constant enemy: the thing seems to exist because the word doesέ (Selected Prose 53). What did 
hǇǇŜƴ ƳŀƪŜ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ƳŀƴǘǊŀ άƴƻ ƛŘŜŀǎ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέΚ A portion of ά! [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ New  
 

Possible 
To use 
Words provided one treat them 
As enemies. 

 
York,έ in hǇǇŜƴΩs 1965 collection titled This in Which (notice the pronouns), ŎŀǳǘƛƻƴǎΥ άtƻǎǎƛōƭŜ 
/ To use / Words provided one treat them / As enemies.έ  
 
For Stein, Williams and Oppen, words resided over and against the writer. Williams watches 
them appear as entities on the page in his typewriter when composing a poem between seeing 
patients. 
 
Do we really read the numbers in KawarŀΩǎ ōƻƻƪΚ 

 
 
 



 

 

 

 
 

/ǊŜŜƭŜȅΩǎ мфсс ǇƻŜƳ ά! tƛŜŎŜέ άǊŜŀŘǎέ ƛƴ ǿƘƻƭŜΥ άhƴŜ and / one, two, / threeΣέ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΥ 
 

One and 
one, two, 
three. 

 
άL knew that for me [ά! tƛŜŎŜέ] was central to all possibilities of statementΣέ /ǊŜŜƭŜȅ once said 
(qtd in Edelberg 140). What, in 1966, was a statement?  

 

 
 

 
 



 

 

Johanna Drucker points out, in The Visible Word: Experimental Typography and Modern Art, 
1909-1923, that the very presence of this typography in graphics insisted άupon the 
autonomous status of the work of art (visual or literary) which veritably defines the founding 
premise of modernismέΤ ǘƘŀǘ firmness ǊŜǎǘŜŘ άǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ  
 
 

 
 
 
being rather than representingέ (10). Stein and Williams precede the typographical experiments. 
 
 

 



 

 

 
What was this very early period likeτanticipated, in some respect signaled, by Mallarmé? Allan 
.ǳƭƭƻŎƪΩs essay ά¢ƘŜ 5ƻǳōƭŜ LƳŀƎŜέ contrasts two imagesτa 1904 photograph of the street in 
front of the London Exchange, and tƛŎŀǎǎƻΩǎ 1907 painting [Ŝǎ 5ŜƳƻƛǎŜƭƭŜǎ ŘΩ!ǾƛƎƴƻƴ (58-59). 
.ǳƭƭƻŎƪ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜǎ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǎƳΩǎ profound changes, not merely in art and poetry.  
 
Nevertheless, he does not discuss photography, which had emerged decades before then (and 
which fueled Impressionism). He might have mentioned early cinema. The first time a film was 
shown to an audience was in 1896, in Franceτthe year before Un Coup de des was published.  
 
Patrons left the movie house transformed. Psychologically, writes Stephen Bottomore, άǘƘŜ 
very fact of seeing one's own society and, indeed, oneself reflected on the screen was in itself 

 
 

 
 

 
amazing. The cinema enabled a person to 'stand outside of himself' and see again an event he 
ƘŀŘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘέ όмтфύΦ Film imparted, moreover, some fundamental sense of motion 
for its audience; people gained a new self-locus. Photography, cinema, made a difference. 
 
9ƛƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƻƴ wŜƭŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ мфлрΦ Motion, in an intuited space-time, was 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 
     Umberto Boccioni, Forme uniche della continuità nello  

spatio (Unique form of continuity in space), 1913 
 
 

inherent in a 1913 sculpture by Umberto Boccioni, the principle painter of the Futurist 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ .ƻŎŎƛƻƴƛΩǎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ŀǇǇŜŀrs to be walking forward as if in phases of motion. 
 
 

 
     Marcel Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase, 1912 

 
 
Marcel Duchamp had painted Nude Descending a Staircase the year before. His concept was 
borrowed from EadweŀǊŘ aǳȅōǊƛŘƎŜΩǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƎŀƭƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƘƻǊǎŜ captured on film 
(Malamud 68). 



 

 

 

 
aǳȅōǊƛŘƎŜΩǎ DŀƭƭƻǇƛƴƎ IƻǊǎŜ {ŜǉǳŜƴŎŜΣ circa 1886 

 
5ǳŎƘŀƳǇΩǎ nude descends the staircase, as depicted in visual stages. His painting was included 
ƛƴ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ мфмо !ǊƳƻǊȅ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜǎƳŜǊƛȊŜŘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ. I find it difficult to ignore, in this 
regard, his triadic structure, ǘƻ ōŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ŀǎ ƛƴ ά!ǎǇƘƻŘŜƭΣ ¢Ƙŀǘ DǊŜŜƴȅ CƭƻǿŜǊΦέ  
 

Asphodel, That Greeny Flower 

Of asphodel, that greeny flower, 
  like a buttercup 
    upon its branching stem- 
ǎŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƻŘŜƴ- 
  I come, my sweet, 
    to sing to you. 
We lived long together 
  a life filled, 
    if you will, 
with flowers.  So that  
  I was cheered 
    when I came first to know 
that there were flowers also 
  in hell. 
[Edt.] 

- William Carlos Williams 

 
¸Ŝǘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦŀǘƘƻƳŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΣ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΣ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛƴ ά¢ƘŜ wŜŘ ²ƘŜŜƭōŀǊǊƻǿΦέ The 
ƴǳŘŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ 5ǳŎƘŀƳǇΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǎǘŀƎe of industrialism; body parts 
resemble steel girders of a skyscraper, or parts of an erector set. The Erector Set was first sold  
 



 

 

the year of the Armory show. The WoolworǘƘ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ǊƛǾŀƭŜŘ ƛƴ ƘŜƛƎƘǘ ƻƴƭȅ ōȅ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ 
recently constructed Metropolitan Life Tower (1909), was also completed in 1913. That 

 
 

 
 

year, 5ǳŎƘŀƳǇ άŎǊŜŀǘŜǎέ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ readymades, the bicycle wheel. His conceptual object 
celebrates a machine aesthetic. 

 

 
 

A century on, the sense of motion was an element in the layout of the 2015 Kawara 
retrospective at bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ Guggenheim Museumτthe viewer doing the moving, from one 
painting of a written ŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ƘǳƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎΣ 



 

 

circular ramp. The building was completed in 1959. Frank Lloyd Wright proposed it in 1943. 
²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ά!ǎǇƘƻŘŜƭΣέ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǎǘŀƛǊ-step lineation, was published in 1955. 
 

 

 
Silence, a Retrospective of On KawaraΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ DǳƎƎŜƴƘŜƛƳ aǳǎŜǳƳΣ b¸/ нлмр 
 

 
The show featured KawarŀΩs series of date paintings named Today. The show was titled Silence. 

 
 

 
 
 

Kawara began making word art in the mid sixties. Three younger artists would do similar things. 
About when Kawara starts his Today series, Joseph Kosuth paints verbal statements on 
canvases. In the later seventies, Jenny Holzer creates her Truisms seriesΦ ά¢ǊǳƛǎƳǎέ ǿŜǊŜ simple,  
 

 



 

 

 

 
 

Joseph Kosuth, Titled (Art as Idea as Idea) The  
²ƻǊŘ Ϧ5ŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΣέ 1966-68 

 
italicized inscriptions on white paper, which she affixed to telephone booths. Later, she set her 
statements in ever more durable substances: aluminum, bronze, and stone. In the eighties, 

 

 
A stone bench by Jenny Holzer 

 
Barbara Kruger takes found photographs and adds texts to them. The words are not merely 
incorporated within the image in these works. Rather, the words are appropriated by the  

 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 
Barbara Kruger, Untitled (your body is  

a battleground), 1989 
 

ǇƘƻǘƻΩǎ dynamically visual, material values. Any aesthetic, cerebral, ideological potential of the 
ǿƻǊŘǎΩ ǎȅƴǘŀȄ ƛǎ subsumed within the tensions of the photo-image, contributing to a subliminal  

 

 
Barbara Kruger, Untitled (The Meaning Of Life Is That It  

Stops), 2013 
 
experience free of formal wording. Do YǊǳƎŜǊΩǎ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǎƻmething about conceptual  

 



 

 

 

 
    Kenneth Goldsmith, from Fidget (1994), p. 61 

 
poetry that begins to bloom in the nineties?  
 
Our reception of photography has involved what Drucker terms άƳȅǘƘǎ ƻŦ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭƛǘȅέ 
όά¢ŜƳǇƻǊŀƭ tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέ ноύΦ Conditioned by the ǇƘƻǘƻΩǎ visual field, the words, the writing as 
such, contribute to a άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƴŜǎǎ,έ as Drucker says of the archetypal snapshot (23). 
The words in a Kruger photo, although vividly presented, have been subordinated to the  
 

 
    Babara Kruger, Untitled (I shop therefore  
       I am), 1987 



 

 

 
ƛƳŀƎŜΩǎ greater, overwhelming, visual impact of which the words are a part, within ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ 
aesthetic response. As typical of the snapshot, Drucker notes, there is the sense that the 
ǇƘƻǘƻΩǎ άmoment of exposure provides instant repletenessΦέ Similarly, άǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘƛŎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ 
ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǳǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ώΧϐέ (ά¢ŜƳǇƻǊŀƭ 
PƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέ 24, 25). Even so, the photo is a άtemporal imageέ; in other words, the photo, 
άnecessarily an event, with durationέ ƛǎ ƛƳōǳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άuncertain boundaries, arbitrary 
beginnings and endingsέ (24).  
 
The semantics of statements are inherently temporal. The snapshot most of all invites a false 
ǇǊŜǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΦ YǊǳƎŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ 
ƛƳŀƎŜΩǎ integral tensions ōȅΣ ǘƻ ōƻǊǊƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ 5ǊǳŎƪŜǊΣ άƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ a temporal axis into the 
imageέ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘy is created; hence ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻΩǎ άcapacity to reify dissolves. The 
image will not coƳǇƻǎŜΣ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ώΧϐέ (Drucker 24). I wonder if there is a principle, in 
this analysis of Kruger particularly, which reveals something about the conceptualist work of 
Tan Lin, Harryette Mullen, Kenneth Goldsmith, and Rob Fittermanτall exemplars in a vanguard 
during the nineties. I think about how they use print, and then I reflect upon the experimental 
work in our present time. 
 
It is also trueτas I believe Kruger has known and which may lie, as an understanding of our 
society and its art, at the heart of her projectτthat άώǇϐhotography has become one of the 
principal devices for experiencing something, for giving an appearance of participationέ όas 
Susan Sontag realized in the early seventies [On Photography 177]). Drucker, in turn, writes that 
άώƳϐǳŎƘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ sense of self as a bounded entity [now] comes from photographic processesΦέ 
Moreover, they άǘransform the fragmented phenomenological sensorium of the embodied, 
distributed perceiving self into a fragmented, ǊŜƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƳŀƎŜέ όнпΣ нр). In thinking further about 
YǊǳƎŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ L ƴƻǿ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ if text is not intrinsically a force of disaggregation.  
 

 

 
 



 

 

 
Is this a question we should ask about conceptual poems? Literary people fall into a quandary 
over what is happening when an artist uses words. What is our visual experience of KawaraΩǎ 
printed numbers?  
 
We derive a sense of the whole, a totality, when we take his book as an art object, the 
inscriptions within it. ά¢ƘŜ idŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΣέ 5ŜǊǊƛŘŀ ŀǊƎǳŜd in 1967, άƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƻǘŀƭƛǘȅ 
ώΧΦϐ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƻǘŀƭƛǘȅΣ ώŀƴŘϐ ƛǎ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘƭȅ ŀƭƛŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎέ 
(Of Grammatology 30). At the gallery the day I witnessed KawarŀΩǎ book being read, a reading 
in time, a work of performance art or conceptual artτtake your pick?τthe numbers were not  
 
 

 
Two performers reading from One Million Years, Trafalgar Square in 2004. 

 
 

the point. The curators of that Chelsea gallery I visited saw an opportunity. In the installations 
pure space was brought forth. In both halves of the gallery something approaching pure 
abstraction was being elicited, most of all if we were just looking at the art objects. Mimesis, as 
a literary force, was nearly absent. 
 
KawarŀΩǎ ōƻƻƪ όŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ мффф ŀǘ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ MoMA) precedes the conceptual poet 
Matthew ¢ƛƳƳƻƴǎΩ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ŎŀǊŘ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŘǳƴƴƛƴƎǎ ƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Credit (published in 
2009, the year of the Chelsea gallery show). ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǳƴŀǾƻƛŘŀōƭŜΦ Lǘ is 
materially beautiful. The fact that its purchase price is a bit steep is another element in the 
ǿƻǊƪΩǎ conceptualizationτnot only might you not need to read the book; you also need not  
 
 



 

 

 

 
    Matthew Timmons, Credit, 2009 

 
purchase it. Credit is thought of as literary art. The numbers in KawarŀΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ŜƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ 
that inscription can signify speech. In Of Grammatology Derrida observes that άǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ Ƙŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƻƴŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ όсύΦ A conceptual artist like 
Kawara flirts with the catastrophe of words. IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭƛŜǎ ƻƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΩǎ 
capacity to communicate (verse developed from preliterate linguistic techniques used to hold 
past events in memory).  
 
The expectation that language communicates is a ruse that was subverted by Language writing. 
Yet the Language project undermined its very impulse through its striving to not say something 
in strings of words. These stringsτthese series?τrecall a phantom syntactical order. The 
syntax has been stretched or disrupted to the point of disclosing a once-hidden recognition. 

 

 
This is not to say that such subversion cannot be accomplished in subtle ways both celebrating 
and questioning traditionτas in The Nude Formalism (1989), by Susan Bee and Charles 
Bernstein, still most often associated with Language writing. Their collaboration appeared at 
the cusp of the nineties. This book invites into the Language poem classic beauty and élan even  
 



 

 

 

 
From The Nude Formalism by Susan Bee and Charles  

Bernstein, 1989 
 
 
as they are destabilized. In 1991, Bee and Bernstein also made CƻƻƭΩǎ DƻƭŘ. .ŜǊƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ 
The Nude Formalism, while more readable than in CƻƻƭΩǎ DƻƭŘ, is nonetheless engulfed by  
 

 

 
From CƻƻƭΩǎ DƻƭŘ 

 
 
.ŜŜΩǎ artwork. Perhaps more obviously, ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ōƻƻƪΣ .ŜŜΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ through, 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
From CƻƻƭΩǎ DƻƭŘ 

 
 

from within other elements of the work, simply as her choice of font. These two books are 
works of art first, although Bernstein wrote the poems that appear in the earlier book  

 
 

 
from The Nude Formalism 

 
 
sometime before Bee took them as her starting point.  
 



 

 

Language poetry, however, is more often thought of as the kind of thing Ron Silliman would do, 
for example in The Alphabet, published in 2008. Certainly now, in hindsight, it does seem to me 
that The AlphabetΩǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ sections were prototypes for the conceptualism of the nineties.  

 
 

 
 

 
Silliman published the sections beforehand, not necessarily written in alphabetical order (in the  
book, each section starts with the consecutive letter of the English alphabet) yet always 
projected to be part of an eventual book possessing a sense of coherence as just that. The 
eventual book per se stands as a monument to that development.  
 
TƘŜ ǘƻƳŜΩs material heft added to the sense of {ƛƭƭƛƳŀƴΩǎ proceduralism, in each of the long  
 

 End lines precisely  
where it least makes sense, until 
a new order emergesτthen examine  
that. Even the one-syllable word, 
ǘƘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƳƻǊǇƘŜƳŜ όǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ά!έύ 
contains a caesura. 

- from The Alphabet (p. 754) by Ron Silliman 

 
 



 

 

poems that would make up the ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀǎ ŦƻǊŜƎǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦ 
Inscription is also an explicit theme in the collection. The Alphabet possesses unusual value in 
what is its materialist poetics. Furthermore, the book is literally metatextual. It begins and ends,  
 

It is not that  
there is no narrative  
here (each sentence  
is a narrative, 
each line moves) 
but that there is 
no hierarchy 
of narratives (not even 
the story of the 
poem), no sentence 
to which the others 
(all the others) defer 
and are ranked  
(the map is not 
built about the city). 

- from The Alphabet (p. 835) by Ron Silliman 
 

for instance, with a focus on the physical act of writing. The very first line of The Alphabet asks 
άLŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ΨŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ.έ IŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ Ŧƛƴal line: ά¢ƘŜ ŀƴƎƭŜ ƻŦ 
Ƴȅ ǇŜƴ ŀǎ ƛǘ ōǊǳǎƘŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀƎŜώΦϐέ For Silliman, time is constrained in the act of writing, while, 
akin to the pattern/randomness paradigm that marks his proceduralist method of composition, 
he calls attention to the actuality of writing, and he celebrates its material ontology.  
 

YŜƴƴŜǘƘ DƻƭŘǎƳƛǘƘΩǎ ƳƛŘ-nineties book Fidget (January 1994) has a similar effect upon us. 
Fidget is the third of a triad, along with One Million Years and The Alphabet. 
 

 
 



 

 

 
These are three distinct Platonic emanations of a book filled with obdurate text whose paper 
ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ L ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀŘŘ ¢ƛƳƳƻƴǎΩ Credit as a fourth.  
 

 
 

Aside from the conceptual prank of recording consecutive moments on a certain day (not 
necessarily a lift from Kawara), DƻƭŘǎƳƛǘƘΩǎ Fidget is a materialist-conceptualist ƻōƧŜǘ ŘΩŀǊǘ that 
must have influenced Timmons. 9ŀŎƘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ capricious. The 
notion that we should actually be reading a book like Fidget is, I think, essentially absurd, 
ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀōǎǳǊŘ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ 
was an intention, at least in the sense of what goes on in, for instance, the Theatre of the  

 

 
From Fidget by Kenneth Goldsmith, p. 78 

 
Absurd. Rather, the book itself stands forth as being thereτjust as a readymade is there.  

 



 

 

 

 
Marcel Duchamp, Prelude to  

a Broken Arm (En prévision du  
bras cassé), 1915 
 
 

Reading KawarŀΩǎ One Million Years, aloud, represents a separate set of expectations. I realize 
that, in my making such a statement as this, I have stepped into my own trap. Yet I refuse to 
distinguish here between conceptual poetry and conceptual art. What these books share is the 
foregrounding of a material substrate. In his recent study, No Medium, Craig Dworkin discusses 
wƻƴŀƭŘ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΩǎ RADI OS (1977)τWƻƘƴǎƻƴΩǎ ŜǊŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƻǳǊ ōƻƻƪǎ ƻŦ aƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ 
Paradise Lostτusing erasure as an emblem for the aesthetics of all kinds of poetry and art. 

 
 

 
 
Erasure is neither a disappearance nor a dissolution. It is not an end of something. We can,  
 
 



 

 

Dworkin says, 
 

look [. . .] at the opaque material remainder, at the inescapable residuum of recalcitrant 
physical matter left behind when certain inscriptions do not occur as expected. [T]he 
substrate can be seen not as a transparent signifier but as an object in its own right, 
replete with its own material properties, histories, and signifying potential. (9; my 
emphases)  

 
Dworkin sees art as a presence-absence phenomenon comprehending avant-garde poetry, its 
material άǎǳōǎǘǊŀǘŜΣέ ŀǎ there to be readτyet also to be read almost as after the fact.  
 
Since the start of the twentieth-century, however, the materiality of the work is what 
increasingly occupies our engagement of it. Peter Quartermain describes SteinΩǎ writing, in his 
recent study Stubborn Poetries, as ǘƘŜ άǎƘŜŜǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ of [. . .] words, the obduracy of [a] 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴέ όуύΦ TƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΣέ ƘŜ 
points outτwhereas Dworkin furnishes them with great aplomb. As for Drucker, she talks 
about άǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘέτyet it άdisappears if the concept of materiality is understood as a 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘέ όThe Visible 
Word 43)τthe latter would be to overlook the point of Modernist typography.  
 
And, like that typography, the Duchampian readymade (with its Dadaist gesture, its dissolving 
of a distinction between high and low art, etc.) stands apart from art criticism or cultural 
criticism inǎƻŦŀǊ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ 5ǳŎƘŀƳǇΩǎ reaction, perhaps subconscious, to technological 
transformation. The transformation has given rise to an industrial machine aesthetic. 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

In hindsight, this machine aesthetic, subject to related forces, heralds the end of art, or rather 
its merging into design and technology, such as, much later in timeτabout when Conceptual 
άǇƻŜǘǊȅέ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴǘτwe see in the iPhone. Here we witness the distant consequence 
of άƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ώǘǳǊƴƛƴƎϐ ƻƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΣ ŀƴŘ in the process turning into 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜΣέ R. L. Rutsky writes (in IƛƎƘ ¢ŜŎƘƴŢ [106]) in echoing Heidegger.  
 
Iƴ ƛǘǎ άŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳ ŦǊƻƳ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΣέ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ άǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣέ 
Modernist art was complicit in the eventual dominance of that άƳƻŘŜǊƴ instrumental  
 

 
 
Rationalityέ ό106). 5ǳŎƘŀƳǇΩǎ ōƛŎȅŎƭŜ ǿƘŜŜƭ is a case in point. It exemplified, as had come to be 

 

 
   Duchamp, Bicycle Wheel, 1913 

 


