
Dictionary of Dreams 
 
Does anyone read Jacques Derrida anymore?  Except me?  I never understood the fuss about his 
difficulty.  “I speak only one language, and it is not my own.”  That’s clear enough.  I read him as if 
he were a poet.  This morning I woke up in an unaccountably blue state of mind, thinking of 
moving back to Europe.  Yet I know I idealize my birthplace, as one might a beignet one ate on a 
summer’s eve in New Orleans, which, if one returned to the moment, would turn out to be stale and 
greasy, a doughnut that had sat in a tray too long.  Yet I was in love, as usual, on that night, 
unrequited, as it turned out, and so I ate the beignet metonymically.  These constant verbal 
displacements create confusion, reminding us that we are in no way in possession of our own 
language, the one that we extravagantly imagine to belong to us, often further complicated by race, 
nation, birthright, length of use, or mere jealous possessiveness.  Much saner is to cultivate 
ostrenenie, recognizing the fundamental strangeness that poets live, even cultivate if they’re smart, 
only then being able to bring the objects of speech into common perception and understanding.  No 
one captures this mood better than Taha Muhammad Ali, in “Post-Operative Complications 
Following the Extraction of Memory,” as he blends classical fus’ha with colloquial Arabic. 
 
Feeling the bonds of language 
coming apart in my throat and loins, 
I cease attending 
to my sacred obligations: 
barking, and the gnashing of teeth. 
 
Ah, the throat and loins, the dual sites where most of life originates!  It is  even better that we read 
him in translation, putting his poetry at a remove from himself.  Language itself dissolves before it 
can even be spoken.  There is only “barking, and the gnashing of teeth.” 
 
Perhaps if I barked, my odd mood would lift, and I could confront my perpetual estrangement from 
anywhere I live, the sense of not fitting in.  I see myself as a sunnier, more forgiving version of 
Witold Gombrowicz, that testy alter ego, who reminded us all of the value of (self) skepticism.   
 
This fleeting yet chronic melancholy is magnified by this bizarre present moment of American 
culture, a society so full of (self) loathing and casual hatred toward others.  Personal responsibility 
for speech is hidden within a pack of mindless repetition of the endlessly repeated words of others, 
like a dark pope shielding himself within a dense crowd, a human shield, as he makes his way 
through the piazza only to find that the assassin is at arm’s length, walking right beside him, waiting 
for a slip of the tongue granting absolution to the enemy.   
 
In an ancient, gypsy 
dictionary of dreams 
are explanations of my name 



and numerous 
interpretations of all I'll write. 
 
What horror comes across me 
when I come across myself 
in such a dictionary! 
But there I am: 
a camel fleeing the slaughterhouses, 
galloping toward the East, 
pursued by processions 
of knives and assessors, 
women wielding 
mortar and pestle for chop meat! 
 
I do not consider myself a pessimist, 
and I certainly don't 
suffer from the shock 
of ancient, gypsy nightmares, 
and yet, in the middle of the day, 
whenever I turn on the radio, 
or turn it off, 
I breathe in a kind of historical, 
theological leprosy. 
 
Yes, that is the phrase, le mot juste: “historical, theological leprosy.”  We are infected with it.  
There’s a spot of rot on the forearm, one that might be cured with a tube of ointment—or might 
kill us.  Taha Muhammad Ali, in translation, is a connoisseur of the American condition.  He might 
as well have been born a  factory worker in Dubuque, the one whom political candidates prevail on 
to complain, tacitly supplying the script, and pretend to listen to so that they can later invoke him, 
Frank, as an example of the disenfranchised working man.  Yet Frank never said any such thing.  He 
only said that half the time, he doesn’t understand the words coming out of his own mouth.  His 
health insurance lapsed and so he can no longer visit either his orthopedist or his speech therapist.   
 
I've been neglecting 
my post-operative physiotherapy 
following the extraction of memory. 
I've even forgotten 
the simplest way of collapsing 
in exhaustion on the tile floor.  
 



May the Gods bless Taha Muhammad Ali for his sly, ironic diagnostic acumen.  The national 
disease is historical amnesia.  The past is a null set.  Like Frank, I am living paycheck to paycheck.  I 
emerge into the middle class for a few months, then dip back down into the class below.  I will soon 
head to Las Vegas and its redundant casinos, each more alike than the next, to replenish my money 
supply.  Yes, I count cards and I know when to quit.  I make only infrequent appearances.  I travel 
alone, eating the subsidized, substandard portions of steak and the bland buffets, retiring to my 
sometimes-comped room, not seeking entertainment or company, only watching the political 
channels with the sound turned off, in my room, observing the screaming heads, a troupe of mimes 
in a permanent bad mood, failing at convincing each other of what is patent—language serves no 
purpose, and will not advance their argument, which is the same argument, disguised as dialogue or 
a group discussion.  
 
My would-be countryman, Derrida: “We are given over to absolute solitude. No one can speak with 
us and no one can speak for us; we must take it upon ourselves, each of us must take it upon 
himself.”  
 
So I will not move back to Europe.  In France, I would only find strangers, their remote state 
exacerbated by our sharing a supposed common language.   
 
My sole consolation this morning, as I fry eggs over easy and burn the toast, are the verses of the 
under-appreciated Jacques Prévert, the popular poet and songster of easy lyrics, ever positive and 
optimistic even within his cabaret sadness, ever sure of his words, Derrida’s counterpoint, yet his 
brother—they go so far as to share the same first name. 
 

Vous dormez sur vos deux oreilles 
Comme on dit 
Moi je me promène et le veille dans la nuit 

Je vois des ombres j'entends des cris 
Drôles de cris 
 
Translation mine, because I’m French too, that makes three of us, and I’m claiming these words as 
my birthright: 
 
You sleep atop both ears 
As they say 
Me, I meander, wakeful in the night 
I see shades; I understand their cries 
Comical cries. 
 
 


