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Poetries of Investigation and Inclusion  

 

In an interview in the first issue of INK (Spring, ‘87, from SFSU), Kathleen Fraser 

is asked to define ‘experimental.’ She says she’s uncomfortable with the word, 

prefers the word ‘innovative,’ is interested in re-imagining, what has been done 

repeatedly loses its interest; “essentially it is a question of learning how to do a 

particular thing and then being bored with repeating what you already know.” In 

this way of thinking, experimentation eventually becomes a sort of necessity, it’s a 

logical part of the development of writing, what should surprise us is that there are 

writers who are not experimental.  

 

In Talisman 8 (Spring, ‘92), Jackson Mac Low looks at the same question. “Open 

to all poetries,” he writes, “I’m shipwrecked amid terms such as ‘avant-garde’ and 

‘experimental.’ (...) There is no more need for these self-congratulatory terms”. In 

The Experimental Issue of Poetry USA (1993), Jack Foley quotes William Everson 

on “the terminal situation which confrontation with the Pacific exacts of the 

westward-hungering consciousness,” and asks “what do we have to say now (...) 

of that ‘terminal consciousness,’ that consciousness on the edge?” Mac Low had 

written: “on the superficial - that is, the most serious - level, I hate the military 

provenance of ‘avant-garde.’ He says that ‘experimental’ “drapes over the 

shoulders of the artist the inappropriate mantle of the scientist. (...) When poets 

and artists set off on their own paths, they are not ‘experimenting.’ They are 

devising new ways of acting as artists, new ways to make poems and pictures and 

music and dance”. This echoes Fraser: if the poet keeps moving, keeps writing, 

she will come to a place that others will call experimental; the poet will call it 

continuing to write. For many of us, consciousness on the edge is what keeps us 

going, and the edge is preserved by continuing to write, it is the edge here, of our 

writing, of what we have most recently completed, and what we are being moved 

towards writing next.  

 

For a certain kind of writer, this edge, the continuation of this edge, is simply 

(complex) realism, and the forms and the methods are dictated by the territory. 

Fraser says “I had an awareness of a lot of stuff going on in my mind, voices, 

many voices, and lots of arguing, lots of interrupted talk”. When she writes 

“understood and scrupulous” (in The Art of Practice anthology), for example, with  

its four terse lines aligned to the right margin, as if extracted from and commenting 
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on the left-aligned body of the text, and there is a line which can be read either as 

“to the Gymnasium where scale is in key/brick to the heart and air” or “to the 

Gymnasium where scale is brick to the heart and air,” she is discovering a means, 

a form, for working with the many voices in her mind, and we, reading, are led into 

that many-voiced territory, where we hear, and think, that way as well. Later in her 

interview, Fraser describes one of her obsessive ideas as “trying to find a way of 

catching what it was like, how I talk to myself about what I think or experience out 

there. Trying to catch that patterning of inner talk, (not just how I speak), that 

voicelessness in the world, the interior stuttering, the broken-in-on, the unfinished, 

the ambivalent, the not smooth.” In “never sensing her struggle” there is a passage 

which reads: “and I want/her for my friend but she is my/doctor,” but, aligned to the 

right margin, is a stanza, beginning on the same line as “her for”, which reads: “a 

black/shirt with/a black/hat with a/jacket with/black pants,” and which serves as an 

oblique commentary on the ambivalence of the poet’s desires as expressed in the 

body of the poem. Fraser is working with a form of realism, accuracy, attempting to 

present what happens; there are no experiments involved. Everything is permitted, 

but nothing is invented.  

 

Fraser says she likes “seeing some of the younger people who include elements 

of language-centered writing along with some other things in their work. (...) I think 

it’s crucial to find a way of making your own work, learning from multiple sources”. 

At this point there would seem to be two origins for much of the disjunctive, 

montage-like writing which we find in Fraser’s (and many of her contemporaries’) 

work: on the one hand there is the multiplicity of voices in the patterning of inner 

talk; on the other there is the diversity of assimilated sources. Working from these 

two points, if one arrives at the making of one’s own work, that work will be of the 

type which is often called experimental, will seem odd, off-center, stretched, 

though the impetus behind (within) it will have been an urge towards accurate 

presentation of what happens, is happening, as one engages the world.  

 

In the talk printed in Talisman, Mac Low speaks of the late ‘50’s, when Ginsberg 

and his associates were “giving complete freedom of expression to the ego,” and 

when he was led, through Zen and Cage, “to devise nonintentional methods of 

making literary works. (...) I didn’t - and certainly don’t now”, he says, “feel that 

nonintentional methods are especially privileged or worthy. I merely adopted them 

because I felt they were ways to evade - at least partially - the domination of the 

ego - a formulation which Buddhism had taught me to see as temporary and even 

illusory.” Mac Low’s work (Forties, for example) remains as extreme as any text-  

only writing. Poets currently working in comparable territory include John Byrum - 
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 “Compositional methods range across the spectrum uniting chance accumulation 

and elimination with structured composition, reflecting (embodying) current 

readings of the ways events unfold (in) the world”, and “The intent of the work is to 

unfold (the reader’s conceptions of) possibility” (O.blek 12, ‘93) - and Michael 

Basinski - “There are some imaginary facts that are central to how I find poetry. 

First among them is that any poetic I might fantastically present as fact at the 

beginning of this paragraph will not exist as fact at its end. There is no definable 

halt once thought enters the frictionless imagination.” (O.blek 12) Mac Low’s work, 

as Byrum’s and Basinski’s, is motivated by an urge towards greater realism, a 

detailed, precise investigation of what is going on. This doesn’t strike me as 

experimental; it strikes me as investigative. There is no invention involved, there is 

(to use the etymology provided in POETRY USA) venturing, testing the way, 

taking a chance, towards and from the idea of presenting the way world and 

language and mind interact, how it is. Byrum tells us to “imagine world, language, 

and mind as three interwoven and partially isomorphic fields. Areas of each can be 

mapped onto areas of each of the other two. Thus, portions of each field can be 

understood as a function of portions of the other two.” When we negotiate his 

layered texts, we are in a field in which these interweavings are felt, present. Mac 

Low says (in Shiny #7/8, ‘92) that he “began writing by nonintentional methods in 

order to present language (both its sound and meaning and the look of it) so that it 

can be perceived with ‘bare attention’, without its being burdened by the tastes, 

predilections, emotions, or opinions of the writer.” He adds: “when the artist’s ego 

does not determine all aspects of artworks, their perceivers are freed to become 

co-producers of meaning.” As with Fraser’s work, and with Byrum’s, the reader is 

led into participation in a type of behavior, meaning-building, which is the same 

type of behavior that produced the work. Clark Coolidge has stated his intentions 

as “to not finally know whether I am reading or writing,” and the intention is that the 

same ambiguity should be present for the ‘reader’, that the reader should find 

himself engaged in activity which is traditionally associated with writing.  

The ambiguity and the multiplicity of perceptions, and the possibilities which unfold 

when one engages the ambiguity and the multiplicity, define the range of the field, 

provide the opportunities for meanings to emerge. Poetry USA quotes Gertrude 

Stein: “The words next to each other actually sound different to the ear that sees 

them. Make it either sees or hears them. Make it the eyes hear them. Make it 

either hears or sees them. I say this not to explain but to make it plain.” This is 

what is going on with the experimental, this is what’s so odd about it; it would 

present the situation of being human in the world rather than explain that situation. 

Any explanation is always wrong (often as not intentionally wrong, a lie, 

smokescreen, disinformation). Explanation removes writer and reader from  
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