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Epigraph


Of my century, in which, and not in any other, I was ordered to be born, to work, and to leave a trace.

—CZESŁAW MIŁOSZ

Century o century of clouds

—GUILLAUME APOLLINAIRE

Bound, hungry to pluck again from the thousand technologies of ecstasy

boundlessness, the world that at a drop of water rises without boundaries

I push the PLAY button:--

—FRANK BIDART, “FOR THE TWENTIETH CENTURY”
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Epilogue: 2016


Like prose does the term of our days extend

to the margin of the page

but it does not return, with a slap and a clang,

in the manner of an old typewriter carriage,

elementary mechanism

of spring-bearing levers and bird-claw glyphs.

Already I have journeyed more than a decade

into this pathless new millennium,

weary explorer who will never reach the pole.

Friends travel beside me, traipsing ahead,

falling by the wayside in the obdurate whiteness

from which all things of purpose have been carved away,

all things parsed and compassed by the wind.

Children follow in our tracks, assuming,

each time we look back, the aspect of strangers;

they exceed us as Olympian gods surpassed the Greeks

who fashioned them in their,

and thus our own, entirely mortal image.

And the illustrious, hard-frozen ocean receding

further into memory with each embattled step,

great whales feeding in the darkness,

their souls like wells of fragrant oil,

the exodus-light of icebergs made plastic

and manifest, that index, that sign.

To the margin but no more.

Like dough which rises to fill the baker’s pan

with a scent of yeast and distant wheat fields,

leaving nothing in its aftermath

but a ruin of crusts, a scattering of crumbs,

avenues for the triumphal procession of the ants.





BOOK ONE




Picasso (1900)

Arrived in Paris with Casagemas to discover

Montmartre embodies a dream fulfilled,

a riot of cobblestones, stray dogs and peddlers,

baroque bird kiosks as in Barcelona, windmills

on the butte and all variety of street theater,

sculptors and anarchists and visionary drunks,

hurdy-gurdy music, melancholy saltimbanques,

dance-hall whores we cannot afford

and carefree models amidst oil cans and litter,

everything given license, everything on offer,

everything varnished with tinsel and glitter.

Already I abandon all concern with the past,

with Velázquez and Spanish sombra—

from this moment my painting is recast

in the galvanic mold of the modern era.

Now, at nineteen, I seize my destiny at last.

The die is cast, the Rubicon crossed,

and my only regret is to have lost

eighteen years of my life to a paternity

so parochial and antique. As blood rules the heart

thus electric current will fuel the twentieth century

and so I myself shall figure in its art.

Hearts of Darkness: Freud and Conrad (1901)

Messages from the interior: darkness & illumination,

dreams & blood. Two springs from whence arise

twin rivers coursing from the ego’s murderous dream-empire.

What cargo they carry shall define the coming century:

ivory & guns, African blood congealed to profit,

Arbeit macht frei. Out of the heart of Congolese darkness

& into the mind’s diamond mine, psychic darkness

evolving toward, if not light, then, enlightenment?

Century of chains & emancipations, empathy & greed.

Century of wraiths & indeterminacy, century of earth-rise,

o eager, anguished, totalitarian century!

Century of transistor gizmos, century of quantum dreams.

Freud’s first lectures on The Interpretation of Dreams

drew a dozen listeners; proper Vienna would not darken

his door or its good name. Still the ghost of the century

rises from his grave like a genie from its lamp,

as from the burning furnace of the self dreams rise

to the lure of the imago, the masked dance of desire,

sexual dominance sublimated into boardroom money-lust.

What haunted Conrad’s exiled London dreams

was not Belgian savagery but visions of elephants rising

to crash all night through the blind jungle darkness

within him, animals limned in bullion-light,

golden idols sacrificed to a market-driven century.

A century of propaganda & sales pitches, a century

of smoke & mirrors & incorporated gluttony.

The cathexis of Empire begets decolonialism’s firestorm,

one last century held hostage to European dreams—

Rothschild & Marx, Freud & Einstein, Hitler’s dark

parody of power & Picasso’s mirada fuerte. What rises

must fall; what we repress consumes us, starfish at tide-rise.

A century of signs & design & Dasein, a century

of loss, like all the others. A century of children’s small dark

hands severed by machetes as a lesson in productivity

from King Leopold. Kurtz & Conrad are dream-twins,

Id & Ego, Mengele & Freud, darkness & light.

O, century of atomic darkness,

rise

toward the dream-radiance for which you hunger.

Picasso (1902)

Yesterday walked across all of Paris in the snow

with a pastel rolled beneath my arm,

a pastiche of doting bourgeois mothers and children

with a vase of flowers, no less, utter and complete

artistic prostitution, only to find the dealer

is broke and cannot part with even ten francs.

I left it with her for nothing and trudged home

to the attic tenement I share with a verminous

and disreputable sculptor named Agero,

generous fellow to house a destitute countryman

but still a filthy disgrace. Like Van Gogh

I must survive on biscuits and water,

lacking even a candle to work by, making do

with chalk and ink on cheap paper,

scraps of canvas found or stolen on the sly.

I’ve done worse, pocketing change from Rocarol,

hiding stale bread crusts in my overcoat,

jotting pornographic sketches for the vile troop

of degraded Spaniards that roam the Hôtel du Maroc.

Pride forbids me to show my face to those

who envied my success eighteen months ago

and only Max Jacob offers comfort.

He considers my misfortune an epitome of genius

reduced to squalor, and I concur. So far

this third trip to Paris falls little short of disaster

and I lack even the price of a ticket home.

At least I shall survive the week, as Max promises

dinner at a café: omelettes and fried potatoes

may yet rekindle my affection for this frigid city

on which I, owning nothing, have staked everything.

Anna Akhmatova (1903)

Barely fifteen and already men are declaring

their love for her, grown men, and already she knows

she will drag their bodies across the white fire

of her nights as surely as she will sweep

the romance of the past behind her into this, her world.

She will bear the torch of the nineteenth century

into the present as Rilke carried a single iris

before his throat as he walked the streets of the city

to shield him from the monstrosity of mundane reality.

Ten years earlier, the first family photographs

are sepia prints: white gloves, a sailor’s suit,

spring in the Crimea smelling of lilacs.

Ten years later, the first drawing is Modigliani’s

erotic glyph, a sleek nude modernist arc,

the first paintings Cubist, Futurist, Acmeist.

Amid the studied decadence of the Stray Dog Café

she is a pale flower of the demimonde,

disdain for everything earthly and unexalted

scribbled in heroic stanzas across her face.

Ten more years and already she is famous

and already her voice is drowned

beneath the cadence of boots and rifles,

her verse denounced by Trotsky

as frivolously personal, archaically devout.

Another decade and she is reading Dante aloud

as Mandelstam weeps openly at the words—

mere words, mind you—days before the Party

swept him up in its grasp and he was gone.

She, who vowed to subsist on the sublime,

who could barely boil a potato or mend a sock,

living a life of denials and false confessions,

police officers knocking at the door,

the hasty burning of papers, again and again.

Why this portion for your children,

O Lord, terror and suffering and helplessness,

delivered from tyranny to tyranny,

day after day before the unblinking eye

of the prison gate, desperate for any word,

any sign of the vanished—why, O Lord?

Ten years to fame, twenty to famine,

thirty to the Terror, forty to the starving winter

of Leningrad under siege, fifty to the thaw,

sixty to an unanticipated old age

of vodka, ghosts and cabbage soup,

to the grey indeterminacy called,

in the corrupt modern idiom life, real life.

Barely fifteen, smelling of lilacs and April rain,

already the men swearing passionate vows

not one of them intends to keep.

Henry Ford (1904)

From curiosity comes dynamism, from obstinacy drive.

From the drawing board, from tinkering, from the machine shop in the old barn come pistons and cams.

From gasoline comes internal combustion, comes a world of rubber wheels instead of horseshoes, a world powered not by steam or wind but oil refracted into a rainbow of mechanical possibility, smoke and stink of it filling the little house on Bagley Avenue.

From the precision of clockmakers, from the gunworks of Samuel Colt come interchangeable parts.

From the Arsenal of the Doge’s Venice comes standardized production.

From the butchery of hogs hung for slaughter, from Chicago packing houses comes the conveyor belt, comes the assembly line, comes the dismemberment of human toil.

From the builders of every monumental construct back to the Great Pyramid of Cheops comes the mobilization of labor,

comes mass production,

comes the pace of the century and its mode of transport and its consumerist destiny,

comes Highland Park, Hamtramck, River Rouge,

comes the river of ash and coke, river of bitumen, river of liquid capital, river of molten vanadium steel,

comes the thunder of the blast furnace,

comes the glory of industry,

comes the abjection and abandonment of industry,

comes the world’s first billionaire, the titan, the crank,

but not yet, all things in due course,

but not yet.

For now it is a cold afternoon in January,

and Henry Ford has just established a new world speed record

driving a first-of-its-kind Model B roadster at 91 mph

along a four-mile track on the soot-covered ice of Lake Saint Clair,

and afterwards he celebrates with a complimentary muskrat dinner

for himself and his entourage at the Chesterfield Hotel—

the Dodge Brothers are there, drinking heavily,

James Couzens, Harold Wills, the ace mechanic Spider Huff—

and for this moment he is not worried about magneto coils or engine blocks,

about investors or salesmen or the burgeoning competition,

about the Jews and their secret cabals or the goddamn unions ruining the country,

for now he sees only the sugar-fine granules of frozen dust

driven across the ice in snake-thin runnels,

their fluid aerodynamics

and the kinetic grace of the invisible force

that scours and propels them

in a model of ruthless simplicity—

Henry Ford is staring out the window,

lost in thought, stealing

everything he can from the wind.

Einstein’s Clock (1905)

Something is ticking. Outside the window of the patent office

the famous fifteenth-century clock is marking the passage of hours,

of minutes and seconds, one after the other, as trains arrive

at the Bern station disgorging passengers into orderly streets,

one after the other, passengers with cases and parcels, one after the next,

the way light, in Einstein’s understanding, moves in serial packets,

discrete quanta. The word photon is not in any dictionary;

the term quantum mechanics does not appear in the scientific record.

In Paris, the Curies are working to isolate pure radium,

for which Marie will receive her second Nobel Prize in 1911;

the luminous new metal will be prized for use on watch dials

and as a healthy additive to chocolate and drinking water.

Jean-Paul Sartre is born. Ayn Rand is born. Jules Verne dies.

Chekhov has been dead since July but Tolstoy has five years to live.

Joyce is teaching English in Trieste, Beckett will be born next year.

George Orwell is two: the sun will never set on the British Empire.

Picasso is playing billiards with Apollinaire in Montmartre

while the Wright Brothers have adopted an anhedral wing

to counteract pitch instability on Wright Flyer III.

Everything is motion, velocity, electrochemical transformation,

wave, particle, field. The Trans-Siberian Railway opens.

Las Vegas is founded on one hundred acres of desert auctioned off

by the San Pedro, Los Angeles & Salt Lake Railroad.

The century is gaining traction, the century is full of steam,

trains are running down the tracks of Einstein’s imagination.

Suppose lightning struck the line at points A and B?

How could we determine simultaneity, relative to what constant?

There is a mirror on the train, a ray of candlelight, a rod,

the hands of a clock, a twin left behind on the platform.

Suppose he could run beside a beam of light at its own pace,

what would he see? Who constitutes an objective observer?

What is the fixed measure, where is the point of rest?

How can time be the divine absolute proposed by Newton

when it is a variable in the equation, when it is woven into the fabric,

we are swallows stitched into its sky, salamanders in its stream,

we are Escher’s swallows transforming into salamanders,

century of phenomenological fragments, fractal & abstract,

century of schism & cataclysmic ventriloquism,

century of pleas & eurekas, apologias & diktats.

Bern’s famous clock tower, the Zytglogge, has served

during its complicated history as a fortified guard post

and a prison for women accused of “intimacy” with priests.

Its lesser bell rings on the quarter hour and then,

upon the hour, a bearded figure of Chronos strikes

with his hammer the great bronze bell, cast in 1405.

The several massive clockfaces display not only the time

but days of the week, phases of the moon, houses of the zodiac;

the western face depicts Adam and Eve’s eviction from Paradise,

the eastern a panoply of the planets represented as Roman gods

in accordance with Ptolemaic cosmography. In essence,

it illustrates every ethos, astronomical measure and belief system

from the Greeks through the Renaissance to the Enlightenment.

From the windowsill of his dusty office Einstein observes

the seconds count down toward noon, checking against his watch.

He has brought a lunch of sausage, rye bread, apples and tea,

and has stashed in his drawer some notes he is eager to complete

for a short, deductive paper on the relation of mass and energy.

He wishes, just this once, that time would move a little faster.

Matisse: Paris (1906)

Last year, the laughter of the crowds at sight of my paintings

could be heard from the doorway of the Salon des Indépendants,

but this year, while my new work erupts with joyful, unfettered color,

their derisive howls echo even beyond the streets of the quartier, across the rooftops of Paris and the beet fields of Flanders alike,

united only by their scorn for my art.

So be it. They wound me

but I begin to bleed less, I begin to believe

my pictures will sell and this time of tribulations pass.

To turn from the path of easy prosperity in the approved style has cost me everything,

even the hard-won credence of my father, whose agonized grimace betrays his opinion of Le Bonheur de Vivre,

dismissed by the critics as childish scribbling, as mere dye-work,

as if I had never outgrown my boyhood amongst the cottage-looms of Bohain.

There is nothing romantic in the poverty of artists except to those who ogle the starving,

as I recall them gasping at the absinthe-hollowed skull of Paul Verlaine

dressed like a destitute rake in the wineshops of the Rue Saint-Jacques,

figure of a fate to be avoided through iron discipline, relentless work, and luck.

What else can I call this wild visitation but fortune’s grace?

Who guides my hand if not the muse herself?

Whether myself or another shall prove its agent, in the end I am certain

my new approach speaks to the true and essential art of the future.

The laughter of the mob will not drown out that voice.

Color will achieve its triumphal vindication.

As Derain said, this summer at Collioure, the light throws up on all sides its vast and clamorous shout of victory.

Picasso & Fernande Olivier (1907)

Fernande

Of course we are poor, but if Pablo sells a charcoal

he buys a roll of canvas, a sack of coal

for the stove, and a bottle of perfume to spoil me.

We eat bread and wine and pots of spaghetti,

sometimes we smoke opium,

which excites him,

or drink at Vernin’s until all hours

with his rogue’s gallery of cronies and connivers,

Catalan sculptors, self-styled poets, closet pornographers,

and sweet Max Jacob, and fat Apollinaire.

Pablo is sensitive about his stature

and takes little pleasure

in besting Toulouse-Lautrec—a sexless midget

in a top hat, as he rudely puts it.

Pablo is so jealous he won’t let me work

or even leave the studio—when I went for a drink

at the Lapin à Gill he slapped me across the face,

which was a bit of a surprise. Of course

what I learned in my years modeling nine hours a day

is
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