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standing in that garden because the photographer he was working with sug-
gested it. McPhee says he hadn’t thought about it much at the time, other than
it made a good photograph, but it seemed much more meaningful looking back
on later, as if the photographer had understood an aspect of his music that
he hadn’t appreciated himself at that time. There are these other layers of in-
teraction, or maybe intra-action, that are at work. And they aren’t necessarily
recognized but still have their e [edts. And those e [edits are not immediate but
are maybe only seen later. It’s the irregular rhythm again. Even in conversations
like this, by the time | say something I’'m responding less to the present mo-
ment and more to something said five minutes ago.

Moten : That happens when shit happened yesterday and you just can’t be mad
about it until today. That'’s the black vernacular update and anticipation of
Spenser—Ilook for you yesterday, here you come today—and it works just as
well for objects of revulsion as it does for objects of desire. You know what
happened, but you couldn’t notice it enough; you have to move through the
rest of a day that now, like every other day, can’t ever really be yours. It takes
another couple of days for you to realize that the rest of that day has faded, or
been shaded by that little bit of bullshit that caught your eye or pulled your
coat or kept you down or locked you out. You finally get mad about it and you
keep getting more and more mad about it. A young scholar | know once wrote
to me, “Why can’t my anger at what they’ve done to us be a legitimate intel-
lectual position? Why must | filter my anger in order to be?” | think they were
talking about a general economy of anger, which no individual body can bear
and which, in spite of that, individual bodies are made to bear, along with the
responsibility of containing it. That this has become their responsibility is an
absolute unfairness. But what if self-destruction is the purpose of the anger?
What if all it's about is what and that the individual cannot bear? Now, when
| think of that interview with Trane I'm thinking that maybe the way that DJ
understood Trane’s music is an echo of, say, Nat Hento [’slunderstanding of it,
that it was always this deep search for self, which is kind of unfortunate when
one considers a discography that includes an album called . S0, when
Trane’s doing those gliding, tidal runs, and going o [ah his harmonic wander-
ing, his calculated modal drifting, through “All Blues,” or when Joe McPhee is
talking and moving all out of sync through , maybe they are doing
exactly what Baraka said the music is supposed to be doing. “New Black Music
is this: Find the self, then kill it.” That's Trane. That's McPhee. That's what
Baraka recognizes in Baldwin. Now, how do we cultivate that self-destructive
anger?
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Refusing Completion
A Conversation

Stevphen Shukaitis: When we sat down to chat before, I started—somewhat
mistakenly—with an almost social science-esque attempt to ask you to define
your terms and concepts. This was entirely the wrong approach—as that’s not
the way you two work or think together—but also ended up being a useful line
of questions in that it created space for you to differentiate what you do, and
how your writing lends itself to a different way of being understood and inhab-
ited.

For this book, All Complete, I was thinking it would be good to find a
different way in, another way to invite people into the space your joint thinking
and writing creates—a way that gestures towards the sociality that developed
with and through the text.

And that leads me to ask: What’s the tempo here? What’s the rhythm, the
meter? Would you think readers might be better served by subvocalizing the
text using Rakim’s sense of cadence? Or maybe something closer to Julius East-
man’s pulsing minimalism, but veering off in unexpected directions at times?
I'm not asking this in a flippant or glib way, but more thinking of how your joint
writing is as much informed by a poetic sense as a conceptual one, or maybe
a conceptual sense that always starts from and develops out of a share shared
rhythm, whether musically, or of living together.
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Moten: It makes you want to think about what the relationship is between the
dialectic, the antinomy, and the koan. We want and then imagine that as we
get older and have a chance to read more books that we will receive other
terms in other languages from other places that also correspond to this. Let s
stay with the work of paradox and the way paradox constitutes a motive force
or an engine for thinking. Stefano, you re saying that you get lost with others.
Generally, our experience of being lost is not described like that. Man, one of
my earliest memories is of being lost in a grocery store in Las Vegas called Ve-
gas Village. I remember going to Vegas Village, when | was maybe three or four
years old, and getting separated from my mom. At a certain moment, you re
wandering, looking at toys, and all of a sudden, where s mama? And | got all
upset and | was crying, and it wasn t my mother who found me. It was some
other person who found me and helped me then to reunite with my mom. But
I remember that very vividly now because | was found by someone else. Its
as if being found is that moment when, having realized one is alone, one nds
that one is not alone. It was as if | had been found by a principle; that principle,
Stefano, of being lost with others.

There are these famous lines from The Faerie Queen®hat though the
sea with waves continuall / Doe eate the earth, it is no more at all; / Ne is the
earth the lesse, or loseth ought: / For whatsoever from one place doth fall / Is
with the tyde unto another brought: / For there is nothing lost, that may be
found if sought. Edmund Spenser is ruminating on this intra-action of the lost
and found. He elaborates this relation between loss and nding and seeking
that ends up being something like an early version of Newton s law of conser-
vation of matter and energy. There s a physics, or an anti-metaphysics, to this
shit, and a question concerning the no-thing, the non-singularity of the lost and
found and sought. My relation, to the extent that | have one, to Zen was initi-
ated through a book by Gary Zukav called The Dancing Wu Li Mastdtsvas an
extension of the interesting work in physics that this group in the Bay Area, the
Fundamental Fysiks Group, was doing again in the mid-seventies. They were
really interested in the philosophical foundations and implications of quantum
mechanics and in what they saw as these absolute a nities between quantum
mechanics and Zen Buddhism. Our old friend, Alan Jackson, is the one who
gave me this book. I ve been trying to read this book for thirty years now and
not quite getting there.

Lets use the word sharing to describe what Je Bridges is talking
about with his partner even though maybe the obvious word that would come
to mind is empathy. Lets use the word sharing in order to take into ac-
count the righteous and legitimate critique of a certain kind of racialized and
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important and crucial for us as poets but also as thinkers.

Our friendship grew under the protection of our friend and mentor Bill
Corbett, a poet who further immersed us in that tradition but who also lived
that tradition. There is a poetics embedded in the criticism of poets who are
in and extend that tradition H.D., Zukofsky, Olson, Duncan, Mackey, Howe,
Baraka. We grew up under the in uence of their criticism, rather than under
the in uence of what people nowadays call critique. We were interested in the
criticism that was being o ered by poets more than in the various forms of
literary or even theoretical critique. And to the extent that we were interested
in theory or philosophy, we were always interested in folks who revel in their
poetic sensibilities, whether that was James or Derrida or Glissant or Wynter or
Spillers. And we gravitated towards the poetic or the literary sensibility that an-
imates Marx s work. We were looking for poetry, or for the poetic, in everything
we read, and the criticism that got us started helped us in that.

Marx, like Zukofsky, is a deep and playful reader of Shakespeare. There s
a trace of Shakespeare in how he develops this interplay of critique and criti-
cism in his work, and that was always something in which we were trying to
be involved. And that goes back to something that was there for Stefano in his
relation to his dad, and for me in my relation to my mom. It meant also being
interested in the poetics of everyday speech, and the common tongues of the
people that we grew up around. We re just fascinated by the rhythm and the
music of their speech. You can talk about this as a kind of vernacular poetics,
particularly with regard to the black tradition, but you could broaden that ver-
nacular notion out in the ways that William Carlos Williams does as he tries to
imagine a new American speech. When Baraka, say, takes up that charge he s
trying to make it ante-American and, at the end of the day, anti-American, too.

So, there are some traditions that we re in. The best way to put it is the
way Baraka putit you have to sound like something. You know, there s writing
that doesn t sound like anything. It s drone-ish. Rightly, Derrida teaches us not
to think of writing as epiphenomenal to speech or parasitical on speech, and yet
there is the kind of writing that appears to have no relation to speech whatso-
ever and to the way that speech is always irreducible to a single voice. We want
to make sure our writing sounds like something where sounding like something
is sounding like something broken or cracked or dubbed or overdubbed. And
because we re overdubbed because, as Stefano says, we re visitors, who are al-
ways visiting, and who are always being visited we are always speaking names,
always being spoken by them, always working in this unnaming and renaming,
maybe both in but also against the grain of how poetry bears naming as a kind
of power. Maybe there was no way for us not to sound like something, given
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