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A Letter from an Editor 
 
Dear Readers, 
 
 Happy January! Or, unhappy January, as is likely the case 
for those of you with nerve endings. Thank you for opening this 
publication; I know it was hard with three pairs of gloves on. 
Unless it’s forty degrees out again; I can’t keep up. Carine here, 
co-editor of this pile of pages you are flipping through or swiping 
along on your magic screen. First off, I wish to extend a radiant 
warm welcome to this, the second issue of Chicago Arts Journal. I 
offer, too, my and my co-editors’ great thanks for making the first 
issue a joy, a challenge, and a topic of talk about town.  
 In our second edition, we have taken a particular focus on 
women artists in Chicago. (This might explain why our chief 
editor, Johann Blumer, asked me to write the Editor’s Letter this 
time around. Is that it? Because I’m a woman? Fine.) Call this our 
Winter Women Issue, the Dark Women’s Fiction Issue, the 
Pesky Women Edition — titles all bandied about with varying 
degrees of seriousness in our offices — but make no mistake: 
Chicago Arts Journal is invested in supporting and celebrating 
women artists in our city. I almost argued against this theme 
issue, as I envision CAJ featuring a broad selection of women’s 
work and writing in each and every publication. (And it will!) But 
a theme is a theme, and a theme is fun. Go with it, Carine, they 
said. Okay, fine, I said. 

 In these pages, we offer a variety of genres and subjects. 
There’s fiction from Melissa Walker and Brenna Kischuk, a 
poetic essay on Mauritius and the dodo bird by Karen Yates, a 
new back-cover comic from the formidable Sue Cargill, and a 
consideration of the newest film from director Claire Denis (not a 
Chicagoan by any stretch, but the subject of a recent  
retrospective at your local institutional art-house). There are, too, 
reviews of shows by The Mammals and Curious Theatre Branch; 
music by The Crooked Mouth and Samantha Church; and an 
interview with Jennifer Harris, founder of JackLeg Press, as well 
as poems from a new volume by Cin Salach and an essay on 
Jenny Magnus’ playscript opus — both forthcoming JackLeg 
publications. It’s a funny web of friends and collaborators, this 
world of fringe and fringe-adjacent make-works we admire so 
much in this town, and we’re happy to have a platform to 
appreciate some of the women who make the scenes run, 
yesterday and today, and who make space for them to run on into 
the future. 
 

 
All best, 

Carine Loewi 
 

 

The photo on the front cover pictures Jenny Magnus of Curious Theatre Branch. 
The back cover illustration is by Sue Cargill.
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Redefined 
by Brenna Kischuk  
 
Remember the ninth story window in Union Square?  
Our legs hung over the edge.  
We told each other everything.  
 
Love, noun: an intense feeling of deep affection.  
 
You touched my back and took my breath away. It was a dinner 
in January. A Tuesday. I stopped eating, pushed the food around 
my plate and thought of you as a child.  
 
Tuesdays were dinner. Fridays were accidental drinks and long 
walks, extended conversations and oh.my.god.you.feel.so.good.  
 
Saturdays were breakfast.  
 
The first night we both danced. I’d heard you order a drink 
earlier — vodka and diet coke. I judged you. I didn’t know I’d 
know you yet.  
 
Three hours of talking before I lay on your couch, two more 
before I climbed in your bed. Both at your invitation. We didn’t  
 
 
 

sleep and we didn’t take showers because it was August and what 
was the point.  
 
“We used an amazing amount of restraint.” 
 
We split custody of the coffee shop on 23rd. You went there to 
write emails and call your wife. I needed to stay in motion. I still 
judge you, but for different things now. Things that matter.  
 
The next night the music was better and so were the drinks. We 
weren’t from Ohio or one of the Dakotas, we were people who 
knew these things. We both wanted to make out with the DJ and 
didn’t catch each other’s eye because our eyes were closed. We 
were that sure. Skin and hair and breath. You didn’t even leave a 
scent in my sheets and I loved you for that, if nothing else.  
 
I am not convinced any of this happened.  
 
 
Parallel, adjective: side by side and having the same distance 
continually between them.  
 
 
During the day I imagine you talking about things like 
appropriations and budgets and fiscal responsibility. At night I 
imagine you looking at her and thinking of me.  
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In the bedroom I’m the one who wants the mirror. You're the 
one who remembers everything. My first pair of point shoes 
hangs on the wall, a piano in the other room. “Is there any art 
you don’t do?”  
 
I exist only through scrims and appropriate lighting.  
 
Spontaneous Combustion, noun: the ignition of organic matter 
without apparent cause, typically through heat generated internally 
by rapid oxidation.  
 
I don’t know what you think when you look at me. I know some 
nights it’s different. I know that songs remind me of you just like 
they remind you of me, though I don't send them to you 
disguised in a letter about the edit you need – page two, 
paragraph three.  
 
The tiles in your bathroom were cold. If we’d taken that shower 
like we wanted to they would have felt good against our skin. It 
would have felt worth it.  
But if you shower with me, how will you rid yourself of me?  
 
 
End noun: a final part of something, esp. a period of time, an 
activity, or a story.  
 
 
 

If we wait long enough it will be like none of this happened.  
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Observations of an Orchestrated Catastrophe 
Reviewed by Justin Hayford 

 
 Theater is necessarily local and transitory. Unlike a film 
or a television program, a play happens in only one place for an 
assembled audience. It vanishes in its very act of expression.  And 
each moment contains the real possibility of complete 
disappearance. If the faultily constructed set collapses, if the light 
board blows, if the lead actor has a seizure, if the monologuist 
forgets her lines, the evening’s performance may become a failed 
act of survival. While the screw-ups get edited out of feature 
films, they remind a theater audience they’re witnessing 
something no one will ever see again. 
 The ephemeral immediacy of live performance puts it 
squarely at odds with American culture’s increasing appetite for 
commodified entertainment, for shows that can be relied upon to 
perform as predictably and satisfactorily as home appliances, for 
evenings that are worth the money. In such an environment 
criticism devolves into consumer reporting, films are judged by 
box office take, and Broadway producers hit pay dirt concocting 
surprise-free juke box musicals that run as mechanically as the 
animatronic orators in Disney’s Hall of Presidents. Perhaps most 
distressingly, in Chicago the cry routinely goes up that “fringe” 
work must find a way to support itself through extended 
commercial runs if it wants to survive — despite the fact 
Chicago’s theater scene is the most vital in the country precisely 

because fringe artists have refused to let the constraints of 
commercial tastes limit their work.  
 So it was with some trepidation I approached something 
that looked, at least from a distance, like a product being dropped 
into the product-free zone of the Chicago fringe theater scene: 
Observations of an Orchestrated Catastrophe, JackLeg Press’s huge 
(400-plus pages) collection of  “plays and performances” by Jenny 
Magnus. Was Magnus, one of the true champions of the off-off-
Loop scene for nearly 30 years, selling out to The Man? But then 
I checked out JackLeg. Scrappy northside operation. The 
company’s address looks suspiciously like someone’s apartment.  
Their tag line: “Not Just a Press. A Social Movement.” They 
publish poetry.  Whew, a money-loser. I could breathe a sigh of 
relief that Magnus was staying pure. 
 Perhaps my trepidation was due in large part to the 
seeming incongruity of Magnus putting out something so 
permanent. As a playwright, performer and musician, her work 
has long demonstrated a fascination with impermanence — of 
love, of will, of memory, of existence. If anything connects the 
nine scripts that make up Observations, aside from exquisitely 
refined prose and multiple references to baser bodily functions, 
it’s a writer’s commitment to fleeting, indeterminate worlds, 
always neither here nor there yet somehow both here and there.  
Her one-person show The Willies, the earliest piece included in 
the collection, takes place entirely in the liminal zone between 
waking and sleeping, as the performer is transformed into 
multiple personae by lying momentarily on a vertically mounted 
bed. In The Trips, two clownlike performers are simultaneously 
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grumbling through a long car trip and bumbling through a 
comedic Beckettian routine. In The Lucky Ones, two people “of 
any age or gender” and dressed all in white recline on lawn chairs 
atop a “grand sea of Astroturf” where they discuss the 
possibility/impossibility of finishing; it’s both a poetic meditation 
on death and a coy satire on  actors’ unwillingness to leave the 
stage. 
 Impermanence has also been a core value of the Curious 
Theatre Branch, the Chicago company Magnus co-founded in 
1987 and with whom she premiered all of the works in 
Observations. The tight-knit, non-hierarchical troupe has churned 
out so many plays in their 26 years — both creating their own 
and shepherding dozens of other artists’ works through their 
annual Rhinoceros Theater Festival — that they’ve rarely paused 
to extend a run or remount an old work. In the Curious universe, 
a revival is almost unthinkable when there are new ideas to 
explore and potent images to investigate. As Curious co-founder 
Beau O’Reilly explained to me years ago, the company is driven 
by what he considers a blue-collar ethic.  “You work to make the 
perfect car,” he explained, “but when you don’t succeed, you 
don’t wait for someone to come in and make your lousy car 
profitable or make you famous for it. You make another one.  
You look at the mistakes in the design or the concept, the lapses 
in imagination, you bring in some new ideas, you get rid of some 
people, and you do it again. The doing, that’s the thing.” 
 So yes, I was a little scared of Magnus’s massive book.  
Until I started reading it. Then I quickly wished it was 800 pages 
longer — and published by Doubleday, so it might reach a 

million people. Perhaps then it might spark nationwide 
Magnusmania, and these gorgeous, perplexing, thoughtful plays 
that appeared and vanished so quickly in their original 
productions might be brought repeatedly back to life for decades 
to come. Our national psyche would be better for it. 
 Then again, if Observations struck commercial gold, 
publishers and producers would start scouring Chicago storefront 
theaters for the two dozen women they could groom into the next 
Jenny Magnuses. Our theater scene would then become 
something like Los Angeles’s: a farm team for entertainment 
executives with deep pockets and exploitative instincts.  Let’s be 
thankful JackLeg flies well under the radar. 
 

 
 
 In my 26 years reviewing performances for the Chicago 
Reader, I’ve rarely come across an artist as reliable as Magnus.  
Not that I could ever accurately predict what she might be up to 
from production to production or from year to year.  Indeed, it’s 
hard to fathom that the same person who scripted the small, 
streamlined The Willies in 1994 would seven years later come up 
with the elaborate, sprawling farce-machine that is Round and 
Round.  
  But I could always rely on certain salient features in 
Magnus’s work:  intelligence, irony, foolishness (held in check by 
serious-mindedness), erudition, modesty, and above all, 
resonance. Magnus’s images strike chords deep within me for 
reasons I often can’t satisfactorily explain. She builds her 
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theatrical fantasies out of moments at once pedestrian and 
uncanny, childish and philosophical, offhand and meticulous.  
Like the best poetry, Magnus’s images are consistently both literal 
and figurative — so seemingly ordinary they’re easily accepted at 
first blush, so intriguingly veiled they taunt the imagination long 
after the play has ended. 
 Perhaps the play in Observations that  most successfully 
exploits this tension is Nowhere But Up, which premiered in 
2009, performed by the author. Nearly every moment in the play 
is, on one level, perfectly literal: Magnus is simply showing us a 
person with Alzheimer’s (she created the work when her mother 
was struggling with the disease).  Through songs, video clips and 
monologues, she portrays the strange and terrifying maze into 
which a person with advanced Alzheimer’s descends every day, 
every hour. Early in the piece she sings “Inventory Song,” in 
which the multiply-named Alzheimer’s patient (Barb, Barbara, 
Babs, Bab) attempts to identify the things around her in her 
nursing home room: 
 
There’s twinkly lights in the window 
There’s a little girl on my lap sometimes 
There’s family pictures taped up 
I guess they’re reminders of where I’m at 
There’s a stink and pads in the bathroom 
There are scabs and bruises and pain 
The cigarettes and scarves and going outside 
Then the day seems over but then you do it again... 
 

 But at the same time, Nowhere But Up dramatizes the 
impossibility of depicting someone with Alzheimer’s — or at least 
this particular person with Alzheimer’s. In carefully chosen 
moments, the performer talks directly and candidly with the 
audience and admits, “She cannot be portrayed.  At least I cannot 
portray her.” She goes on to offer two possible portrayals — “how 
she would have me portray her,” and “how I would not portray 
her.” But before offering either, she makes it clear that she is not 
going to portray her at all. Perhaps the impossibility of the task is 
explained in one brief line midway through the piece: “She’s 
going ... she’s going ... and she cannot be portrayed.” The woman 
is becoming increasingly absent, and thus the effort to make her 
present is impossible — even as the play makes the woman’s 
ordeal horrifyingly real. 

 

 What struck me most in reading through these collected 
scripts — all but one of which I saw in their original productions 
— is how sturdily they’re constructed. I’d long thought of 
Magnus as a writer who assembled her works associatively, letting 
images and ideas coalesce by intuition rather than design. But re-
encountering these scripts in the relaxed environment of my  
living room — as opposed to the rushed, anxiety-soaked 
atmosphere of an opening night — it’s difficult to miss her knack 
for structure. On the page these works cohere in ways they didn’t 
always on stage. And they’re such precise, confident pieces.  
Magnus always seems to know exactly what she’s after — even 
when she’s after something she’ll never fully explicate — and she 



Chicago Arts Journal 

8 
Issue 2  Winter 2014 

never writes in half measures.   
 In some ways JackLeg is late to the game. Hope and 
Nonthings, a venture dreamed up by playwright and former 
Screaching Weasel John Jughead Pierson, has been publishing 
scripts from fringe heavy-hitters (Mickle Maher, The Neo-
Futurists, Theater Oobleck) for over a decade. But given the 
extraordinary depth of Chicago’s unpublished theatrical catalog 
over the last 30 years (roughly from the beginning of the Wicker 
Park arts scene in the mid 1980s), JackLeg’s offering is welcome 
indeed. Here’s hoping it will inspire others to follow their 
footsteps.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Observations of an Orchestrated Catastrophe: Plays and Performances will be 
available from JackLeg Press in February 2014. Visit jacklegpress.com for more 
information. 

 
 

 
 

Beau O’Reilly and Jenny Magnus in The Trips: A Madras Parable (1996) 
Photo via Curious Theatre Branch 
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All-Girl Frankenstein 
Reviewed by Carine Loewi 
 
 When I got to the building that houses Zoo Studios — 
it’s one of those old industrial lofts in Ravenswood somebody 
fixed up seemingly all at once a few years back, and which are 
now home to all manner of experimental dance spaces and 
internet dog groomers and graphic designers who do Reiki on the 
side — a nice man stationed at the elevator asked which event I 
was in the building for. I answered, “Frankenstein,” because it 
seemed expedient, and also, secretly, because I was afraid if I 
hazarded the whole title I would accidentally say “Girl-on-Girl 
Frankenstein”— a Freudian something I hoped would not be 
proved accurate by the show. (It wasn’t, mostly.) 
 And it’s a nice space, this Zoo Studios: upstairs, down a 
sterile hallway, with a cozy clutch of seats facing a stage deeper 
than it is wide, something like the Side Project in Rogers Park. 
Among the set elements: a ramp, a side corridor descending into 
darkness, a step-ladder up to a second-level parlor, some Gothic 
windows for ambiance. The lighting scheme — all, it seemed to 
me, achieved with a series of clip lights and eerie-color gels (lime 
+ turquoise + purple → spooky) — did some solid design work 
for the piece, creating several distinct environments and moods. A 
low-key howling, clanking, grinding soundscape greeted the 
entering audience, and underlaid the work throughout to good 
atmospheric effect.  

 The bones of the story, if I understand it right, and 
perhaps I don’t always, grain of salt, concern Victor 
Frankenstein’s (Erin Myers) progression from privileged and 
preternaturally suave youth to brilliant medical student and 
eventual cobbler-together of new (old) life to conflicted and 
emotionally-paralyzed groom-to-be, a man who cannot reconcile 
his initial ambitions with what his work has wrought — namely, 
that his chef d’oeuvre, a gaunt and elegant monster in platform 
boots (played with physical élan by Amy E. Harmon), has killed 
everyone Victor loved, and also some people he didn’t care for, 
and also at least one bird. To recap: things are good, things are 
great, something goes awry, and our hero gradually becomes a 
real bummer at parties.  
 There’s also Henry Clerval (Erin Orr), Victor’s weirdo 
childhood friend whom Ma Frankenstein takes into the 
household out of the kindness of her heart (just kidding, she is 
totally mean in this version, nobody knows why she did it), and 
whose arc from youthful taxidermy enthusiast to mature 
taxidermy enthusiast to aspiring monster-wife maker and, finally, 
to abject and rather dull madman over his lifelong jealousy and 
love for Victor, might be a stab at social comment: Clerval is a 
down-and-out, uncharismatic and potentially disabled foil to 
Victor’s wealthy golden boy. Clerval, played here by Erin 
Elizabeth Orr, seemed always under the lash of some unspecified 
torment — physical, psychological, spiritual? I’m not sure — 
which expressed itself physically through a constant agonized 
jerking. When he turned to face upstage on several occasions and 
continued this movement, it became difficult to tell if we were to 
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understand Clerval as writhing in pain or masturbating in the 
corner. I for one found this confusion an enjoyable effect of the 
character. 
 But let me back up. Philosophically speaking. I don’t 
know The Mammals’ work extensively, but I can appreciate the 
idea of a project aimed at putting more women onstage, especially 
all at once. The promotional materials for the “All Girl Project” 
state its intent: to make room for actresses “to play roles that are 
rarely performed by women.” Okay, great. Pushing boundaries, 
expanding horizons, busting down walls, etc. And yet. The other 
stories included in this series have been Moby-Dick and Heart of 
Darkness. Why all the boy roles? Frankenstein’s monster, the big 
whale, Marlow and Kurtz — stories about boys, with, as noted, 
“either none or relatively few female characters.” This thought I 
was chewing on reminded me of a recent comment I saw by the 
great contemporary writer Imogen Binnie, who points to a certain 
strain of feminism which looks not toward the opportunity to be 
a woman in the world in whatever way one sees fit, but rather the 
freedom from having to be a woman at all. Why not dig up some 
scripts and stories — Victorian, midcentury, whatever — in 
which women get to talk onstage while also playing women? 
(Alice B. Sheldon’s 1973 short story “The Women Men Don’t 
See” comes immediately to mind, if you’re looking for a second-
wave eye-gouger ripe for the adapting.) 
 Mary Shelley’s novel, here interpreted in script and 
direction by The Mammals’ founder Bob Fisher, featured two 
woman characters in speaking roles: mean Mama Frankenstein, a 
stiff-necked Sybil Thorndike type wielding a wooden paddle for 

ready punishment of any child happening across her path (solid 
vocal work by Julie Cowden, in a role lacking much dimension); 
and Elizabeth (Sarah Koerner), Victor’s adoptive sister and 
eventual betrothed, who emerges in adolescence as a genuinely 
threatening, sexy female presence in Victor’s sheltered life, but 
who by adulthood is a wheedling plot-advancer placeholder of the 
“let’s get married already” variety.  
 The chorus members, silent throughout, had some of the 
meatiest and most memorable bits in the show, particularly as 
sculptural objects. When Victor, as medical student, begins 
haunting graveyards at night, tinkering with the secrets of 
reanimation, he delivers a monologue while sticking his hands up 
to the elbow into several bodies and rooting around, eventually 
seeming to find something of value, though I couldn’t tell what. 
Each body, played by two ensemble actors curled together like a 
cinnamon roll on the floor, peeled apart under Victor’s hands, 
once he had found what he wanted in it. These non-literal human 
figures were captivating to look at, as were the brittle corpse poses 
the chorus members adapted when they portrayed the dead in 
Clerval’s fruitless laboratory. In a piece of welcome levity at the 
top of the second act, Liz Chase’s Crypt Keeper-ish old man 
character, with prosthetic nose and hunch back, croaked out 
“The Best Is Yet to Come,” while dancing with various ensemble 
corpses, whose rigor eased just enough for them to be flung about 
the dance floor with struck faces. That creepy dude was a delight 
to watch whenever he appeared, and I would have liked to see 
him used more consistently as a plot-framing device, particularly 
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in the second act, when the story lost momentum amid the dense 
bulrushes of Victorian emotion. 
  What can I say, All Girl Frankenstein? You had a catchy 
title, some marvelous design work, and a solid cast, but you felt a 
little aimless, untethered, sometimes a motherless child. Perhaps 
I’ll end by saying that I look guardedly forward to The Mammals’ 
next undertaking, the festival-style All Girl Edgar Allen Poe, whose 
explanatory materials insist that all works applying for inclusion 
be “conceived, created, and performed entirely by women.” 
Perhaps that’s what I missed in All Girl Frankenstein, if you’ll 
forgive a whiff of essentialism: a woman at the helm of the vessel. 
Leave a few of these broads alone in a room with each other, the 
canon, and a cask of amontillado, and I’ll bet you something 
interesting appears. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All Girl Frankenstein played at Zoo Studios (4001 N. Ravenswood) in October-
December 2013.

Questions for Jennifer Harris 
 
For our interview feature this season, the editors of CAJ 
speak with Jennifer Harris — poet, publisher and founder of 
local upstart JackLeg Press. 
  
Chicago Arts Journal: Can you tell us some of the history of 
JackLeg Press, and what led you to start it? Are poetry and prose 
by Chicago writers of particular importance to you? 
 
Jennifer Harris: Originally, I wanted to try and forge a bridge 
between some writers in Tucson and Chicago that I knew  — 
people like Richard Siken, Barbara Cully, Alison Deming, Calvin 
Forbes, Maureen Seaton, and others. In 1996, I published a few 
different issues of a hand-bound magazine. At that time I was also 
running a poetry series at the Art Institute of Chicago and was 
bringing in writers such as Tomaž Šalamun, Li-Young Lee, and 
Susan Hahn among others. For me, it was about creating 
community among a common language or passion, as it were. I 
really enjoy introducing new audiences to great poetry and prose.  
I think what  is important is the sharing of language, the sharing 
of creation. Not location, per se. But rather who we are in that 
space. Together. 
  
CAJ: You are publishing a collection of theater pieces by 
playwright and performance artist Jenny Magnus. How does 
Jenny’s work speak to you as a reader and editor, and how does it 
fit with the JackLeg oeuvre?  
  
JH: Jenny's been delivering innovative works for twenty-five 
years. And I don't mean moderately innovative. But wildly so. I 
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remember going to her theater absolutely forever ago at the Lunar 
Cabaret and just having this keen sense of inspiration.  The 
freshness. Her work speaks to me as a human person. Not writer. 
Not editor. That's the point. It gets beyond the pure intellect. 
Into the heart. And that's my hope for JackLeg as a whole. What 
I hope ties all the work together. A sense of sincerity. 
  
CAJ: JackLeg appears to publish primarily women writers. What 
does that mean to you? How do you select manuscripts? 
  
JH: Mostly I publish people I know and am inspired by — men 
or women. It's just worked out that there are more women 
writers. I gave some serious thought to an all-women press, but 
then dismissed it. It seemed short-sighted to me. I don't accept 
unsolicited works, but I do work with referrals.  I'm literally a 
one-woman show, so I just don't have time or inclination to read 
a deluge of materials. Beau O'Reilly reached out and suggested 
Jenny to me. (He teaches at the School of the Art Institute, and I 
was in their MFA program when it began in 1996.)  Maureen 
Seaton introduced me to Kristen Snodgrass and Terese Svoboda, 
both of whose work I adore. And, finally, Hugh Behm-Steinberg 
introduced me to Caroline Goodwin, whom I recently published 
— and because of that book, she's just been named a poet 
laureate in northern California! 
  
CAJ: We know you through your work as a publisher, but you 
also write prose and poetry, and have issued some wonderful 
books of your own. Can you talk about why (or if) publication in 
print, the physical object of a book, is important to you as a 
writer? 
  

JH: My partner and I have a daughter in the first grade. She’s 
really getting into reading now. Watching someone learn is an 
amazing way to remember just what it is you love about books — 
the actual physical book. The joy, the discovery, the sense of 
wonder. Holding it, turning the pages. I made books when I was 
little, and now my daughter is doing it too. When I make books 
today, I feel like a child again, with that thrill of putting language 
in situ... Placing it. Making it real. Solid. Memorable. Words are 
too ephemeral. A book is enduring. 
  
CAJ: Can you speak to your study of writing — were any 
workshops or teachers especially influential for you? What 
disciplines or fruitful habits do you apply to your own creative 
practice? 
  
JH: My BFA is in creative writing from the University of Arizona 
in Tucson, and my MFA is from the School of the Art Institute, 
here in Chicago. When I was 18, in Tucson, Carolyn Kizer came 
to teach at the U of A for a semester. She taught a graduate-level 
forms class and I lied to get into it. She totally knew I lied but 
was so sweet and encouraging of me. I wanted to learn so badly 
and she seemed like a titan. Hers was my very first poetry class. 
I'm sure I just embarrassed myself. But still, I will never forget 
that class. That same year, Li-Young Lee came to Tucson (he 
studied there too) and read from his then-recently published 
book, Rose. And all I remember thinking was, Wow, wow, wow, 
wow, wow. I want to do that. I want to learn how to do that. I have 
a lot of teachers to be grateful for — seriously. Jon Anderson, 
Tenney Nathansen, Calvin Forbes, Beth Nugent. And even the 
ones who hated my writing and me — they made me more 
determined. I don't have any writing habits. I do it or I don’t. It’s 
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pretty simple that way. But then, I only consider myself a writer 
when I'm actually writing. All other times —  I'm titleless. 
  
CAJ: What are you reading now? Should we be reading it, too?  
  
JH: I am reading total, blatant, pulp trash right now and I think 
everyone should. I’ve read plenty of highfalutin literary 
wonders… Sometimes the brain just needs a break. Being serious 
all the time is too exhausting. 
 
CAJ: Chicago has a vibrant small-theater and poetry performance 
scene. Does JackLeg interact with the live performance world? Do 
the two influence each other? 
 
JH: I moved to Chicago in 1993 and instantly got involved in the 
Guild Complex. I was the introverted, terribly awkward twenty-
three year old poet who wished she were more like the Cin 
Salachs and Michael Warrs of the world, but was not. At all. I 
write. I sit at my computer. Head down. There's a reason for 
that. No one wants to see the girl with wobbly knees and 
trembling hands. I avoid it if at all possible. I would say I very 
much appreciate visuality and spectacle, and am grateful to be 
able to support the efforts of those who embody that work 
through JackLeg. There's something very beautiful and moving 
about public works (theater, performance et al.) — the sharing, 
the moment, witnessing it... But influence is not the right word. 
Support is more accurate. Building community. 
  
CAJ: We hear you are also publishing a new book of poetry by 
Cin Salach. We know Cin and Jenny Magnus to be peers — we 
remember when they both performed in the Big Goddess Pow 
Wows of the ‘90s. What draws you to Cin’s work? 

 JH: I think it’s my own history in this city. Knowing Cin, seeing 
her work for years — since that time frame, in fact. I’m pretty 
much a fan of anyone who is so passionate in and about their 
work. There’s nothing I admire more than the diligent striving of 
writers. Cin does that. Jenny does that. I’m grateful to have the 
opportunity to help these ladies in some small way. A book is the 
embodiment of that striving. The joy of learning, discovering — 
perhaps even chancing to write one true thing. I feel honored to 
share a part of their journey. 
  
CAJ: What would you like to see more (or less) of in publishing 
at large? What, in a publisher or a book, most piques your 
interest? 
  
JH: Oh god. Who the hell knows. In publishing, I’d like to see 
more risk. I'd like to see poetry leave the confines of academia. I’d 
like to see poetry read by the masses. I’d like to see audiences 
embrace the art of language. I’d like great poetry and prose to be 
considered less urbane, more philistine. Gah! If only we dared. 
It’s not the publisher that matters. It’s the writer. The publisher is 
just a vehicle. 
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Coming, Careening, Then Standing There in It 
by Melissa Walker 
 
1.  All she knows is the sound of blackbirds, a songbird and then 
a scratchy caw.   Gravel and tires in the driveway.   A lilac bush on 
one side of the house.   She watches him walk across the yard, his 
shirt sweaty across the shoulders, and realizes it’s the first time she 
has ever seen his back.   She hears a bike on the road, looks and 
sees Elijah.   Rob turns and sees she’s stopped walking.   
 
“Well, what’re you waiting for, Grace? That boy ain’t none of 
your business.” 
 
She follows him up the steps.   Suzanne left cookies.   He hands 
one to her but her stomach turns.   “What’s the matter, Grace?” 
he asks.   “Not hungry?” 
 
She shakes her head and turns the TV on, stands there flipping 
channels until he comes in and says, “Gracie, why don’t you go 
on up to Bonnie’s room.   I think she left something for you.” 
 
Like what, she imagines saying, but doesn’t.   She doesn’t say 
anything.   Instead she walks past him and he follows her.  In 
Bonnie’s room, there’s a doll on the bed and he says, “I know 
how much you love dolls.” 

 
2.  There was a time when Rob was young and he was young the 
way other boys are young.  He played games, she supposed, and 
he wanted things, but maybe he never got what he wanted or 
maybe he lost every game he ever played till he started crying if 
anyone even said the word game.  If they even looked like they 
were thinking about a ball or a rope or the river, Rob just cried.  
He cried.  Pale skinned and big for his age, he was strange in his 
own body.  He seemed not to live in it, but to act on it, to touch 
his own skin as if it were a thing alien to him.  She picks the doll 
up and looks into her eyes.  The doll blinks her feathery 
eyelashes.  She holds the baby in both hands till she has to let go 
and then she holds her with one hand because that’s all she’s got.   
 
3.  No one was out today and the sun was hotter than usual, 
making everything stand still, but there was a breeze today too, a 
hot breeze, an oven and a fan, and she leaned over, looked at the 
ground.   
  “Does it seem like there’s more grasshoppers this year?” 
Elijah shrugged, sat down on the edge of the porch.  “I don’t 
know.  Does it seem that way to you?” 
  “Yeah.” She said.  “I think so.” 
 
4.  Birds sing outside Bonnie’s room, where they always seem to 
be singing.  He says, “You can keep that doll.  It’s ok, honey.  
You keep her.  I know how you like them dolls.” She coughs and 
closes the bathroom door.  Rinses her mouth out.  Throws up 
and rinses her mouth out again.  He waits for her to come out 
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and she stares at her own reflection in the mirror until she can’t 
look any longer, then washes her face, pushes her bangs to the 
side.  She thinks of Elijah and wonders where he is.  What’s he 
doing right now? Down at the creek or with that other boy, 
Michael, who he hangs around with at school, or is he sitting 
down to eat dinner? What's he having tonight? Peas and mashed 
potatoes, a pork chop? He’s drinking his second glass of milk.  
Rob calls from downstairs, “Are you coming out, darlin?” She 
opens the door.  She’s had her hand on the knob and she turns it 
now, opens the door.   
 
5.  Her uncle sits in the kitchen, eating.  “Are you hungry?” he 
asks. 
  “No.”  
  “Cause if you are, you can fix yourself a plate.  Go ahead.” He 
takes another bite of chicken and says, “You don't barely eat 
nothin.  I don't see how you stay alive.” 
  She turns to face the window and sees Elijah.  He’s standing 
over his bike, looking toward the house.  She walks over to the 
refrigerator.  “Looks like you been cleaned out.” 
  “Here,” Rob says.  “Come over here.” 
  She turns to him and he pushes his plate across the table.  She 
doesn't want it, but she eats, and the gravy tastes good, and good 
god he even warmed it up.  Bless him. 
 
6.  When she gets home, Tommy’s in the dining room, with 
school papers spread out around him.  “Where you been?” 
  She walks down the hall. 

  “Where you been?” he calls after her. 
  He comes into the bathroom while she’s on the toilet.  “Get out 
of here, Tommy.”  
  “What's wrong?” 
  “Nothin.” 
  “Aren’t you even gonna eat?” 
  “I already did.” 
 
7.  Later she stands under the harsh kitchen light.  The window 
looks out over the sink, a rectangle of flat black.  She pours a glass 
of milk.   
  “Hey there,” her daddy says. 
  “Hey,” she answers. 
  “Did you go over to Rob's after school?” 
  “Yeah.” 
  “Me and Rob never got along that great, but he sure takes to 
you.” 
  milk 
  He puts his hand on her shoulder then like he never does.  The 
last time he touched her was when she was seven and she stepped 
into the road in the next town on a street that was faster than the 
ones she was used to.  He grabbed her wrist, rough then, and 
jerked her arm and she was back on the sidewalk next to him.  He 
held on till she got to the other side and then he turned her loose. 
  “You hungry?” he asks.   
  “Naw,” she tells him.  “I ate.” 
  The wind blows the curtains open and a dog walks through the 
yard. 
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8.  Grace sat at the dining room table and Rob stayed on the 
couch.  Finally she said, “What’s got at you, Rob? You been sittin 
there all day?”  
  He didn't answer.   
  “Ain’t you gonna fix any cars today?” 
  “Well, Grace,” he said.  “No.  I don't guess I think I am.” 
  She switched on the television.  She stood in front of him 
staring at the cloudy picture and Rob sat behind her watching her 
backside.  He wasn’t thinking about nothing, just looking.  Her 
bony wrists.  The small curve under her white skirt.  Lines from 
her panties. 
  “You're wearing a skirt today.” 
  “Yeah.” She looked back over her shoulder, surprised, like she 
had forgotten he was there.  “I had to daddy said.” 
  Finally Rob asked, “What you want to do today, Grace?” 
  She sat down on the floor, the skirt dipping deep between her 
knees.  “Well.  We could walk down to the pond.”  
  “We could,” he said.  “We could do that.” 
 
9.  At the edge of the water where the grass turns to tall brown 
reeds, Gracie took her shirt off and lay down with her head on 
Rob's stomach.  He tickled her skin with a long blade of grass.  
She was pale but her skin had a warmth that his own lacked.  
Rob’s skin had always looked like a dead chicken to him, plucked 
and puckered.  He put his hand on her chest and felt how warm 
she was.  “Rob,” she said finally.  “Rob.”  
 

He lay back on the grass then and didn’t move.  She moved her 
head and he ached but he did not move and he did not breathe.  
He held her head for just a second but her neck tensed up.  “Stop 
it,” she said, so he let go and put his hands back behind his own 
head.  He lay on them to keep them still.   
 
Grace moved to lie next to him but after a while she fell asleep, 
curled up with her forehead against the bare skin of his ribs.  
“Grace.” She didn’t answer but she murmured.  He touched her 
hair and turned to her, bending his knees up under her, feeling 
her soft skin everywhere now, on his own pale arms, the hair on 
her legs brushing the tops of his thighs, he clasped his hands 
around her back and held her.  He started to cry, then he fell 
asleep.   
 
When Rob put his hand on her chest, it felt heavy there.  It felt 
solid then it felt heavy.  The solid felt good but the heaviness 
made it feel like all her breath would go out of her and she said, 
“Stop.” Rob moved his hand and she squirmed there for a 
minute.  His body when tense next to her and she had hurt his 
feelings, so she turned her back to him and pushed her spine 
against the side of her ribs, the hard muscles there and finally he 
put his hand on her waist.   
 
10.  Last week when Grace rode her bike past the church she saw 
Rob and Suzanne in the parking lot.  Suzanne with her arms 
crossed, looking off to one side, the wind whipping her hair 
across her face.  Rob stood with his shoulders hunched forward, 
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bent over a little, his chest caved in on itself, with the wind 
blowing in his face.  But he didn't turn away, the way Suzanne 
did.  He just stood there in it.  Grace slowed down to watch, then 
stood over her bike for a minute, at the edge of the yard.  Finally, 
Rob slumped back against the truck and Suzanne just shook her 
head.   
 
11.  When they woke it was dark.  Rob sat up first.  The grass 
scratching at him.  He didn’t want to touch her now so instead he 
pulled his shirt over his head and said, “Grace,” loud.   
  She stretched her arms.  “What time is it?” 
  “Here.” He handed over her shirt.  “Chiggers will get in you and 
make you go crazy, don’t you know that?” 
  “You had your shirt off.” She complained. 
  “Yeah,” he said.  “And I can feel them inside me already.” 
 
  He got in the truck as soon as they got back to the house.  “Run 
inside and get your books,” he told her.   
  It seemed so late and her mouth felt dry.  Her head felt foggy 
and full of cotton or something.  Weeds or paper or just empty 
space.  Rob honked the horn.   
  “What’re you in such a hurry for?” she asked, climbing in.   
  “I just got things to do, that’s all.”  
 
12.  The night was coming on even though the sun was still 
bright.  The bugs had come out, little green flying things, and the 
light had taken on a haziness.  The air had gone hot and dead in 
the last week, but a breeze blew by just then and lifted Grace’s 

hair off her forehead.  She sat on the porch and leaned against the 
house, one of her knees drawn up, the other leg stretched toward 
the stairs.   
 
13.  Tommy leaned back on the fence.  The fields wouldn’t be 
plowed for months yet, and the corn was only thigh high on a 
child.  So much yet to come.  It seemed a leap of faith that 
farmers kept planting every year.  Each summer the corn seemed 
too short, too small in the ground, and Tommy thought there's 
no way it’s gonna grow this year.  Every year he expected the 
ground would not give this time, would withhold, that the age-
old recipe of sun and rain and soil would fail.  He looked up into 
the blue sky and watched the crows fly overhead in a haphazard 
circle, wavy and drunk.  Careening.   
In the hot air sparrows chirp by the currant bushes.  Flies buzz in 
lazy circles, the bees industrious as ever.  And ant crawls across 
the top of Tommy’s sneaker and without thinking he drags his 
other shoe across the leather, leaving a dark smear where the ant 
had been.   
 
She watches the crows swooping for aphids in the peonies out by 
the edge of the yard and Tommy calls, “Grace.” She waves, and 
she listens to something small, scurrying and scratching in the 
brush. 
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Two Poems by Cin Salach 

 
welcome  
 
Yellow. And you walking through the yellow. 
This house. And you humming in this house. 
Grey. And lights that shine through gray to guide me. 
 
Ground, cold. And my feet on the cold ground, warm. 
Now. The deep breath of now.  
The urge to kiss what’s coming. 
 
May I create this space with abandon and acceptance.  
Small and brief, if those are the materials available.  
Fields and infinite, if those are the gifts arriving.

 
delicious gone 
 

For the inaugural exhibition…the artist Emily Katrencik 
is eating the wall that separates the gallery space from the 
bedroom of its director, Louky Keijsers. 
      
  —New York Times, February 2005 

 
 
It’s a process only a woman could conceive, a hungry woman, 
because every woman answers to hunger. What we feed our 
bones, what we slave and give away. Our intimacy comes with 
tiny teeth marks and we like it that way. We build small rooms 
then eat them slowly. Digestion — privacy. That calcium sulfite 
is an ingredient of drywall is a bonus. 
 
 

I didn’t plan on eating everything on my plate. It was 
simply in the way of  
the table. Which was in the way of your lap. 

 
 
I imagine the breaking through, what it might taste like. I 
pretend it in my mouth. Last gasp of wall then holy roundness of 
nothing. First crumble of exposure. I prefer cast concrete. It has a 
more permanent flavor. You can taste the iron. Women can’t get 
enough iron, I read. Monthly bleeding makes it popular.  
 
 

There is nothing between us you won’t smell on my 
breath eventually.  
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This is what we look like when we’re eating: Flushed and focused. 
Flagrant.  
I’m better at taking things away. Confession — digestion. We are 
full of evidence.  
We are genius bulimics. Sculptors of absence. Delicious gone. 

Edmund and Carine Go to the Movies 

From time to time, CAJ contributors Edmund St. Bury and 
Carine Loewi attend an event together, and afterward retire 
to an all-night diner to hash out what happened on the stage 
or screen over soft-boiled eggs among the nighthawks. This 
time they barely made it to the Golden Something, having 
just seen Claire Denis’ 2013 feature, Les salauds (Bastards) — 
at the Gene Siskel Center as part of a month-long program 
of Denis’ work — and needing to discuss its bothersome 
contents posthaste.  
 
[They sit at a table in the theater lobby. Some moments of silence.] 
 
Carine: Well. How about that. 
 
Edmund: Yes. How about that. It was a very well-made film. I’m 
pretty sure I didn’t need to see the rape at the end of the film, 
though. 
 
Carine: No. 
 
Edmund: Didn’t want to see it, didn’t need to see it. But Claire 
Denis sure seemed committed to going all the way through, with 
the violence of it. Why is she committed to that, do you think? 
 
Carine: I don’t know. It began to feel cruel at the end, that we 
were made to see it all. I felt it was fairly well explained, visually, 
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beforehand, with all the props on the scene, after the fact, the 
tour of the barn where it happened… 
 
Edmund: So much of the film is about vengeance. It was almost 
as if that vengeance was done to us! It certainly seems intentional, 
her going that far with showing us the scene. I’m probably going 
to continue to have trouble with the end of that film. I don’t 
think that will go away. But regardless of that, I’m very glad to 
have seen the film. So, I wasn’t just creeped out by it. I was 
creeped out by it, a few times. 
 
Carine: I wonder to what extent the film wants to be a 
metaphoric view of some other social system. All that talk about 
the main guy, Marco (Vincent Lindon), his difficult family, 
people saying, “Your family is poison, you keep doing this to 
yourself,” when in fact it’s the rich guy who’s literally doing this 
to you, to the girl. Is it trying to be a social-class metaphor using 
sex-violence? 
 
Edmund: Yes, I think that’s there. And the news media Marco 
scrolls through at the beginning, it’s all about the scandal in the 
rich man’s business. Power and money and scandal all going hand 
in hand in hand. Which is a pretty ongoing theme in corporate 
exposés — that men in power are just that way about everything. 
It doesn’t matter what it is. 
 
Carine: At the grocery store… in the rape barn… all over. 
 

Edmund: And yet also, the main character is a pretty power-
based guy in his own way. Certainly the way he is with women, 
with the lover, and the sister, is very much, “I’m going to tell you 
what we’re going to do, I’m going to tell you how it’s going to 
be.” And that one line when he says, “Lucky for you, I have to 
go,” that’s a pretty brutalist line. So, his seduction of the neighbor 
woman, Raphaëlle (Chiara Mastroianni), seems to be part of the 
revenge that he’s having on the old man from the get-go. The 
taking away. And then there’s the piles of shoes, and the piles of 
watches… Stuff is seen in excess, everything is excessive.  
 
Carine: The shoes kept coming back. In that first scene, we’re 
disoriented, I still don’t know what it was, there was something 
we’re supposed to be looking at — like a phone — in the frame, 
but then there’s a shoe right there too, next to it. A woman’s 
crocodile pump, just the one. And then that big metal shoe they 
bring out, in the driveway at the shoe factory, and they lean it 
against the van, it’s a sort of comical thing. It seems to me — if 
we’re still doing symbolist readings of French cinema, and why 
not — like this image of sexiness that is called “women’s power” 
is being shown to us as an impediment, a distraction, a farcical 
thing. In these scenes, it’s just a ridiculous pile of something.  
 
Edmund: It was almost a laugh, that scene when the wife of the 
old man, Raphaëlle, the main character’s lover, comes into the 
room in the brightly colored shoes. Somebody giggled in the 
audience. It was such an obvious seduction technique. 
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Carine: Yes, and the first time you see the girl walk out naked in 
the street, it’s not clear what is happening with her — all she has 
on are those high-heeled shoes. There was this awful tension 
between the abject and the dressed-up-sexy. Is she gravely 
injured? We can’t tell… I thought the film was very well made, 
and very unpleasant. 
 
Edmund: Yes. Denis is very good at what she’s doing. About 
halfway through, I wished I had seen more of her work in this 
film series, because I was very taken with her eye, the way she 
showed us things. And the pace of it, the mood of it, was very 
strong. The way she would use physical objects — she wouldn’t 
overplay them, but I felt I always understood why they were 
there. Even the time lapses — the strangest one was the bicycle, it 
wasn’t really quite explained… But, the naked girl walking, and 
the child’s bicycle in the woods, and the quick leap to the main 
character beating up the thugs — those all seemed out of time, 
but then the beating up became part of time, because in the next 
beat we saw him recovering from it. And the visit to the brothel, 
the first time they go, Marco and his sister, that seemed out of 
time at first to me, and then it came to seem in time. Maybe the 
only one that was out of time was the walking, which was 
repeated. But then the strange bicycle… still strange.  
 
Carine: That one, I came to believe it was in Marco’s mind only. 
Because in the shot we see his face as he sits in bed, then the 
bicycle scene, then his face again. So I thought, is he imagining 
some bad thing upon her family? But then again that was so early 

on that I didn’t understand much about his revenge plot yet, or 
about the nature of time in the film. I had to reassess that. 
 
Edmund: And at the same time, with Marco’s revenge plot, he 
was coming back to these questions he asked of Raphaëlle, these 
questions of “Why is your life so good, why is your life so 
important? There was never love between you and your 
husband.” In all of that, which was very male, very thuggy, there 
was this protection energy he had toward all the women — his 
sister, his lover, the girl. He was going to save people from 
themselves, going to pull them through these things. 
  
Carine: And then also his sort of eerie daughters, who never even 
get to be there, you just hear one of them over the phone... 
  
Edmund: Well, the one daughter comes from the train station — 
and she's a shot of realism in the story there, isn’t she? That was 
almost a comic beat. 
  
Carine: Right! She was so bratty, where everybody else was doing 
this thing of heavy misery and longing and resignation. She was 
just pissed that her ride didn’t show up on time. But what would 
a normal childhood look like, in the context of this story? What is 
Marco aiming for with these daughters we hardly see? Everything 
else is so awful, so bathos-driven. 
 
Edmund: Well, at one point he says, “I'm glad I got divorced, so 
the taint of the family won't be on my kids.” To physically get 
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away from his family seems like his priority… And then there was 
also the dead father with the gun. That gun and the cigarettes 
were almost noir touches, in the way they were shown. The two 
packs of cigarettes thrown out the window — I really liked that. 
It was pretty great, as a seduction technique, when he wrapped up 
the packs in his shirt and dropped them from the balcony to the 
woman, after she couldn’t buy any at the shop. And then in the 
next shot you see of him, he doesn't have a shirt on, because he 
threw it down. And then later, his rough statement of “This shirt 
isn't even ironed,” when she returns it. All that was fun to watch. 
But the music and the whole tone of the piece never really let you 
have fun for very long, just for a few beats, and you knew it was 
going to get worse and worse. And, sure enough, it did! It 
managed to get to the absolute worst for the last two minutes of 
it! Thank you very much, Claire Denis! 
  
Carine: I found the music unnecessary in many parts, particularly 
in the sex scenes with Raphaëlle and Marco. When that 
synthesized music came in, I thought, what is the point of this 
exactly? It's not going through the whole film, it’s just 
punctuating things weirdly. Telling us to pay attention in a 
different way, I guess? Don’t just sit there and watch a sex scene 
the way you normally would, maybe. Listen to this annoying 
music while you do it. 
  
Edmund: There were long quiet passages, too. 
  

Carine: It came right after at one point — the quiet naturalism 
and the intrusive music up against each other. There’s that 
moment when the man and woman have been out all night, up in 
the man’s apartment, and they come back to her place 
downstairs, and in the kitchen there's a bumbling awkwardness: 
they're passing each other, they’re not sure how to act around the 
kid — and that was silent, that was great. And then right after, 
the stupid music came back. I don't know what that was meant 
to be. 
  
Edmund: I think that moment, and the rape scene at the end, 
and I'm sure there are other things too, were really designed to 
keep you from turning away from it, turning away from the 
luridness of the melodrama. The music kept saying dark, bad. I 
had flashes of that thing, which I have in any film where a 
woman is sexual: I had flashes of, "Oh great, another woman is 
going to be punished for being sexual," like when the woman has 
her child taken away because she's had an affair. So now here's a 
woman filmmaker making that same decision. It didn't go away 
for me, really, given her decision to shoot Marco instead of 
shooting the husband, when the husband is the one taking her 
kid away from her... Everybody was so in the roles, and they were 
extreme roles, but nobody really got out of them. Certainly the 
girl didn't. There's that almost joyful look she has in crashing the 
car and killing the pimp and prostitute and herself — maybe 
getting out of it in a way, like there's some freedom in that 
decision. She was quite good. I thought she was very good in a 
difficult role. 
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Carine: I did feel a minor gratitude in that moment, that we were 
not made to see the car crash. The building and building of the 
noise, the swelling tension imparted by the sound and motion, 
and then her calm face throughout it, that was terrible. But Denis 
just cut to the wreckage. I was thankful for that. 
  
Edmund: And there was that man, who just seemed to be a 
neighbor man, who walked up to the scene and picked up the 
pregnant prostitute. He was just some man, never there before or 
after, and he came out, saw her writhing on the road, and he 
picked her up and carried her away. Claire Denis really lets that 
pregnant-archetype prostitute be saved there. It seemed very 
intentional to me — because the pimp is killed, and the young 
girl is killed. 
  
Carine: I couldn't make out who it was he carried off. I figured it 
was the girl. What would that mean, that the pregnant woman is 
saved? 
  
Edmund: That it keeps going! It’s not over. Things were heavy, 
and there was some ambiguity, but I might get more in seeing the 
film a couple more times, her intention in some of those 
decisions. The ambiguous moments really seemed very 
intentional, purposeful, and that was part of why I asked if other 
people had written it with her, how much of it was her vision. It 
was hard for me to tell, watching it. 
  

Carine: I haven’t seen that many of her films, but I get the 
impression that she is really the person who makes them— 
  
Edmund: The architect. 
  
Carine: Yes. She chooses the stories herself, it's her work.  
  
Edmund: More power to her! I hope she’s okay. [A mordant 
laugh from both sides] I always have something of a question 
whenever work takes you on a journey of examining those old 
power relationships, which are still very relevant power 
relationships: sadomasochism, male-dominated sadomasochism. 
It comes from someplace, culturally, and the reason it continues 
to come from someplace culturally is because nothing has 
essentially changed in terms of power dynamics for the majority 
of people. And yet, I've seen that in works of art, seen it and seen 
it, so I think a valid question is: what’s the reason to ask me to see 
it again? I don't know the answer. Is it so that I don't forget, is it 
so that I don't lose track of it? “I” being the audience in general... 
  
Carine: I think there is something about it being made and set in 
this particular time, in which the subordination of one class, 
several classes, to the super-rich is very much in the conversation, 
in America and in France as well, and the idea of sexual 
subordination being directly linked to that class war — I don’t 
know how exactly realistic that is in the world, but I can see it as 
a point she's making. 
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Edmund: There have been several really large, controversial 
outings of corporate figures in New York over the past five, six 
years. Things have seemed more hidden before, not talked about. 
It’s talked about very much now, and that’s a good thing, I think. 
So, maybe it’s just something about the aesthetics — I’m being 
made to see this violence, to get it, to see it again… I had a little 
bit of this feeling in watching the film 12 Years a Slave. In that 
film, you see the beatings and the absolute cruelty to the woman 
slave who’s the perfect worker, how cruelly they treat her, the 
whippings and the fear in that film — I had to close my eyes and 
turn away from it in a way that I didn’t in this film. But I knew 
why I was being asked to watch it. It’s because I haven’t been 
asked to watch that before, because films are always made from a 
white perspective about slavery, and this film was really made 
from a black perspective about slavery, and the palpable 
degradation and cruelty of it was an important thing for me to 
feel. And maybe I felt that about this film, but I think I felt more 
distance from it. I wasn't sure of the motivation. 
  
Carine: It reminds me of something people say about certain 
Michael Haneke films, that they indict us, the audience, for 
systems and behaviors that we perhaps are not actually complicit 
in. The film is reminding us that we’re doing this bad thing, 
allowing this bad thing to happen, and maybe I feel I’m not 
trying to perpetuate that thing. I don’t know if there’s an 
audience in mind for Denis’s work that is never going to see this, 
and if we, the self-selecting viewers at the fancy downtown art 

house, do constantly need to be reminded of sexual violence — or 
if we are aware already, thank you. 
 
Edmund: Right. Corporate America is probably not sitting 
around waiting for this film to come across their desk. They’re 
not going to watch it. But at the same time, the argument can be 
made — it can be kind of a weak argument, but people make it 
— that we’re all culpable by simply living in a system where we 
have the advantages of it. We have the car, we have the money, 
the TV, the leisure, the short work days, all those things, because 
other people are oppressed somewhere, and historically oppressed 
somewhere. There’s some real truth to that, but it’s not a new 
truth to me. I also think, and this is palpable to me in this film, as 
it was in 12 Years a Slave as well, that there is a motivation of 
rage. This thing of, “I’m really enraged, and I’m going to make a 
film where you will be enraged from just watching it.” I felt very 
enraged after 12 Years a Slave. It lasted for days. I was so enraged 
that I actually didn't quite trust myself with the idiot culture. 
That’s very unusual for me, to feel something that strongly from a 
piece of art. 
  
Carine: I got that sort of feeling from the other Claire Denis film 
I saw recently, White Material. It’s set on a coffee plantation in 
Africa, I don’t think it’s specified what country, and there’s this 
white French woman who runs the plantation, and she is so 
singularly focused on the product she’s making that she’s 
completely blind to this revolution and this resentment of her 
family and this horrific danger unfolding around her. You can 
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really see the filmmaker saying “What the fuck is wrong with 
you?” to a certain class of people. 
  
Edmund: So then you have some sense of that, from seeing other 
films of hers, that the political motivation for the story seems 
central, yes? 
 
Carine: Absolutely, yes, central to the plot. It was... I don't know 
if I’d call Bastards feminist exactly, but it did focus on the 
exploitation of women according to different class markers, and 
White Material was more around race, nationality, colonialism, 
and, again, class. She’s a filmmaker you could identify as socially 
conscious, yes. What’s interesting too is the whole trope of 
abjection, awfulness, absolute degradation in her films, and that 
contrasted with the way she films scenery. Certain things of great 
beauty, she’ll just linger on — the ocean, or a flowering tree, a 
peaceful backdrop. You have kind of a resting place, and then 
back to the awful again. 
  
Edmund: That rain at the beginning was so beautiful. It was just 
tremendous. It did the artistic job of an opening, of really pulling 
me in to where I was — I was engrossed in that long, beautiful 
shot. And then that was balanced by that almost David Lynch-
type image, of the woman walking naked down the street, right 
after it. I guess it was her father, then, who was standing there 
looking out at the rain, the father who then commits suicide. 
Which sets the plot in motion. It took me a while to track the 
characters, but I’m pretty sure that’s who that character was there. 

That was very powerful, and Denis really took the time with it, 
that opening. The title of the film didn’t come until ten minutes 
into the film. And there was a depth of shot, too, that was very 
filmic, as opposed to video: you could see light, you could see the 
shifting of color, especially in the opening sequences, all the 
nighttime sequences. Very beautiful. And the sex was mostly 
present to me. The whole abrupt thrusting of the first fuck, the 
rhythm of it, said so much about what was coming, and that’s 
where I started to suspect that the vengeance was already in play. 
Because the setup of it was from watching Marco read the 
internet coverage of the story on Raphaëlle’s husband. You knew 
he was up to something, going after her.  
 
[A worker approaches. The theater is closing. They depart, and 
reconvene at the Golden Something.] 
  
Carine: It occurs to me too — I found it arresting in that first sex 
sequence, when he stopped and put on a condom. Which you 
never see in a movie! So I thought, he planned this, this is not 
incidental! 
  
Edmund: That bastard! But I was almost with that guy until he 
said that line of, “Lucky for you, I have somewhere else to be.” 
Then I wasn't with him for the rest of the film. That just did it! 
But it was a while. I was willing to suspend my male hatred up to 
that point. I also have thoughts about the immediacy of film as a 
genre for this story, as opposed to theater. I usually think the 
opposite, that theater is a more immediate presentation. In 



Chicago Arts Journal 

26 
Issue 2  Winter 2014 

theater, if I want this fork to register, I really have to do a lot [he 
gesticulates wildly with the flatware] to get the fork to read, 
whereas in film, you point the frame at the fork and the fork’s 
registering. Claire Denis did that a lot with physical objects. Did 
any of that strike you? 
 
Carine: I hadn’t put it that way, but it makes sense. The use of 
the frame, very mindful. Like in that one scene, where Raphaëlle 
is leaning on the mantelpiece — she poses there, adjusting her 
elbow, waiting for Marco to come into the room. That sense of 
being an object, of being posed in the scene, was apparent for her 
as a character there. I think we saw it and she knew it too. 
 
Edmund: I also thought about casting decisions. All the women 
in the film were one version or another of beautiful, all facially 
beautiful, and they all looked alike, to me, especially Marco’s 
sister and the girl and Raphaëlle. They all had a similar look, and 
I had to work to keep track of who was who. 
 
Carine: I wouldn’t have noticed that similarity, except for that 
part where Raphaëlle picks up that other kid from school, and the 
other kid’s mother comes to get him, and she is distinctly 
different looking. A view onto a different world of looks. 
 
Edmund: Very consciously so. So, why? Why would she choose 
that? Because the men all look different, and they all look ugly, at 
least to me. That’s an ongoing thing — that middle aged, 
unattractive-looking men, in film but also in the real world, 

attract really beautiful women. So it isn’t just about a visual look, 
it’s something else. 
 
Carine: I think the main guy, Marco, I would say by the standard 
of French film, is handsome, but then again the French really go 
for that weather-beaten, haggard seaman kind of look in male 
actors. 
 
Edmund: But he had a weird shape to his shoulders, his nose was 
kinda bumpy… He wasn’t smooth-handsome. 
 
Carine: I thought that the older man, he did have sort of a 
gremlinish quality to him, which seemed the intent. But the 
women… I don’t know. There was a documentary film some 
years back, called French Beauty, about the culture of French 
women movie stars, and I think I never saw it, but it occurs to me 
over decades of watching this stuff that there is a distinct aesthetic 
for the French in film, as opposed to, say, in Hollywood castings. 
 
Edmund: What’s the difference? The darkness of feature? 
 
Carine: I think, and this is largely my own observation, that aside 
from things like a tendency toward brunettes and women who 
age naturally, there is an appreciation of oddity — certainly not 
in evidence in this movie; everyone was very symmetrical — of 
pronounced features, of exaggeration, of “character.” Fanny 
Ardant and Isild le Besco come to mind, from two different 
generations of movie stars. But think, too, of Juliette Binoche: I 
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saw a film she was in a few years ago, in which she’s a reporter for 
something like the French equivalent of Cosmo, and in the course 
of interviewing young women who work as prostitutes, she 
becomes embroiled in their lifestyle, and loses track of herself— 
 
Edmund: I’ve seen this film. 
 
Carine: It was called Elles, I think. But I remember noting how 
in that film, you see a lot of her face, her body, and you can tell 
how old she is, she’s not rail-thin — and there are scenes of her 
masturbating, where you just see her shoulders and her face, and 
she does not look attractive. It’s not going for an airbrushed kind 
of sexiness. That was really refreshing, I thought.  
 
Edmund: I agree. But, following that thought out, Claire Denis 
doesn’t make that choice. It seemed to me that part of it had to 
do with the main male character, Marco, and who he responds to. 
He responds to his sister and his niece, and the upstairs neighbor 
woman, Raphaëlle, but he seems like he’s responding to their 
roles as much as to who they are as people. 
 
Carine: And so, their looks are interchangeable? 
 
Edmund: Yeah.  
 
Carine: I did think it was pretty remarkable, in that early scene in 
the film, in the police station, that the two cops interviewing the 

woman are both black women. It’s not a common thing to see in 
a movie. I liked that. 
 
Edmund: My friend told me a story that happened in this city, 
and maybe you heard about this. On the train at rush hour some 
weeks ago, a woman got on and rode the train for three or four 
stops, completely naked, before someone did something about it. 
She was let off, wrapped up… I thought about that, in the initial 
beat of this film, with the young girl being wrapped up in that 
metallic sheet. Then, when we see her again, being wrapped up, 
she was not in that plastic stuff, she was in a police jacket. So it 
was not the same incident. It was a different instance of walking 
naked. Those moments are almost identical, but crafted with a 
slight difference, which we can catch as it passes or not. I never 
thought, in that woman-on-the-train story, about what that did 
to the people outside, on the street, who saw her… But I didn’t 
feel sexual in response to anything in this film. There was sex, 
there was nudity, bodies, awareness of bodies — and I can feel 
sexual in response to a film, when something is dirty or sexy, but 
in this film I didn’t. And it seemed to me that that had to do with 
the manipulation of the presentation. So that the beauty of the 
rain was there before the woman walking naked, awkwardly, 
through the scene, and there were sirens and police cars coming, 
and the feeling in the music said trouble, right from the 
beginning. 
 
Carine: I think it was a tipping point, in that first scene. We see 
the rain — very beautiful — and then I think we cut to the 
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sirens, the police car, and then the woman walking, and I had this 
moment of thinking, Is this going to be a sexy thing, or is this 
going to be a trauma thing? And you don’t think it’s going to be 
good, in the world we live in, seeing a woman walking naked 
down a dark street… I worried, when we got the full view of her, 
and she had the shoes on, that it was threatening to take a turn 
toward sexualizing her. But I think the image knew what it was, I 
think Claire Denis knew the tension of that scene, and she used 
that fear, that tension between sex and sex-violence, throughout 
the film. 
 
Edmund: The shoes are certainly a red herring there. I think 
they’re one of the tricks of the picture. 
 
Carine: I was thinking, about the structure of the film, before the 
whole revenge plot was teased out: is this going to be a story 
about this man and woman, the sexy relationship they have, or is 
it going to be about the wayward niece, and what the hell 
happened to her? And when the stories converged, and the plots 
turned out to be so related, I almost felt it was a copout. It tied 
everything together, it was very neat, but I wanted there to be 
that tension between bourgie love-story and horror-abjection 
story.  
 
Edmund: I thought the film played, up to a certain point, very 
much like a mystery. Where the interwovenness of plot and 
circumstance is always used to reveal the characters you’re 
supposed to suspect, or suspect of knowing something. And in 

that way, too, it reminded me of Lynch’s films. Because Lynch 
does that, setting up the mystery, and then there’s always this 
point where it really diverges from that form. It goes, “Okay, 
here’s the blueprint, but we’re not going to fill in the blank, we’re 
going to go someplace else!” Like in Blue Velvet, or Mulholland 
Drive. And for me, sucker that I am as an audience member, I 
liked it. I was thinking to myself, “Oh, it’s eight o’clock, am I 
going to be able to focus on this? I’ve been worrying about other 
things, I won’t be able to watch well, I didn’t go to yoga, and it’s 
in French.” But the whole opening twenty minutes of the film 
pulled me into the story. So I never went away, until the very 
end… and then I couldn’t have gotten away faster!  
 
Carine: Ditto. I do still feel like it was an act of cruelty, that 
ending, but it was a good art trick. When we’re seeing the video 
of the rape, and then the camera pulls away, still within the video, 
to a dark area, something we can’t see, and then we’re just waiting 
and waiting, and oh god what could be next? And then it’s the 
credits. The end. We never dissolve out of that horrible scene, the 
music from the scene continues over the credits, we can’t exit. It 
was well executed.  
 
Edmund: I agree. The whole thing was very masterfully done. 
And with that final step, it’s just that… I don’t want it. I don’t 
think Denis is wrong to do it, and I’d be interested to hear what 
she would say about that decision. But I’m flashing back to the 
earlier scene in that barn where the rape happens, and the 
appearance of the corn cob, when the corn cobs are just lying on 
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the ground, we don’t quite understand them yet. And there’s all 
that strange detail we’re shown around the round bed — the 
textures of the surface, the sex stains, the blood stains, the corn 
cobs on the ground — and it really looked like a doll with hair. 
All the silk on the corn, like doll hair. There was a broken quality 
to all that. I thought that was powerful. And also a power, a 
frightening element, that the pregnant prostitute was complicit in 
the whole thing. I thought that was pretty gutsy. And genuinely 
creepy. 
 
Carine: I don’t know that I thought of anybody in the film as 
being a prostitute. That woman, yes, there was something creepy 
about her — but there was something creepy about the whole 
demeanor of those scenes where they go into the barn: the guy 
very calmly describing how everything went down, where they 
plugged the camera in… There was this calm. I was waiting for 
Marco to beat him up the whole time — and he did, eventually, 
but it was not so swift. There was a patience, a resignation, to 
listening to this evil guy’s explanation.  
 
Edmund: There was a gap. 
 
Carine: Yes. It was a scene like, “And here’s my foyer…” And 
there was something strange, yes, with that pregnant woman. 
Maybe she’s evil, maybe it’s a Stockholm syndrome sort of 
thing… 
 

Edmund: I don’t think she’s evil so much as it was her “gig.” And 
that scene in the car, before the accident, when they’re sexually 
playing with each other, the three of them, in the front seat — 
they’re pretty happy-go-lucky in that scene. Everybody seemed to 
be enjoying themselves, I thought. 
 
Carine: The pregnant woman, maybe. I think the girl is an 
empty husk of a human. I don’t think she’s capable of happiness. 
I mean, her body was smiling, sure, but… 
 
Edmund: You’re probably right. She’s smiling like crazy through 
the whole thing, but then she does kill them all. So maybe she’s 
not too happy, you’re right. 
 
Carine: I think about what the doctors said about that girl at the 
beginning, all the questions of, “Why does she keep going back to 
this, when she is so horribly injured every time? Why does she 
keep doing this to herself?” It’s related, I think, this thing of 
people who’ve gone through some kind of trauma re-traumatizing 
themselves, getting back into these situations that are dangerous, 
and what are they doing to themselves, people keep asking them. 
Which they may not know. They may not even be aware that 
they’re doing it. So, I don’t want to attribute too much agency to 
the girl in this situation. I don’t know how old she’s supposed to 
be, but she looks — what, fifteen, sixteen? 
 
Edmund: And all the backstory you get is mental illness. The 
slashing of the arms, the drugs.  
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Carine: Do you want any of this sandwich? 
 
Edmund: Who’s asking? No, thank you. I’ve had enough. That’s 
a lot of sandwich.  

 

Primal 
Reviewed by Dietrich 
 
When you see Samantha Church in Chicago, on the subway 
platform or in small bars or coffee houses, you will see a young 
country-folk singer, banjo in hand, jeans ripped at the knees, 
chestnut hair in pigtails. In the tradition of Karen Dalton or 
Maybelle Carter, you might think, until she kicks on the drum 
machine. Samantha Church writes her own songs, and in the 
studio, at least on her recent release, Primal, she sings with a big, 
clear, blues shouter of a voice, over sparse banjo and drums. 
There is something very non-rural about her performances, on 
this record and in person. There’s a big, full-bodied studio sound, 
lots of reverb, with the drums fenced in, electronic drum 
machine-like. The stuff jumps and rocks but man, it never sweats. 
She does something very conscious in the melodies: the way they 
build off the studio sound, with the echoey harmonies, repeated 
chorus hooks, hand claps and bells used as accents. With the 
straight-ahead thrust of the lyrics and the pull-no-punches vocal 
delivery, the record plays like a modern R-and-B album. Church’s 
work is laced with strong vocal influences — John Lennon’s 
primal scream, Grace Slick’s “here’s the lyric, here’s the idea” 
directness, the punch and dry sass of Irma Thomas — but the 
great banjo playing really drives the record, all the way through. 
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Samantha Church 

This woman doesn’t wail, she soars. The lyrics are mostly along 
the lines of  love-sex-loss-hunger-pride (the usual subjects), and 
the titles are nice, simple: “The Clock,” “Succumb.” The latter 
song references the primal self of the album’s title. In it, a lover 
follows a trail of sweat down her man’s neck until it lands 
between her breasts, then goes on to marvel over his breath, his 
skin, his hands, his hair. (Her meditations on “man love” are 
nicely erotic; it’s a theme Church handles well.)  In other songs 
— “Real Deal Woman,” “Can’t Complain” — the narrator struts 
with self-pride and righteous girl power. So, maybe Samantha 
leaves the subway, gives up on Chicago, and becomes a star. Or 
maybe she continues doing what she’s doing: being a fine singer 
who is in charge of her own work. Here’s hoping.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Primal is available for digital download at 
http://samanthachurch.bandcamp.com/album/primal.
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Points of Departure for 59 Days: An Artistic 
Excavation 
by Karen Yates 
 
A chance encounter…. Many journeys begin this way. 
 
I met visual and socially engaged artist Heather Layton at 
Boston’s Trans Cultural Exchange Conference in October as I 
waited to speak with various curators. Our conversation lasted 
about three minutes, which is enough time to size someone up, 
then invite her to work on your project, which is what Heather 
did, asking me to take part in her epic international endeavor, 59 
Days of Independence, a work she is curating with artist and 
husband Brian Bailey. 
 
Fifty-nine, the “number of countries that celebrate independence 
from Britain,” she explained. The parameters of 59 Days of 
Independence were simple: select one of the 59 countries — not 
your own — and debut a project about that nation on the date of 
its independence holiday. Both artists and non-artists could create 
work. Proposed projects ranged from the grand to ordinary: a 
song, a tournament, a hike, funds for a country procured through 
a marathon, etc. 59 Days of Independence questions present-day 
colonization and the freedom of all people. The project runs for 
all of 2014. 
 

As I am seized with great enthusiasm about ideas such as these — 
quirky, sprawling ideas with great potential — and since my work 
in performance, sound, and social engagement concerns 
economic hierarchy, I signed on.  
 
I looked at the list Heather sent me of the countries not yet 
chosen, sifting through them all. Some I couldn’t do because of 
scheduling constraints, others didn’t appeal. Eventually it came 
down to: 
 
Dominica, an ecologically pristine Caribbean island, pristine 
because its geothermal-volcanic activity kept it from exploitation 
by colonial powers? I am keen on volcanoes…  
 
Kiribati, located in the Pacific, the first country scientists think 
will be completely erased from the map due to climate change in 
the next few decades? Amazing, terrible...  
 
Or Mauritius, an island 500 miles off the coast of Madagascar in 
the Indian Ocean — the only place where the now-extinct Dodo 
bird lived? Mauritius, settled originally by the Dutch East India 
Company, the VOC — Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie… 
One of the world’s first global corporations and whose activities 
in the Spice Islands form one of the bases of my next major 
performance work, Amok. 
 
March 12, Mauritian Independence Day. 
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Mauritius was the country I chose.  
 
The form the piece would take was unclear. A night of curated 
performance? No. Not enough time to put together. Maybe a 
digital sound piece. That could work.  
 
Moving down paths. Trails begin, end, cul-de-sacs…  
 
Maybe a sort of meditation on Dodos…? On extinction? The 
insidious, quiet extinction that occurs in today’s world, extinction of 
ideas, of methods, of materials, types of people, breeds of people — 
artists? Or beliefs? 
 
When something goes extinct, what does it get replaced with exactly? 
Does it get replaced? 
 
I thought of my friend Giulietta saying, “Our society doesn’t 
appreciate people who think differently anymore.” The 
eccentrics, she meant. And perhaps she is correct. Her name, after 
all, did come up in the spell-check as “Gillette.” Shaving it away 
with a Fusion ProGlide razor—five blades mean less tug and pull.  
 
How do we remove the unwanted hairs of society, the wild hairs? 
 
The normal—a narrow confine which gets narrower and narrow 
everyday. The normal as defined by media, advertising, 
corporations.  

 
How do we fit in? Be normal?  
 
By buying.  
 
Bye-bye-ing…. 
 
First I began researching the history of the Dodo. 
 
The key information about Mauritius is that it had no human 
population until the Portuguese landed in the early 1500s, used it 
sporadically as a stopping point in its trade routes, then 
abandoned it. The Dutch VOC took the island over in 1598 in 
order to exploit the ebony on the island. The Dutch ate the dodo 
birds (which weighed from thirty to fifty pounds, depending on 
which science article you read). The rats from the Dutch ships 
and newly introduced monkeys ate the Dodo bird eggs, since the 
birds were ground-nesters, so by the later 1600s the birds were 
gone. 
 
In November 2013 it was announced that bones of a Dodo bird 
were set to sell at auction for £30,000 in London, a leg and a 
pelvic bone. The bones were discovered by George Clarke, a 
British schoolmaster who in the 1880s hired slaves to wade 
through a Mauritian swamp looking for Dodo bones, and thus 
collected virtually all the Dodo bones in the known world. 
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Did he do this to turn a tidy profit? To own all the bones himself—
the collector’s obsession? To be of service and contribute to the  
knowledge of the world? Or was it based on curiosity fueled by the 
British cultural enthusiasm for Lewis Carroll’s Alice in 
Wonderland, where Carroll reintroduced the Dodo bird to the 
Western psyche, since heretofore the Dodo was extinct mentally as 
well as physically? 
 
Mauritius: The Dodo 
 
We are stuck on the Dodo. We can’t help it.   Dead clichés 
animate him.   
He sits in our mind like a little joke 
But we can’t remember the funny part. 
What was that punch line? 
A bird so stupid that… 
So ugly that… 
Push against the edge of extinct thoughts, 
Thoughts remembered now only by scent   spices on sea 
air. 
Dollars follow scents. 
This bird, so gangly and stupid,  
Bobbing, turning his head-- 
so trusting— 
Waddling from the jungle 
To the beach. 
To the men disembarking from the ship. 
The bird is not afraid of these new creatures  

how interesting  how fascinating  how-de-do? 
 
The traders,  
Chuckling, turning their heads,  
anticipating the dinner bell, approached. 
 
We know the Dodo too well 
Its lumbering gait 
Its happy lumpen state 
 
We all stand at the edge of the jungle. 
Bobbing, turning 
Go? Retreat? 
 
The slaves wading through the Mauritian 
swamp…1883…bones…The Dutch in the 1600s introduced the 
sugar cane crop to the island, but were never successful in 
forming a profitable colony with their 300 original slaves from 
Madagascar and convicts from Java. (The VOC at that point in 
history had the cash cow that was the Spice Islands, so Mauritius 
must have looked like a complete lemon, what with its epidemics, 
slave revolts, and cyclones.) They abandoned the island in 1710. 
The French replaced them, eventually creating profitable sugar, 
indigo, and tobacco plantations by importing slaves and workers 
from Madagascar, China, Africa, India and Europe. By 1800, 
about 57,000 people lived on Mauritius, with the slave 
population at 87 percent. 
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(Debt: the First Five Thousand Years, by David Graeber, a fantastic 
accounting of world economies.) 
 
The French were then deposed by the British. The slaves, though, 
inhabitants of the unhappy nation-state that exists even now 
within most nation-states, fuelling the world economies like a sort 
of petroleum… 
 
dead fuel created by dead souls under great pressure 
 
…those slaves continued to live on until the English Parliament 
ruled in 1833 that slavery was illegal, and then two years later a 
Mauritius proclamation was signed. The island’s slave population 
was then at seventy thousand. 
 
 
Mauritius: Le Morne Brabant 
 
Portuguese Dutch French British 
It ended at Le Morne Brabant. 
 
When the slaves ran away,  
They ran to Le Morne Brabant, 
That inselberg 
Island mountain  
 
See: 
The caves, where they lived, hidden from sight 

 
Feel: 
The symbolic value of maroon resistance 
 
See: 
The UNESCO commemorative stone statues  
 
Observe: 
Their lookout point, where they saw the British coming, then fled to 
the summit 
 
The British followed them  

look no weapons no slavery done decided 
The British put down their weapons  

your owners the plantation owners we meant have been paid  
They chuckled  

everything has been toted up, accounted for, repaired 
They approached 

Ne suis-je pas ton frère? 
And the slaves looked 
Over the side of Le Morne 
The rocky beach below 

Don’t be a dodo 
And jumped off the cliff. 
 
They didn’t know they were in a story  
where everything ended  
well 
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See: 
Lux Le Morne, the five-star hotel with its spell 
 
Binding views of Le Morne Brabant, 
Designed to pamper and repair. 
 
 
When slave-trading ended in the 1830s (and slavery itself did not 
truly end for decades, as it was only slave-trading that was made 
illegal, according to Stanford anthropologist Dr. Krish Seetah), 
the British began bringing in indentured servants. Some came 
from China, but the vast majority came from India. By 1863, 
there were 193,000 Indians on Mauritius, keeping the sugar 
plantations going. Indenture was not so different from slavery. 
Though it was a type of contract labor, the life was appallingly 
brutal. 
 
Indentured servant — like slavery with a time limit. Yes, maybe they 
own you for five years, yes, maybe, but it’s probably not that bad. 
Manageable. A dim history lesson from childhood—people on ships 
paying for their passage with five years of their life, but eventually 
they get out The outcome is a good one. We are outcome obsessed. 
Anything before an outcome doesn’t count, or counts differently. It’s a 
blanket on a well-made bed, with nothing out of place, the muss 
forgotten. The story has a nice ending, the story with acts, scenes: this 
is the poverty-stricken childhood, this is where there was a longing for 
a better life, this is where an agreement was made, this was the 

moment of hesitation—a hazy confused idea about the agreement, 
close-up on the inked thumbprint, and now we are on a ship. This is  
 
where we realize we have made a mistake or misunderstood the 
terms. This is where we realize we are really fucked. 
 
My relatives, at the end of the 18th century, coming over here, over to 
Georgia from northern Ireland…What were they thinking exactly? 
 
Since Mauritius had no original human population, it becomes 
an important source of information about the worldwide colonial 
labor diaspora through osteological and DNA evidence. MACH 
(Mauritius Archeology and Cultural Heritage Project) is a team of 
archaeologists and anthropologists headed by Mauritian-born 
researcher Dr Krish Seetah (introduced above), out of Stanford 
University, doing significant research on the peoples that came to 
Mauritius as slaves, indentured servants, and colonists.  
 
Indentured groups form the largest ancestral population base in 
Mauritius, yet they are the least studied, even though the practice 
went on well into the 20th century. 
 
Isn’t that what we all do? Life as sweat equity. We press our inked 
thumb onto parchment and hope for the best. Hope that we’ve made 
a good deal…Hope for something better… 
 
Seetah, as he recounts in his 2010 article entitled “Our Struggle,” 
for the journal Shima, sees the work of his MACH team as a way 
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to transcend the colonial lens when looking at Mauritius and help 
to continue to create a true, unbiased Mauritian culture, one that 
can move beyond its enslaved past. 
 
 
Mauritius: Basalt Steps Greeted Them, But Will Take Us 
Higher 
 
Mauritius is a state of mind— 
We all are from elsewhere yet are here.  
There is no other place. 
 
Mechanisms before we were born,  
Like rusty iron cranes,  
Move us into position.  
 
See them?  
Move them.  
Move them out of your mind.  
 
See the rust? 
That’s oxygen. 
That’s the sea. 
 
Remember, the slaves resisted, even in their graves. 
The double meaning of objects—pipes and mirrors:  
I still speak and my spirit glints!  
The cross on top won’t bury my soul. 

You have a pipe, you have a mirror 
We are far from the end.  
We sing anew, reflect each other. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Visit www.karen-yates.com on March 12 to see what 59 Days of Independence: 
Mauritius has become.
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To End to Seem to End 

Reviewed by Charlotte Hamilton 
 

I have been charged with the difficult task of writing a 
review of Jayita Bhattacharya’s play, To End to Seem to End, using 
only the printed word. I fear I am doomed to failure, given that 
words shed their literal meanings throughout the course of this 
“choral performance piece for conflicted/conflicting voices,” as 
the play’s director, Jeffrey Bivens, describes it. In order to present 
you with a review that conveys the spirit of the play, I would have 
to forgo all this exposition and, instead, challenge you to a foot 
war. Then, together, we would turn our foot war conversation 
into a seated “ballet.” Or perhaps I might write you a letter — 
and by “write,” I mean, I would manipulate the body parts of a 
person (the “letter”). Or I might turn my impressions into a 
musical fugue, in which multiple voices repeat and develop upon 
a central phrase, punctuated by the stop and go movements of the 
actors. 

You know what I mean? 
I didn’t think so. Let me try again.  
The pleasant-sounding grammatical conundrum 

presented by the title, To End to Seem to End, is the first 
indication that the primary purpose of language in the play is not 
for conveying meaning. The set is the next sign that things are 
not what they seem. Objects have been deconstructed, literally — 
wooden chairs have been cut in two, yet stand on their own. 
They are surrounded by minimal (albeit whole) set pieces, 

including a couch and large, curtained frame. Like the severed 
props, the dialogue and action in the play have been chopped up 
and reconfigured into a series of short parts, held loosely together 
by the theme of the breakdown of a relationship of a couple, 
played by Debbie Halstead and Nick Leininger. The 
disintegration of this relationship is witnessed and commented on 
by members of a Greek chorus, consisting of Bhattacharya, 
Bivens, Julia Williams, Taran O’Reilly, and Lena Magnus Brün. 
The explored themes expand and contract throughout the course 
of the play, growing to encompass the universe, particularly black 
holes and event horizons (the ultimate in attempted endings), and 
contracting, to delve deeply into language, memory, and the 
meaning of a single word.  

Specificity and individuality are of no consequence here. 
There is a couple, yes, but all we know about them is that they 
wear white and they are having issues. We don’t find out that this 
couple’s relationship fell apart because of adultery or, like, totally 
incompatible life goals. At times, the members of the chorus take 
on the roles of the couple, emphasizing their universality — they 
could be any two people in a troubled relationship. Bhattacharya 
delves into the ways we engage and disengage in relationships, 
whether emotionally or physically, at all the wrong times. “This is 
what it’s like to be together without you,” is an oft-repeated line 
that sums up the disconnection and loneliness of a failing 
relationship. She sees people as planets contained in their own 
orbits, passing by each other, with only rare moments of genuine 
connection. The majority of the interactions depicted throughout 
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the play are attempts at repairing damages. But these attempts 
come too late, or when the other person just isn’t in the mood. 

Produced by the Curious Theatre Branch, To End to Seem 
to End was developed in workshop laboratories during the 
summer of 2013. It has the feel of a series of experiments, with 
the influences of multiple disciplines. Bhattacharya’s artist bio 
calls her an “interdisciplinary writer, director, choreographer, and 
sometimes-performer,” whose previous credits include today like a 
kind of shivering, ElvisBride, should we put it out? (the smoke), 
Make Sweat an Oak, and Green Science Bloody Done Hate. Bivens 
has an equally diverse resume as an “actor, director, rogue video 
artist, and lead Web/graphic designer for Curious Theatre 
Branch,” whose previous directing credits include Endgame, Jet 
Black Chevrolet, Make Sweat an Oak, and today like a kind of 
shivering.  

At times, the experimental aspect of To End to Seem to 
End makes it difficult to engage emotionally with the play. Some 
scenes have a formal, scientific tone, in which lines are delivered 
as in a documentary, or an outline of a school report. This 
emotional distancing may be intentional, as there are other scenes 
that strike a strong emotional tone, evoking feelings of loss and 
isolation. In the letter-writing section I alluded to earlier, a 
member of the chorus (Bhattacharya) “writes” a grievance letter, 
which consists of manipulating the limbs of the woman in white. 
Another chorus member (O’Reilly) peppers her with questions 
about the letter — questions she responds to with dismissive 
apathy. He confronts her on this, saying, “Your indifference feels 
heavy … Absence ought to matter. So should presence … It feels 

like we’re not here together even though we are.” At the end of 
the scene, the writer of the letter tells the questioner that she is 
writing “To end the friendship honestly, without pretense; to end 
it finally.” When the questioner asks what friendship she is 
ending, the writer only stares at him. 

The exploration of words and phrases is referred to by 
Bivens as the “musicality of the mundane.” Phrases are repeated, 
chanted, sometimes ad nauseum. There are sections that go on 
for a little too long, particularly the seemingly endless (to end to 
seem to end?) repetition and variations of “the thing of it is/wait, 
no/the thing of it isn’t.” The wordplay of the mundane works 
best when it explores relatable moments gone wrong. For 
example, when a scene starts with the stereotypical beginning-of-
the-relationship phone conversation, “Hang up/No, you hang 
up,” it feels intimate, familiar. Everyone knows how this is 
supposed to go (neither person wants to hang up, because they 
love talking to each other so much). Yet somehow even this 
interaction breaks down, with one person questioning what to do 
if neither person hangs up. The answer? Talk about “Big Things.” 
Another notable mundane-gone-haywire scene is one in which 
two chorus members (O’Reilly and Williams) try to get 
comfortable on the couch. They each make adjustment after 
adjustment, resulting in disaster — falling on the floor, followed 
by more attempts to get comfortable. It is a recognizable 
dilemma, taken to the extreme. 

Our brains are wired to try to make sense of the world 
around us, even when there is no sense to be made. Experiences 
like To End to Seem to End serve as a reminder to take a step back, 
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to look at the spaces between us, in which there are infinite 
possibilities for absence and presence, disconnection and 
connection. Or you know, whatever. I’ll explain it better when I 
release this play review on DVD.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To End to Seem to End played at Prop Thtr (3502 N. Elston) in October-
November 2013. 

 
Debbie Halstead and Nick Leininger in To End to Seem to End  

Photo by Jeffrey Bivens 



Chicago Arts Journal 

41 
Issue 2  Winter 2014 

Two More Poems by Cin Salach 

 

how to jump from a bridge or cliff into a river 
 
1. Be proactive—jump before anyone else has even considered it.  
 
2. Boredom 
    Anxiety 
    Physical challenge 
    Political refuge 
    Hunger 
    Everyone else is 
 
3. Laminate these directions. Then when you encounter the 
occasion to jump from a  
    bridge or cliff into a river, you’ll have waterproof notes 
showing you how. 
 
4. Be more sacred than scared. Bow your head, clasp your hands, 
hover above the water.  
    Pray: Our father, who art a river, how shallow it be? Thy 
name. 
 
5. Transform from a bullet into a dragonfly. 
 
6. Mid-air your hair—a floating pile of flames. 
 
7. I am jumping from my forehead into my big toe. 

 

    I am jumping from my twenties into my hundreds. 
 

    I am jumping from my coffin into my window box. 
 

    I am jumping from my confusion into my convertible. 
 
 
8.
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when I am yes 
 
This is why we love the mid-west:  
 
Because with our eyes closed  
 
Because the warm cool belly   
 
Because when there are women  
 
Because someone else’s version of the sky 
 
Because everything is part massacre 
 
Because our most dark and leafy places 
 
Because when the big boulder of winter  
 
• 
 
I see a feather land in a window  
and it’s the kind of window that opens out 
like a bin. I’m about to reach in when 
a tiny lion appears and bites my finger. 
 
Later at the gift shop, the woman 
at the register offers me flowers  
and I am elated. Leaving,  
I spot the feather in the store-front window  
 
 

Because I grab it like I’m stealing 
 
• 
 
Sometimes I feel like a curve-billed thrasher,  
ten and a half inches long, spotting on my upper breast,  
orange eye foraging for seeds, my nest of leaves  
lined with horsehair, rootlets and placed 
 
in a thorny bush high above the ground.  
But on long, slow mid-west mornings like these 
I am almost always found in large flocks  
that feast on small fruit, my voice  
 
a repeated high-pitched buzzy trill. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cin Salach’s new book, when I am yes, is forthcoming in 2014 from JackLeg 
Press. Visit jacklegpress.com for more information. 
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Yes Face  
Reviewed by Jeffrey Dorchen 
  

 Once upon a time there was an album called Yes Face by 
the band The Crooked Mouth.  
 That's how I wanted to begin this review of the album 
called Yes Face by the band The Crooked Mouth. It’s a beginning 
that would have paid homage to Ada Grey, a young blogger 
whose theater criticism is well-known to most fringe folks in 
Chicago. I wanted to begin the way Ada begins because I also 
wanted to end the way she ends: People who would like this 
album are people who like asses, wistfulness, losing friends, 
googling tsunamis, big tits, children, sins, doubt, and shirts.  
 I’ve rejected this approach. Ersatz Ada doesn’t cut the 
mustard. Only Ada should do Ada.  
 Be warned: this review is deeply hued with personal 
feelings. My desire to channel Ada arose because Chicago’s fringe 
arts scene, with its overlapping communities making up one great 
society, has grown more important to me since I left it to live in 
Los Angeles.  
 For the past half-decade I've retreated into vintage 
recordings of calypso and Hawai’ian music to get the sound of LA 
out of my ears, the sound of clamoring for attention. My own 
clamoring is in that noise, too. I must cower in bed with the 
blinds closed against the afternoon sun, listening to Lord  
 

Executor, Wilmouth Houdini, the Mighty Sparrow and 
Growling Tiger, or Sol Ho'opi, Sam Ku West, King Bennie  
Nawahi and Prince Wong to drown out all the zeitgeist-jockeying 
and my own complicity in it.  
 Nostalgia for an authenticity that perhaps never was, I 
guess, is what impels me. 
 “Authenticity” seems a peculiarly American obsession 
when it comes to music. It goes back to Alan Lomax’s biases and 
persists in the notion of street cred, but now it's the artists 
themselves obsessed with projecting authenticity, a depressing 
enterprise to observe.  
 The Chicago artists I’m talking about don't strive to be 
real. Art is their reality. There's a kind of Big Shoulders or just-
get-on-with-it way they go about making theater, music, 
literature, painting and sculpture, whether their subject is 
fantastical or industrial or — if those two adjectives suggest a 
spectrum — somewhere in between. I could contrast what they 
do engage in with the fashionable shtick they eschew, but that's a 
dissertation unto itself.  
 When I met Jenny Magnus and Beau O’Reilly we were all 
wearing black. Or maybe I’m just remembering one day we all 
happened to be wearing black. If that sounds pretentious, so 
what? If so, it was authentic pretention. It was the late 1980s. 
The nation had just come through the moral wood chipper of 
Ronald Reagan’s Morning in America, and in many ways we were 
all in mourning for America. We were also unconsciously 
plumbing the depths of a lyric style of Buddhist existentialism. 
And black was slimming.  
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Beau and Jenny were a binary star around whom many 

and various creative projects coalesced. They were a theater 
company, a band, and a writing/performance core radiating 
multiple force fields of drama, literature and music all 
concatenating in spheres. When their romantic partnership came 
to an end their work never entirely separated. Natural cohesion 
bound them, like gravity, even where there was friction and 
agony of influence. Some of the community I still associate with 
Beau and Jenny’s fields of force has dispersed to all parts of the 
world, but the pair, alone and together, keep replenishing their 
artistic clusters and birthing new ones. Their new record with 
their band The Crooked Mouth carries me back to the fertile 
ground they’ve never stopped cultivating.   
 Yes Face is a terrifically good record. It travels on vocal 
harmonies and drums while it shimmers and jangles with strings. 
The drumming and bass are great, tempos and sophisticated time 
signatures change without fanfare, but rather with ease and 
confidence in a way the body experiences joyfully without having 
to filter it through the intellect. Sophistication and complexity 
without over-thinking is part of what makes these songs masterful 
creations, as compositions and arrangements. Troy Martin, Matt 
Test and Vicki Walden, the other band members, do backup 
vocals, strings, bass, brass, piano and accordion, and rotate vocally 
to the foreground with excellent results.  
 Jenny and Beau have helped form my taste in music in 
their capacities as creators and practitioners as well as colony-
catalysts. As colony-catalysts they affected the movement patterns  

 
of the friends I learned from the most, as those friends flowed 
into, around and out of Chicago. By “helped form my taste,” I 
mean they and these friends strongly influenced the way I seek 
music. It’s what leads me to listen to early music, my vintage 
island explorations, Morricone and other soundtrack works, 
klezmer, bluegrass, mento, Lou Harrison, Texas swing, Ukrainian 
lute, jump, exotica, Captain Beefheart, Uilleann pipes, New 
Orleans rock and roll — and it has instilled suspicion of crap 
that's made only as mass product in a consumer industry, and 
impatience with anything that bores me.  
 Dave Van Ronk is a guy I’ve been listening to in 
preparation to see the new Coen Bros movie, and I’m struck by 
similarities between Van Ronk and Beau O’Reilly. Aesthetically, 
there's an ease in their vocals, which I could call “timbre-forward” 
in the way Napa cabernets are “fruit-forward,” though the vocals 
are dominated by earth, leather and coffee, which makes them far 
more pleasant and intriguing than those fruit-bomb wines. The 
wine analogy is lousy, in fact. I just wanted to say “timbre-
forward” because it's accurate and fun.  
 It’s really the only way Beau’s and Van Ronk’s vocals are 
similar. Van Ronk was a researched stylist, albeit natural about it. 
Beau is consistently Beau, having perhaps more thoroughly 
digested his influences, not separating them one from another 
into discrete spotlights. He splays high note syllables like 
Anthony Newley, curls his mid-range around his fingers like a 
more skillful Allen Ginsberg (whom he once played onstage), and 
in his lower range can threaten somewhat like fellow Chicagoan  
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Michael Shannon's General Zod. But socially, like Van Ronk, 
Beau is a mentor, survivor, institution, master craftsman, 
scholarly artist, and elder statesman. Like Genghis Khan, he is a 
progenitor. Every couple of years, it seems, I meet someone who 
claims to be his kid or grandchild, and I take their word for it. 
 His lyrics are odes and stories in which simple things are 
attempted and succeed, or fail, or turn out well just because, or 
succeed despite the tendency of people to fail to be as good as 
their intentions, or despite their tendency to even fail to have 
good intentions. He sings with placidity even when cutting loose 
full-voiced, giving his interpretations detached bemusement 
interspersed with avuncular admonitions.  
 The failure of humans to be all they can ideally be, and 
what’s funny and sad about that, and what’s fun about the ways 
they attempt to overcome that failure, is what I enjoy most about 
Yes Face. It may not be its dominant feature, but it’s what I hear 
most. Listening for it helps me feel the way the music isn’t just a 
medium in which the lyrics flow, but a character against which 
the lyrics play. Beau and Jenny have always lent themselves to 
listening this way, even when doing covers.  
 Where Beau explains methodically, Jenny demonstrates 
dramatically. Here’s a story I made up about Jenny Magnus: I 
imagine someone at some time told her she thinks too much, and 
she decided that was a stupid thing for that someone to say, but 
she’s self-critical enough to every once in a while wonder if it’s 
true, and then the fact she has to even wonder that pisses her off. 
I love that. I know I only made it up, but it feels like Jenny to 
me. In songs, Jenny lets stuff get to her and then gets to why it  

gets to her, then reflects on the process with cutting critique that 
is insightful and often very funny.  
 Jenny sounds like no other singer, male or female, with a 
clear, strong voice usually supported with a conviction belying the 
vulnerability in her lyrics. This Jenny voice has a wisdom that 
fades till forgotten, then is later rediscovered. It’s like a character 
who never quite learns her lesson because of a mischievous, ill-
advised, compulsive curiosity. Her lyrics and singing revel in 
locating her lost wisdom each time in its new disguise, calling it 
out and unmasking it. On Yes Face, ornamental glottal stops and 
yodels are used more sparingly than in her earlier work. It’s a 
purer, less ornamented Jenny, well-set amid ukulele and banjo in 
the economical ensemble.  
 Jenny betrays a suspicion that joy, due to its transience, is 
not to be trusted. Her wit is self-deprecating as it travels toward 
realization that the world is beautiful despite intellectual protests. 
She mocks pettiness, rage, shallowness, cowardice, loneliness and 
schadenfreude even as she, in a certain way, confesses to them. All 
the while her voice is gathering strength and joy in the act of 
creating and performing, till at last Jenny enacts a climactic, 
straight-faced, courageous conquest over the embarrassment of 
being caught in the act of celebrating passions both admirable 
and less so. 
 Vicki Walden’s vocals achieve a similar ouroboros loop 
when fronting the track “Wah Wah,” not with conviction 
undercut by uncertainty, as in Jenny’s case, but with an 
optimistic sincerity undercut by mocking lyrics that can border 
on the sardonic. In songs where she’s called upon to blend, she 
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fleshes harmonies out beautifully, balancing Jenny's no-bullshit 
delivery and Beau's clean storytelling with something like hope 
that maybe a little sweetness might be tolerated if only to make 
the trip down the rough road of self-recognition a little easier.  
 What is this music? One felt Kurt Weill’s influence in 
Jenny and Beau’s previous, protean and long-lived ensemble, 
Maestro Subgum and the Whole (whose complete box set came 
out this past year), or maybe the influence was Brecht himself. 
Maestro wandered around stylistically in folk, rock and — being 
theater-makers as well as musician/songwriters — cabaret. Back 
then I called their music “art song,” a term I learned at 
KlezKamp, which was a kind of klezmer boot-camp and Jeebus 
there's really no room to explain what any of that is right now. 
 Maestro’s arrangements were always brilliant. The 
Crooked Mouth’s are, too. Divergent styles and the contributions 
of varying songwriters doing many musical duties somehow don’t 
mess up the coherence. This band is a thing far less elaborate than 
Maestro at the height of its layered complexity. The Crooked 
Mouth cuts its own groove. Maybe it’s a shorter distance between 
two points. Where Maestro was a beast, the Crooked Mouth is its 
own critter, albeit with Beau and Jenny’s genes clearly evident.  
 The Crooked Mouth, although its fiber is country/folk, 
still bears the influence of theater. However, their country and 
folk, whatever those categories have come to mean or not mean, 
don’t sound like musical theater people doing country and folk, 
imitating tropes and making sure to hit hallmarks as if ticking 
them off on a laundry list. Troy Martin and Matt Test pluck and 
strum their stringed boxes in accordance with the nature of the 

instruments, not according to a Way They're Supposed To Be 
Used In This Genre. Troy’s vocals on a song like “Ghost Cat” are 
earnest and in the moment, and if the lyrics happen to be 
particularly good, they don’t come off as clever in that musical-
theater-composer-aping-a-genre way. They’re just really good 
lyrics. Though far more typical in alt country than the radio-
ready garbage coming out of Nashville, really good lyrics are 
allowed in country music.     
 But this isn’t alt country. This isn’t alt folk. This is art 
song in that the songs are works of art. Contemporary folk? That 
makes sense, if we need a genre name to make sense out of music. 
And I guess we do. Genres have become micro-exact these days. 
There are people who can tell the difference between reggaeton 
and dancehall, or brostep and dubstep. Apparently thousands, 
even millions. God bless those scientists of musical taxonomy. So 
let The Crooked Mouth be contemporary folk. They’re 
contemporary and they’re folks. 
 It’s astounding how little fuss The Crooked Mouth make 
about their influences. They may quote, they may make the odd 
pop-culture reference here and there, but not in a grandstanding 
way. I call this astounding because they seem to draw from an 
endless well of sources, yet their songs are untainted by the 
dystopian shopping mall pressing in on us from our ever-more-
interactive communication screens. If anything, Beau and Jenny 
seem to have grown more effortlessly independent of the self-
validating spectacle.  
 These are music-makers with the natural bent to realize 
good songs. Melody and lyric come together in beautiful, often  
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unusual ways without clutter or extraneous decor. The focus here 
is on the craft of making interesting melodies and writing lyrics  
that are well-written simply because that's how a good writer 
approaches a lyric. Contrast this with so much of pop and even 
indie rock music where the goal seems to be to have things 
happen four times.  
 Where everything on the record comes together for me — 
remember my warning at the top about deeply hued with 
personal et cetera — is in The Crooked Mouth’s rendition of 
“Venice” by Diane Izzo, from her first record, One. Diane was a 
friend of ours, a brilliant singer/songwriter we lost to cancer in 
early 2011. She was one in that orbit of concatenating colonies, 
whose career was nurtured by Beau and Jenny and their 
collaborators at the wonderful, wonderfully ambitious folk/jazz 
club they ran for a while, the Lunar Cabaret.  
 Diane’s version of “Venice” is Diane’s, and I’m not 
reviewing her album, though I urge you to buy it.  
 Crooked Mouth’s “Venice” begins with ukey, mandoliny-
sounding strumming reminiscent of the intro to Led Zeppelin’s 
“Going to California.” I don’t know if the Venice Diane wrote 
about was Venice, California, but that's how I read it in Crooked 
Mouth’s version. She did have her issues with Los Angeles when 
she came out to make a career, so she set a more independent 
path after that.  
 The anthemic treatment “Venice” gets from the Crooked 
Mouth ensemble, then, resonates powerfully with me. Beau’s 
vocals lead, with Jenny featured and harmonizing crisply, and the  

 
other lovely voices fleshing out the majestic melody. It’s one of 
the most gorgeous things I've ever heard. Everything I’ve written 
above about the virtues of their musicianship and the play of 
vocal against lyric manifests in this song, while yet a further 
complexity weaves through. The song is about memory and 
youth and camaraderie and loss. It’s about realizing later you 
weren’t as wise as you’d thought, yet mourning the loss of that 
naïve approach, whatever trouble it might have led you into. 
 So they’re singing about a great deal when they’re singing 
Diane’s song. It’s an anthem and an ode.  
 In Los Angeles and New York, the pop music 
establishment, like the movie industry, is trying to hold the same 
territory even as the tectonic plates of progress are slipping the old 
foundations out from under its feet. It seems odd that our mass-
media Cult of Youth, begun in the 1950s, persists despite the 
passage of the Baby Boomers into middle age. It would be nice if 
we could drag the culture some distance into maturity in our 
wake, rather than wallow with it in the stagnant infantilization of 
taste.  
 Fortunately, in the rest of the world most music reaches 
its audience onstage and through the web, and that audience is 
looking beyond the parochial horizons of yesterday’s corporate 
command economy. Listening habits continue to broaden despite 
the waning Giant Label industry’s attempts to shrink our 
horizons with an increasingly homogenous commercial radio 
spectrum. Music creation has become decentralized, as it was for 
most of human history, I guess. The Crooked Mouth’s Yes Face is 
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a good example of how, when artists fully inhabit the world 
outside corporate circumscription and take as a given the freedom 
to do so, the art they make can be mature yet still startle with 
fresh discoveries.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Yes Face is available online at http://www.uvulittle.com/catalog/the-crooked-
mouth/yes-face and at The Crooked Mouth shows. 
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