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L ITTORAL MADNESS

Like everything in the past, everyone remembers it differently,
and some of the people involved hardly remember at all. We're
ualking about something that happened more than seventeen
years ago. But on January 23, 1998, which was a Friday, friends
of the late writer Kathy Acker drove from San Francisco to Fort
Funston park, about twenty-five minutes away, to scatter her
ashes. She'd died two months earlier at an alternative clinic in
Tijuana, where she received palliative care for late-stage, metas-
tasized cancer.

The ash scattering—like the wake at Bob Gliick’s house on
December 13 and the memorial reading at Slim’s Bar where
Michelle Handelman was booed off the stage for no reason she
can recall—devolved into a kind of black comedy, the way these
things often do. I remember Cookie Mueller at Jackie Curtis's
memorial, standing up on the stage of La MaMa halfway
through an evening of readings and monologues, blinking back
tears as she faced the dark auditorium. She had no speech pre-
pared. “I thought this was supposed to be a funeral,” she said to
the room. “Not a variety show.” Speaking to Sylvére Lotringer,
the artist Steve Brown recalled how the elegantly planned Nem-
butal suicide of Danceteria emcee Haoui Montaug among a

small group of friends ended with a plastic bag over his head. He
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Len Neufeld
; remembers leavi .
Acker in late ?__—uuq__ —ﬂwﬂﬂﬂuﬂ_um .wu._._ Daﬂm.u for New York with
mutual enthusiasm,” he n.u.E: mﬁ-ﬁn_mnﬁ_ QUi There w4
people; and, he remembers nrm. ey were still married ro other
U b cas g » they flew because he was leaving the
L p at he shared with his wife to h i
chirespear-oid wddler o her and their
Married, like Acker, i
3 P a) ._... i

I Sy e his first serious partner when he was
2 , t the first time Neufeld fled. Hed left two years
. _um re with a woman named Dolly when he and his wife, Martha

M_._m,_nq. were spending the summer at the University of Illinois
while he attended a workshop at the Linguistics Institute in
Champagne-Urbana. Until the late 1960, even on the East
Coast, fornication was a prosecurable offense thar offered
grounds for eviction. Like many of their contempararics, he and
Rosler got married so their families and landlords would step

harassing them and leave them in peace.

Alone with their baby in the American heartland, Rosler
—u_h.n__ﬂ..ﬂ_mw_. moved back to MNew Yark when Dolly entered the
scene. At twenty-five, Rosler was already a practicing artist. For a

while she supported herself and the baby doing freelance editorial

a0 f Adtee KAITY Ak

4 subler on the Lower East Side.

h Dolly was ove

work from

Neufeld's romance wit
i s National Defense Fund fe

__“.E_._w.;
work at
if shed like to g€

In New York, Rosler €
can go back to San Diego.
work all night an
remembers driving back across country
child; she remembers lying outside their

UC San Diego, he flew back to
¢ back together and move

because 1 can't breathe

up at the stars
because life is a hell of a lot easier in California.”

Like Neufeld, Rosler had done her B.A. in linguistics,

gijx months later,
r. When he was offered a
llowship to do doctoral
New York to ask Rasler
out there with him.

onsidered her options. “I thought, 1
here. | had o
1 take care of the kid all day, I was dying.” She
with her husband and
tent in Arizona looking
and thinking, “Why am 1 doing this? Oh yeah,

burt for

the last several years she'd been making photomontages, and she

had every intention of continuing her work

as an artist. Eventually

her marriage to Neufeld would end, and she'd find thar her deci-
sion to move to California had been the right thing. After
Neufeld and Acker lefi for New York, she stayed in San Diego
and enrolled as a graduate student in UC San Diegos new, -
famously radical Fine Art Department. Within months, together .
with Fred Londonier, Alan Sckula, David and Eleanor Antin,
and Miriam Schapiro, she became part of a group that devised a
new form of political artwork, fusing conceprual art strategics

with on-the-ground leftist and trade union activism. A

photo-

graph E.._E_._._ in 1980 shows Rosler addressing a home stud
group, holding a copy of the magazine Radical Teacher, #13 .

”_uu”.—w. Acker lived with her husband, Bob Acker, for more than
o8 im.,..___ﬁuﬂ rn__ﬂn_n.n she met Neufeld. They'd met at Brandeis when
a sophomore and he was a senior. He was planning to go

e grad
graduate school ar UC San Diego, and rather than break up




it didn't Uniil th the E
. G i marr
she'd find a ric Martiage, her family sl i

s and held grow

German Jew. A hierarchy th thy Acker described herself 25 4

: en still il :
_n.__.cm. descending from German Hn_uﬂcﬁa..m among New York
Lithuanian, all the oy ustrian to Russian and
e o the lowest-rank
Thirty years later, walkin d Pl
di ! g around New York City with th
media theorist and writer McKenzie W oy e
s Bases . nzie Wark, Acker stopped next o
ages outside the Plaza Horel and said, We had
moon at the Plaza Hotel. Jews had thei : o4t homy
> euws theirs at the Plaza, WASPS at the
Sherry-Netherland, Wark was Australian, fi
h , fourteen years younger
AR u#n was, but even so, he sensed that “there was something
dreamlike about the New York she was showing me. Like a fable.”
In fact, .mr..-. and Bob Acker had left for San Diego right away. A
rare family photograph shows her in a white dress and veil, smiling
and curting a cake next to her rall, handsome husband.

They arrived just in time to stare the fall quarter and rented
a spacious Victorian house on B Street, just south of downtown
San Diego. Bob Acker enrolled in the History Department, and
she signed up for classes to complete her English B.A.

Acker's accounts of her life, in her books and in interviews,
were always selective. She never wrote about or discussed her
years with Bob Acker, and Bob Acker himself has lictle to 1y
“bout their time together. He graciously replied to my emails,
bur in our brief exchange he remarked, “I'm surprised chere’s any
nrerest in the subject. I never sec her books in bookstores any-

more, and I visit bookstores prery often,” “History,” he added,
“is _EE to do!” A retired attorney: Acker didn't seem eager 1o play

_.__.hﬁm:

34 [ Al KAty BlHer

.+ his long-ago former wife’s history. I mEum..Mzn
: g P & te San
living quietly during those mid-'60s years in remo e e
_.E_., _q_”__mm_.w_._mr doubrless ambivalent about whatever 1t

H_WM “young wife” during the FPeyron Place era.

a u.._.n—u._u_ﬂ_n.nm ﬂm ._..._.u._n.

& & W

Acker had been one of a handful of
he'd boast that her undergrad papers

were read by the renowned structural linguist Roman .—Prnw__uu._...
although this seems unlikely, since he raughr at Harvard. Even if,
a5 shed elaborate, her Brandeis tutor had studied with Hu.re_ug_n.u
its hard to imagine the tutor sharing an undergrad students
papers with him. Burt to lie is 1o _..J_..v..Hmwn most fabulations, the
story contains a kernel of truth, or at least of desire, There’s no
doubt that Acker wanted to study at Harvard with Roman
Jakobson—aor rather at Radcliffe, its siscer school, because Har-
vard wouldn't enroll female undergraduate students until 1975.
Brandeis, known at the time as “Jew U,” wasn't her first
choice of school. By her mid-teens Acker was fiercely precocious,
an outstanding student ar the Lenox School, a staid and some-
what mediocre Upper East Side privare girl's institution that has
since merged with Birch Wathen. But until she mer the furure
film scholar P. Adams Sitney, her knowledge of culrure didn't
extend much beyond the Lenox curriculum. Acker mer Sitney at
nmm..__:.._._...nq study intensive at Trinity College in the summer of
e gty s
Acker’s senior, he was uwan_w,n t m.”_.:w__.”:.m hiigs _...ﬂ:.‘.__nu.a
our, his last) semester at Yale . vmw..: y q.ﬂ Ao w. i
math, Sitney’s poetic passi , m__ﬂ.._.-Mz..m ﬁFE.E.._ﬂ phl mg pods
Olson, Ezra P .u_. ons that summer included Charles
son, Erra Pound, Virgil, and Sextus Propertius. Acker had
discovered the Victori R e 08
\ctorian poet Gerard Manley Hopkins. She
wias

Before leaving Brandeis,
classics majors. Years later s
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already dagi

mm_..nnw..__ ‘ Mﬁw_z_m. another Trinjy —

rememb I poetic enthusias € studeny,
mbers the sixteen- ms deeply inge

Enﬂn_nnm::u__ Cutious u._.__u_.nm.ro_m Acker as “vore ¢ Iguing, §;;

- d sli : ery incel
That fall, Sitney lef ._wu_wr._w wild i telligent, eqgey

bici al
_LHMH. Mzﬂ..., America Cin
intense H_M._.nnn B ﬂrcaﬁnq Ack
-month affair, Sdll in o : et began an
the subway downzown . in M..._._SH uniform, she'd carel,
Corso. Sometimes th ere they once mer G
; ¢s they met at the Film C ey
?Amunﬂqm Hubn__uﬂqﬂ—..:._.n. ....__—.mn_n on Eas T m AH.EH:E and Film-
m_.n-._ﬂ.f_. H_“,:H._....__ ﬂ___._.ﬂ—.u_vﬂ__.-_mf m.m .u.-._.nﬂﬁnm..”ﬁﬂﬁ.rﬂm.ﬂ—...{hm.mmﬂﬂ—u _,r..,.___..n_._...a.. ﬁ__.__ﬂ_.ﬁ
Mart. They met Jack Smith, Andy W her to the Gotham Book
mann and visited Dick Hi ey arhol, and Carolee Schnee-
Jacks iggin’s pre-SoHo loft, where Si
on Mac Low were abs i ; Snepiand
; re absorbed in typing and editing St
W_.m._&..u.m_n.m Metaphors on Visi G
P n Vision. Her eyes opened wide. The
attended performances of Jean Gener) e
il ener’s plays and Brakhage’s
ms. On these occasions Sitney'
s itneys more parentally presentable
S _.E..._w.nﬁ.m? whio was still a Yale student, posed as
a decoy boyfriend to pick Acker up from the 57th Street prison.
Years later, Acker would write about how P Adams made super-8
films m__n. me taking off and then putting on my school uniform. Per-
haps wmu wias bis version of porn. 1 loved porn. One day, he asked me
to edit his magazine, Film Culewre [sic] . . . [ was shocked . . . [ did
not understand how a growm-up man could think that [ knew any-
thing, much less enough to edit one of the finest contemporary frlm
magazines. In fact, as Sitney recalls, he shot one three-minute
film loop of her naked in bed . . . a teenage fascinarion with
nudity. “It had nothing to do with pornography. She never
expressed any interest in pornography then.” (That would come
later.) Nor did she edit Film Comment, although she ence ran an
| errand for the magazine. “The truth,” Sitney concluded, quoting

Sean Brakhage, “is always more interesting.”

r m._r. _“.n__ﬁ.ﬂ.. .—Ln__...r.nﬂ

3 York fO
New 107 i sl

. theend of th S b Lan Neufe

agal _ he
} other agui™ range of culture s
e _nu_n___ﬁ high grades and the i ; mnnﬂﬁnﬁﬁnmo_.. of

S f his
..R_E_.n.& fvy League school, like Sitney Eﬂ..m E.M.me,__“ male
auenting ".“,._ liffe, with its faculty drawn from the still e
friends. ﬁun” v ._:.._c“_" e il «chool of chat time. Cecily _n_m _._..
15&_“__?_%_.:3_ Emgn.__u_u___ i Radcliffe Alumnus, u.: 5 M_
the Leno € i/ SR her best srudents. Acker mm._u—_.n.i an
zaaan& the s lected: Her high school friend-

hen she was .,
. :m:nE and Linda Mueller, applied ro Radclitte

The Muellers also applied, and were
accepted, 10 Sarah Lawrence, Bryn Mawr, and ﬁ.__ndﬁﬂm_.ﬂ_.u elite
female schools that didn't intercst Acker at all. She applied only
10 Radcliffe and the intellectual, coeducational Brandeis.

Former classmates of Acker's concur that as Lenox School
crudents, the Muellers were bred for success. They were WASPy
and smart, well-groomed and prerry popularity seekers. At
Lenox. the Mueller twins were Acker’s only real peers and aca-
demic rivals. If they were young men, or perhaps if they'd been
born female thirty years later, the Mucllers and Acker might
have formed a brillianr alliance: the owo “perfect” girls and their
__._.nn.:_m_.__:.....:nnEm_:__ voracious counterpart. But, as it was, they
- pirted against cach other in a comperition that entailed
..E”__E—. brains and imagination, but classic good looks, grace,
Hﬁrﬂ.”ﬂn”_iﬁ a fight Acker could never win. And so she

No senti ; .
worthy in“mﬂ_”,&“ Hwnww __.__nrnmn En. with a nobility
School senior yearbook. God Mam_m G?E:._ &S Sy
clean, spoken or unspoken, minor ok r fights, diry or
You, { would have gone E.u?ﬁ u“.aHE”s we've had—but without
<« - d don’t know what sort of people

in her mid-reens,

was sunned
enemies, the rwins
and were rejected as well.
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Jailed in some 1yq,

she'd write:

In London, when she was forty-
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klﬁhakh&w”“w& O Lin ure thay py e

[ (o
it has been hﬁ__.mﬁhnﬂm#hﬂ”&_ AN etismy E.EH..M@ e wig 5 gy
m thar realm, i Bt b W You, for oy #.__am____ns..a AN gy thay
" differens Circumsy " @ challenge think Hﬂ,&ﬁ b o ey

it ances, hat |

hwﬁbqﬂ%ﬁ:hhﬁ__hh. hﬂmﬂ&”ﬁ MUt Feipect E.__ak____n__._,_w .__w______.._ __rna‘ﬂa
Persongli ¥

¥ h—.u.n ﬁ.—.ﬂﬂﬂhﬂ.—h ﬂ—uﬂ.n H_T.du_.q
*onia ﬁ.@h&uhﬁ n.ﬁq._ﬂg

two years old, shed write:

R. was thinking of poisoning the Muller twins. The Muller twins
e German. They had long straight blond hair and were stromg.
Sinice they were the anly pupils who were as intelligent as R, they
hated R and R hated thems becasse they were equals,

Though R swanted to kill them . s yet e had only pied inie
boeh of their camel hair coars.

Three years later, living in San Francisco, she changed the
Mueller's names, but had still not forgoteen them. As she'd write

in My Mother, Demanalogy, her second-to-last published book:

After Halimy Achkar

: Fits hm..-_mn_.__
. { my thoug:
o all the time, WA
Joes s &

hhz....w_ e

Wb.t_.__uq.z. X: .‘_ h.humuu.....___._*ﬂuﬁu.__.._

.__.._____.__.;.Eh___u___h : nn__..?_f-.cﬁ_unu&. . %uﬁ
ir evil :aﬁaﬂ.: __M_um. straight real blond hair and i

e

il becse theY

They lonked almast exactly alike.
. lisgent than

Sy that they were more it ;
The st disturbing facter ¢ girls in the school, if not the

e r m L B . 5 .M.

] il
it u.:n._u_.__mﬂn iy H m_un: ‘.En CINT R i é h%.ﬂ.ﬁ.ﬁﬁﬂh
i -F e sored Mu

1 s a slob, whereas the Joneses were clever, neat and precise.

Liz Leventhal, the Birch Wathen Lenox School Hﬂrpﬁﬂr i_ﬁm
ulien Raffinor, o copy the Lenox School year
oy st i f the students, Raffinot
for Acker's 1964 class. Tracing the names of t : =
looked up some of these former classmates. Fifty years later, they
remember her vaguely, a mysterious figure from the long-ago pas.
Jean Lindenbaum Herskovitz, who appears as the schoolgirl
Jean in Acker’s 1973-"74 The Childlike Life of the Black Tarantula,
remarked that, with her “esoteric” mind, Acker would have been
academically more suited to Spence or Brearley. On the other
hand, Brearley and Spence were famously sparing in their admis-
sion of Jews. In the carly 1950s the Lenox School was unofficially
known as the nimﬁ!rmnn glove” ,.E_uﬂ_nu East Side private girls
school that was widely open to Jews, and Jews numbered roughly
70 percent of is students,
wﬂ“ﬂ;“ﬁﬂ.—.ﬂ Hu }nrn_._w class yearbook shows a five- or six-
white woolly m,hﬂihm_mn u._uﬁ. _vnmn the young Kathy, wearing
and smilip : matching wool bonnet. Expectant
Em her small arm 1o reach the brass
% massive front door. In fact, Lenox was

tuition, The o s ﬁnu__ﬂﬁ“n_ﬁ whase family could pay the

» butas Ellen Bilgore, anath fo
classmage, recalls, there was little cohesion within ;.EH, HHE__H;FM
D_..__Hz.. 5 /089
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Partners, [T]he
shed concede |,

mro a m.nmn. H—N-.__b._.ln 2 5 fe _-__.-nn.z_..

{ dont ..E.. Jean .._._a classes. fin in section A sntel shel i section B
They stick the rich bidy in fection A and the poar ones in B, they

Want us to learn that poor mears seupi
ipicd, We Bate them but what
the hell _ . Blow wp the school

“Huan.ﬁ quote me,” another classmate later rexted o Raffinot,
Cathy [sic] was always what we used—in the days when onc wis
really innocent—io call a 'slut.™

I read the high [sic] School
book. Wow. She was qnu_._._ﬂ
off the wall, Drugs?
Insaniny??
. . . Why is anybody writing abour
her, excepr as

A0 7 Aner Kottty Ak

a clinical srudy? - - -
riveted that what |

['am
was livde

saw when she
pubbled up into what she .
became. I seea screwed up lirtle
giel.

.. And an "adult” ravaged by
drugs and real, clinical [sic]
_Hﬂ-H._._. (o

... Poor thing

seerns 1o have been alone,

with no one o Jock her

away, and ger her berter,

... Ip is so odd that this is
being treared seriously

Like the emperor has no
clothes.

I have to say chat there is
brilliance there. Buc it is so

perverted

By the craziness.

What got this stared?
We shld talk again when

¥ Can -ﬂ- M more.

Right now, | have o watch
Wolf hallt

All the former classmares Raffinot spoke to recalled thar Acker
was known at the school for being intellectually, socially, and




Wt

SCX ._._.HH._..u__. Precoc
The school _En_hwﬂ”%w.r At the same time, 5
tonk turns invirin _D,r__u_m_w1 cach Friday, _,u._...nmm_nn.nm. Uk,
free afternoo g each other home 5 r,s “VEryane ip, their ﬂ_“__.

N h _.__ oRrther Except for Acke e lunch ang Spend "_r__

vertheless, on | . r

Karen Weil| ______._nxumu._nﬁnmzw_nmqrcar Page,

. A
ickname Cassan o P

gap teeth, fuyl] |3

& woman with dra): an erape

_ ;
P, and 4 .ﬂ_.z,__:En.f

Some peaple think that Kathy it o bearmib.

an existentialise: by Karhy says thar she i by "

Sust plajn Kathy,

the yearbook committee wrote on her page

Whatever she is, shes di ; ;
members of her class; ey oy it o

g . she reads mare: and she acts more grani-
) i e practices a studied monchalance, taking things in her
stride, letting trivial masters 0 ane ear and onr the other. Her
close friends complain aof her “stupid look. " Thir laok is anly the
Jacial expression that she uses when she Frears che wames of baseball
Players and selevition actors thar she canar recogiise, Jt i poisible
shar in the next shipment of boaks to Indlia Kashy might be added
to the cargo, for it is moticed thar she aften har wnreasonable
arguments with Mrs. Bacon. Despire Koatleys exotic, but sometines
eroteric mind, she might, ane day, return to Lenav, as the Poes

Lawreare.

Although she never wrote or even thought much abour Acker
after high school, Linda Mueller Vasu remembers her well. To
her, the rivalry between Acker and her and her ewin sister, Susan,
was more of a friendly, academic competition. She agreed with
the other ex-classmares about Lenox: it was a school without
strong admission standards thar assembled a weird mix of girls.

i ’ 2B !

T sufficiently .._n_nnm:mmmm,
any opportunity
o halls of Lenox
i Gogol, and
_«Kathy,” she said,

; f
hough intellectual commitred Enavnﬂrn
*was @ Father un happy, thot the Formarion 0@ Mission of Ka _.u_.
« Lenox class. [t is casy ©© e :n NYC at the rime.
th ible that was Lenox 1
Acker in the nny crucibie n__h......._..n mn_.-__u.n___ art _“_ﬂ___.r_.h_.r..

Afrer Wellesley, Mueller arended gradt b Sylvire Lotinger

;SR tudied - semiotics Wit

" ::_EHJ_.._:M_”,_M ,«”.:nﬂ several years later at @ benefic party
whiogs ket ine. When Raffinot reached her,
downtown for File magazine. i X § irl’
Mucller-Rasu was teaching Oedlipus Rex at the Connecticut giris
schoal where she now works, and it seemed uncanny 1o “_..—nq
because, preparing to speak about Acker, she'd done some online
research and obscrved the way her life and career have been
treated as mythic. “Kathy," she said, "was a mess. She had the
ook of a young girl who was neglected. Mot just that she didn't
care, but that no one cared. Not her mother or anyone else. Her
shoes were scuffed, her clothes were ruffled, she smelled bad.
Nobody ever went to Kathy's apartment. The only rime anyone
ever saw her mother was ar graduation. She was always in the
margins, a shadow.” Like Linda and Susan, whose parents were
&5.&35&. “she related strongly to Thomas Hardy, with his
...._n.w.wn Nn—uunh.m.:mﬁ.:u of disappointment in life and in love, and
imtractable fape"

Fragments of memories, nightmares, and dreams of the
school recur throughour Acker's writing. Lesbian schoolgirls
uw__n__imm% as Sadean subjects and whores, but most of all, u.
Feeling of deep isolation. Like the images of William S, Bur.
roughs’s St. Louis childhood and his cast of

Turgene¥s T

underworld

characrers lifted from boyhood pulp fiction, with such colorfil
d, a handful

names as Salt Pork Mary and the Sanctimonious Kj

L Y-
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of ghosts an
_..Hl_.ﬂ mm_—nh :._
Schoolgiq],

d scre
en i
8 MeMmories floy, ACTosg .
Brandmather' :
Bray ciries
) the T r
e + imes § i
owy Central Park Chyig s m_ﬁ

s W,
stepfather, 4 wealdey | : tmases, a girlish, Mothg m_n_;wa
are the leshian sch 4 i disappeared biologicy] f _.Ju, osh
Jean Se. pi . oolgirls, the despised Muelle Ather. Ther

+ LICrre, their _un.,_n-f.ﬂ..m Enel: T IWins angd Miss
u____..___,......__mu..xh.&ﬁ of oy nglish teacher. Miss St Piorre T

Writes in My Mother, Demonology

ﬂﬁ.,m__nm_ over the library, [ ygp Aty o __ﬁ._wﬁ_‘_“a&w& Poor, Miss 8¢ Pivers

’ - An this place Miy &
ked like my mogh AE
showed me books 1o read. .M___z M_H_m__.m E_Mu?, that she weasnt beautiful,
long since moved 1o the Fn lish De Dol e

- glish Department at Phillips Academ
received an award for ourstandi i "
attended I dngiaedd ; ng teaching.) fn the school thar 1
a bad smell Lﬂh“. .n _.n..wﬂih_@_ 24 __.m__n__.:.w. that pain, if anything i

" - tricd to run away from rhe pain marmed child-
hood tIE way you would flush a huge shit down the toiler. 've been
running ever since. The masochist O of Pauline Réage's novels
..i_._n.” appears in Acker's 1983 Grear Expecrations will become

O." short for "Ostracism™: 1 knew that I didw' belong in this
saciety of only girls; I was strange; I tried po hide my strangeness . . .
The girls couldn’s ostracize me because [ wasm'’t one af them . . .
All of Us Girls Have Been Dead for So Long, she writes in Pussy
King of the Pirates, her last full-length work.

She roughened up when she went to Brandeis. Her friend
Mel Freilicher recalls her hanging out with “the very coolest
upperclassmen” and shoplifting from Desipn Research. As her
dorm mate Sue Shapiro would later confide to Len Neufeld, she
was known for having very loud sex in the dorms. When she
made a halfhearted amtempr ar slicting her wrists, rwe of her dorm
mates slit theirs, and the resident adviser begped her o stop
before they all bled to death. Nomwithstanding *._..._, dramaric,
rebellious behavior at Brandeis, Ackeer yeud all the dme.

A | Aher Rttt Acke

* in May 68 and
he classes held
dies didn't last long,

45 not much in

- W
ory degree. [here  enrolled, she

no longe i
, Even Ern:twrﬂn,”wm:m Greek and arrending
ﬁ .

-oned and sewed
baked bread, designe
fren depressed. Cocooned
best times were spent
d Go. It wasn't until the next fall thar

i and she met the two people whod
d her lifelong friends.

inued his s

days on the cam

1ib. At home she
hes. Bob Acker was O
harsh world, their

spent mMOSL -
e Poerry Cl

her own clot
rogether against 3
playing cards. chess, a
Acker's world opened up,
hecome her first important mentors an

- .

David and Eleanor Antin drove out from New York in F_...n 68
with all their belongings crammed into an old n..hE.u_._uﬁ“ David was
going to start teaching thar fall a UCSD. They were in Phoenix,
he later remembered, the day Andy Warhol was shot. Three days
later, nrun_m:m into a desert motel, they heard the radio news that
Robert E Kennedy had just been assassinated. Both Antins had
grown up in New York. Theyd been deeply involved with the
downtown culural world, bur they'd goten bored by the end of
the '60s. The scene had become }Fﬂnn_u_rh_umn_ anxious, and
inbred, and they saw no reason to stay there, "It was] the last gasp
of Minimalism . . . Pop was over. So was the grear Judson Theater
smuff,” Eleanor Antin would later remember. She'dd just finished

Blovd of a Poet Box, her first major conceprual work, comprised of

a collection of microscope slides filled with blood drawn from ene

hundred poet and ardst friends and u.n.ﬁ_hu.w:.nn.-._nnm.. She wasn

exhibiting yet, but everyone knew about Antin’s project. Giving

Hur ool e prtf e, Ac e prie

. openings, shed bring our her Sewing Susan kit

=\

ef 4

M




and reag m,.. _ ing H_._z. . |

been one M._M.w.””-.q:.w n_mhwnu._ 5 In wrinng and arp, ._.n””_““wu“._n“n_my:ﬂw
ins '

2 o T i e taught a class i hjs _._“_nh

idea what ro ex
. ) pect. Bur as he)
poctic essay “acalifornia—the g sy

Paul Brach was unfazed. Brach

—.mn..n —thq. O mn._. u._.mu_
ErvioLs ﬂﬁh—.u..ﬂ_.:. T.mu ?Uuh- _”_.E.- antisy
assured him:

i <« o d1ll be very good peaple
1iis come to your classes  they wont know whas youre talking
aboue youll be talking abowr are ill make them feel better because
Jyoure talking abour it

Meither of the Antins had spent any time in California, but
when David flew out to take a look ar the job, he was impressed
by how provisional everything seemed. A small earthquake hit
the same day. Warching the palms shake and water spill our of
the pools, he thought, “This is the right place to be.” Wharever
the furure contained was already there. California, it seemed,
would either lead the U.5. over a cliff or lead it back ro safey.
The La Jolla campus, built on a tract of land obrained from the
U.S. Department of Defense, struck him as a group of scien-
tists “standing around with an open checkbook under a palm
tree.” Conceived as a rerreat-like research institure, the sprawling
campus had opened just eight years earlier Located at the heart
of the U.S. military-industrial complex, the new university was
committed to supporting curring-edge work, nor only in the
sciences but in the arts and humanities. To .n_.__n disgust of the
larger San Diego community, the Marxist philosopher Herbert
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pechaps ACPIDE L belonged: Acke ;,E__m
rory from Brandcis 0 ucsD, o

followed Eﬁ“:“wﬁ.uﬂn _nd chief acolyte. In

ded Marcuse’s classes or
f anything, they and their m:n:n_m. M._M._.n ﬂ_...
[ “ti m hands,” David Antl
By ..M, kind of middle Euro-
who used © kind

__._R__nn_:u_ his

.. that she'd
."_._.Emﬂuw Acker was Marcuse ‘
fact, neither she not Bob Acker atte

knew him at u=—. [
with him. 10
_..u_.mum_.w_..._ later describe the great man as -
an intellectual, sort af elderly .:E:..HE . st
ﬂn. rade down the La Jolla streets with his hands be pine
Whumuu if he were walking down the streets in some wonder _
German city peering at the bakery windows, looking longingly
" When a Marcuse acolyte

at whipped cream cupcakes.
sttacked Martha Rosler's work, the whaole art department rose

her.
e ns to leave the East Coast to

Thase who accepted invitatio
teach at UC San Dicgo found themselves well m__._ﬁﬁw..ﬂm finan-
cially but intellecrually and culourally marooned in different and

similar ways. As Antin would write:

hrﬁmmﬁwsﬁamﬁsﬁikmnﬂmhsﬁﬁi%qmbhkhﬁﬁ
returned to (952 all the women ware white gloves [ hadnkt seen
anything like this since the fifties and evert then living in new

york 1 bacdnt seen very miuich of it and here there were the people

wiha Lived in L jolla in ranche sunta fe and on poins loma theyre
mggbn:gﬁh.ﬂgh _E._E_&hﬁ:_“nnkﬁakq?dnt_ the
mierr wware dark blur blazery witk brass buttons and oream colored
pants wirh cheok shirs and they all warched the stock market . . .
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HE cvent completed ar she e

beach and so £
bus n,ﬂiah% w Mqﬁaa._nf s el 2 EEHMH H& %
there were relasively Jears afier we came they EH.__..“&..H. ER.E.:
might it was like H cars running on it especially ar .n. a
warching a kind of eccentrically Hﬁ“ﬁaﬂ
f

sculpture a .
Eh.hnnﬂnwwn”“_.uﬂE:ﬁ_\.nntktu.?&%nunaah
if you went o your front wind o
ﬁh H“h.l.

L_m_._.,h_m._“:__._ this slaping lawn and looked toward the
%E%E ociock you rosuld stana rhere for fioe ar i mine
re you saw two or three cars go by . . .

_._n__w_“pnn“uu._._”m u_...nn_ his family were secded, Antin had wo figure ou

ow he would reach. He knew that when undergrad
students signed up for a poery class, they assumed theyd be
challenged to bare their innermost souls, Reluctant to deal with
hundreds of bad student poems, much less the real pain from
which they arose, he adopted 2 quasi-Oulipian rule. “Look,” he
recalls telling them, “I'm not good at psychology. But do me 3
favor, let's work this way. You can write abeout anything in the
world you want except . - - somebody else knows merc abour it
than you, and it's already in 2 book in the library. Go ©@ the

library and steal ic.”

didn’t know what
wrilers nh._rﬂn_ o her then {as they mlk n.w

s E.__”_u M..._m_.:_ about the imporance of “finding her voice

+ %
‘ L]
{ her friends, had many
i her that =he like most © .
Eqm.., ﬂ...:m_“:n.“n“uﬂume. maybe none- [ ikewise, the idea Mm _:..._”H_“_m
d ¥
shi ”“_m:n. creating relarable characters .m.;”nEthE_ﬂu.ﬂn nwum_u.n,ﬂh_
o worth making- Antin's idea thar writing © o
“M_ nd around other texrs removed that pressure .uun_ o mm.“_,..
: freedom. Eventually this rechnique, whi
" became central ©

would come 1o be called “appropriation, DESEELC
acker's soybe and inrellecnual strategy: This writing is all just fake
(copied from other writingl 10 you showuld go awdy #na T
of it, she'd write in her 1983 “Translations of the Diaries of Laure
the Schoolgirl.”

“Cio 1o the library.” Antin instructed his class, “find some-

one who's already written ahout something better than you
could possibly do at this moment in your life, and we'll con-
sider the work of putting the pieces rogether like 2 film. Within
about four or five weeks.” he said, they Wwere “producing won-
decfully quick, shifting beautiful things like race drivers
shifting gears.” Throughout her career Acker would describe

iced herself to David Ancin. The idea, he

explained, wasn't just 1o cut and paste things by rote. bur o

find the connections berween disparate realities. “A piece of
Aeschylus and a plumbing manual have to be brought together
in some sort of way. You could make it be like a car collision on
I-5" . . . or then again, “you might want to slip things into each
other, as if Aeschylus was being odomized by the plumbing
manual.” After a while the students began finding the library
wo far 1o walk and began faking it, all the while claiming they
were using found sources. Freed from the demand of creating
“ariginal” work, they sxarted making things up. Antin, who
thought he didn't know how to teach, became on< of the most -

popular reachers at UC San Dicgo.
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writing poetry, altho
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Himﬂ mﬁ.-u._ﬁ& h m_.u ..m_._ﬂ .TN.&_.: .—uET—-HTﬂ&. uﬂu_nn.v_.m_.n "
ye e e A exchange poems the day sfus .
withiin Emmn_ﬂ n them clicked right away, Th s
_ » maybe days. “The first rim s .Em.z_.."ﬂ
a friend of hers, Bee ; € we were sitting with
» Bee, ralking and playing foousi
looked away. She gave me such i omsiiv—and Bobker
found a little restroom m:M“n gy ..ma i B
locked the doors and used ..,.nnMn_“M._._nrn rlagweas acand
“The fa WP
s ?d”Q“.FﬁﬂnquH both married didn't mean shie. In 1969 1
) ?_H nty-seven years old. Kathy was wenty-two,
twenty-three. Martha and [ were never happy. I was looking for an
escape. | felt inadequate in my marriage, but not with Kathy. She
mm:.._uﬁmnn_ very little of me. She needed support and approval and
Em_njmuwﬁ to go along and be with her, and that was easy.”
Similarly, from the first months of her marriage 1 Bob,
Kathy felt trapped. She knew she'd been wrong about marrying
him, maybe wrong about marrying at all. In New York with Len
Neufeld, she considered the end of her marriage with some con-
fusion, but not much regrer. Writing in one of her notebooks at

West 163rd Street:
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o o quidna I wndht

feeting® qradd fur frre the

st 1 ol
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M
ngid doing and
o to for life hecanse e

ends, many of whom had married just

casual hookups were comman.

Among their group of fri
san Diego, and larer on in

ra have sex in their late teens,

From the time they got together in
New York, Acker and Neufeld saw other people: often at the

As Martha Rosler recalls, “You went to a party and
you got stoned and you felr like sleeping with someone, you slept
with them. They were a friend . - - And it was all very low-key.
You could sleep with a friend without it becoming something.”
But soon Neufeld and Acker's relationship did become some-
thing, Acker called Neufeld at home endlessly, asking for help
and complaining abour her depressed, angry husband. Could he
help her ger Bob out of bed? And each time, he went. Soon he
began bringing her back to his and Rosler’s Solana Beach home.
Since their child was still too young for day care, Rosler spent
most days at home making art and taking care of the kid. Soon,
much to Rosler’s chagrin, Acker’s presence became part of their
domestic routine. “Oh,” she thought. “Hi Kathy. Thar's nice.”
She recalls making dinner for them “while they're doing teenage
things, making big posters for poetry readings. I remember ane
scene where I'm putting stuff out on the table, and they're sitting
“:. the man“_...im_” the table drawing posters. And | ...H:m__..__m.rr I've
cen married to this guy for six, : : .
wrong with this Eﬁwﬂﬂ; iy Sl e e Ykt e

same fime,
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no, it wasn't "ictorian—"a big wood g
- especially fixed up” use painged
Neither of thei up —and Bob Breen—
of their CXEs . Acker mioved
ments, bu were thrilled with a5
i _. b U cveryone did their best ¢ g
I ples hung out with the Antins Eﬁ__a dapt. Ofien, the wo
ﬂ ﬂ.ﬁ n._-—\ﬂﬁh. tﬁfw m_ﬁ'h._ﬂﬁ. ﬂnﬁﬁh—mu EH..ﬂ.-.E _n_.._.um.-ﬂ..—. ‘.n—.._ﬂH_..n_.m o -_.n.h—n Hﬂ__...m
And very ha & enny was madly in love with
PPy very satisfied” At ch he.
Acker’s look as “sort of Tuu_..n..r. o twenoy-two, Rosler recalls
form—she'd bee ¥ Ohe e e v ol
n to Brandeis, she ; a
Lo Blasks ol o Tt g Brandeis type, you
. Jewish and smart and self-
i vilisEle. B self-confident, bur
e. Her persona was about being the vi ]
from the Upper East Sid i g sho visin—a 1
Lick” Roder wis n_u_.nnnnn_."w.mnn be a waitress down on her
i already deeply involved in antiwar and other
M_M itical movements; Acker and Neufeld were not. Rosler won-
En_..s__r___. Acker needed to take up with Neufeld just ro leave
mn_u m.?n needed to send our these calls for help—rescue me.
Which is hard to respect. Kathy was sending up balloons saying
Rescue me, rescue me. She tried to seem fragile.” But then again,
Rosler observed, “Kathy's whole persona depended on an endless
series of reflecting, fictive personas, like a hall of mirrors.” Regarding
child care, Rosler and Neufeld arrived at an uneasy détente.

To Len Neufeld, the months he spent with Acker in 5an
and happy. Bur theyd decided ro be writers,

that New York was the best place to put out

Diego were exciting
finished his

and they both knew
their work and meet 0
coursework, they left for

ther writers. As soon s he
New York.
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D e sew March 8, 2000
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nto the huge, empty five-room West

ufeld had once chared with Rosler.

his fellowship checks, but

enrolled, the payments
weeks of arriving, Acker had acute pain
d went to the hospital. There, she
ammatory disease (PID), an
women aged twenty-one o
people with—multiple
The Childlike Life of the

ey moved i
ment Ne
rinued receiving
¢ was no longer

In New York. th
163rd Sereet apart
For a while, he con
once it was dear that b
stopped coming. Within
in her pelvis and abdomen an
was diagnosed with pelvic infl
Jffliction most common among
wenty-five who have—or have sex with
partners. As <he'd wrire four years later in
Black Tarantula:
Haﬁagﬁi?ﬁﬁm%niuﬁﬂﬁ meer writers. | have
no money, na way of gerting mancy no friends in New York no
parens. Get Pelvic Inflamumsatory Disease, walk inte Calumbia Pres-
byterian clinic: weman vomis blood over floor . . . [T Thwee fours
Later i mow in shock slightly hallucinating docror gives me four
shows of penicillin in as . . gives me endles bottles of nnthetic opium
and Nembutal to sut me up. A month laser I even sicher:

And again, in [ Dreamz | Wias a Nymphamaniac: Imagining:
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New Yark to be an artist. It was summer. The air became horer

and hotrer. People, driven crazy by heat, hit cach other aver the
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Lmﬂn_m_nm? wasn’t dy; COPS, came back 1 e

He [
Was screaming too Dhelthify

The ]
,___HE_EE was the worst hell | bad ever feey
in.

Fri m,_.:n_.:.ﬂm_u‘ ill, she needed do
family for help, but they
her withdrawal from Bra

ct Por
= ”a and _._..n.m.ﬂ:n, She asked ber
fused her. Grudgingly, they
: R 45 e i A
Srry ot this s otk 7 ; er marriage to Bob Acker 3
at a Jewish soci €y« imagined for a girl whod com
society ball and attended the Le : S
years. And now, still i T e e
v still married o Acker, shed fled oo
a graduate stud i . St e
ent with no real professi h
futher and marrid ion who was already a
o : arried to somebody else. No wonder she'd caughs
> ) m_..n ronic condition frequently caused by such STDs as
nm_ ”uﬂ. ea. When Acker skipped the rehearsal for the Jewish
ebutante ball to go out with P Adams Sitney, her mother had
slapped her in the face and called her a whore; had she been
J..___.Hﬂﬂm“".. ___qm...w_‘_wnu_. ._ﬂ.mun_..-h_ on me when I was sick, she'd write in her
diary, obviously didn't give a damn if I died then called me up and
told me that I had given my father a heart atsack. She felt ruly
poor for the first time, and completely alone.

Thinking about how ro get money, she and Len Neufeld looked
through the Village Voice classified ads. The minimum wage in
New York at the time was §1.85, which made Bob Wolfe's ad,

its promise of £100 per day, decply appealing. Meither

with
done sex work before. Srill, the

Acker nor Neufeld had ever
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i Pe than she. Never-
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theless, at the timeé the entrance 1o WO ke g
squdio didn't seem like 2 descent into @ fiery pit. M n”,mn . L#
good gig. The films Wwere hard-core, but as Hu.__.n:mu rec rnr
“Kathy wasn't scared, because it was a safe situarion. If she ._. d
the other person, she enjoyed it Often 1 twok her, even if we
were not working as a couple.”

Throughout her career, in book after book, Acker would
describe the cyclic despair of doing sex work to buy medicine s0
she could keep on doing sex work, crafting these months of her
life into something more allegorical than her actual life on West
1631d Street. In Algeria (1984), she'd reprise most of the Santa
Claus skiras 2 nﬂn:ﬁ_.._u_.

mET

_h.._m__._ Zﬁ.._.___.._w_

Ovar: There are lots of men out here. { Painring io the audience
and looking ar them with wide eyes). They're all searing at me and
theyre waiting for me to take my clothes aff.

Hacene (kmows bel got a real loamy this dmel: Mz Fendermast,

thir 1r-a privaie office.

Her years in New York with Len Neufeld would be retold as a
fable; a young woman’s descent into an endless vortex of
exploitation and poverty.
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: pecially the maoney for all the medicines by starri
oo o im gex films, She had thought of earning ber money this _E____
_mﬁu_.hEn when she had gone to a top Eascern university a _.__Hq_"._.u_u.
[riend had rold ber her face was ravishingly beautiful. She bad
gorten these beginning model jobs &y looking in the back pages of
the Village Viice. Then men had told her she was too nice a gir 1o
be an escort and why didn’t she go back to school or they pulled
her leotard away from her breasts and told her her bressts wiere
too Large or too small. She was very athamed of her breass. She
hadn't been gesting maney for @ while and more important phan
money, though shats all-important, she bad 1o keep working i

show herself she was surviving whatever she had ro do
—Greas Expectations, 1983
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Ohver the years, as she experienced new forms of grief, the rone of
these stories and their effect on the narrator would shift. Her
picaresque tales abour a young woman's economic survival in old-
time New York during the era of sexual liberation would be recast
as dirges. Engaged, in her early forties, in a disastrous sado-
masochistic affair with a married lover, and suffering whar scemed
like a public _u_.cmuu&.n_nu_ humiliztdon when her UK publisher
issued an apology on her behalf 1o the mass-market writer Harold
Robbins for her appropriation of a fragment of one of his novels,
shed revisit these early experiences as something more somber
o of Eros and Thanatos. No longer Moll Flan-
llections of sex work to enter the deachly,
Oshima's In the Realm of the Senses.

ders, shed use her reco
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except when she was working in the sex show o _a__n.u_?.. the %:.ﬂ
amgibiotics she now had to take . . - When be was n_&...:a:m prmping
and he could relax, my boyfriend took acid, Describing their Santa
Claus routine, she writes: the docior wias beginning 10 control her.
As control always works, through imaginacion . - . “Are there really
men owut theve who wan you and, if 5o, bhow do they want you?" As
he said this, the doctor’s right hand reached under the girls skiTe . . .
The audience cowld see that his hands were beginning to give her
pleasure. “ls your body lying?™ . . . The doctor was beginning to

character—

Memariarn Id become “my rapist :

carlier books a3
Taking ™Y pedicing

control, Sa the girl turned around and kissed him.
During the months she was writing Identity, she was walking

outdoors under a bridge with her married lover, and when he

told her to strip, she did. He caressed her skin with a knife, and
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[ want to bring in the total way we experience, she wrote in her
1971 West 163rd Streer diary . . . if S pur all this down step by siep
___.__.E.u___wm itll be obvious how things work . . . Iim wondering if in this
stuff I'm not going slow enough . . . which is what fucked up my kst
series . . . [ want to be able to pur down on the spot how 1 experience
cach event even these words make it seem like theret an inside expe-
riencing mechanism and an outside event because 1 constantly

_”. change lie forget the lie was a lie am tap of that I want a record of the
“ way in which I remember . . .

[t was probably February. By now they were working one day
a2 week ar Fun City, and there was plenty of time, and enough
which she liked to spend: a ring for $18; a §75 designer

money: .
marniacally spend everything presents i keep ui me going

outfit: [
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n anything clse

Jetermination t
sperate 10
mmr._w was struggling hard,
strated.”
her shoe dropped when the ic.,._*.m_ﬁ__ﬂﬁ.n_
i ; .v. The couple were performing one © their
HMMQH_M_P _“rmuwﬂmnﬁ n._um_.:nm thar Neufeld had his hand on her
genitals. Arrested for public lewdness, they were booked. mﬁmnuq
printed, and nterviewed by a young cop who asked them, “Are
you on drugs?” Acker used her right to a call © phone P Adams
Sitney, who'd watched them perform at Fun City, bur it was Bob
Wolfe who bailed them out che next day. The night she spent in
jail would inspire “THE WHORES IN JAIL AT NIGHT" section of her

1979 story, New York City in 1979,
The charge was eventually dismiss
owner Marty Hodas, but the case dragged out
dares, We had to be in court at 9:30 the thivd session
lewdness cases the court-room was the big fat stinking
politician . . . the fucking lawyer kepr taking forever 5 million deals
with the DA . . . most of the criminals were black may they live
forever ity the assshole of the shittiest bureaucricy that will exist,
she'd write in her diary. Or, as she'd recraft the scene in Crreat
Expecations: [tlhe hippy male was wearing a Bill Blass suir. The
hippy female was wearing a middle-price gray suwit with an ascot.
They wanted to show the judge they were a cut above his wswal defen-
dant . . . Then the boss appeared and walked up to the judge . . .

“Haven's I paid you enough?™ "Nos here,” the judge loudly replied,
As Neufeld recalls, they weren't nwﬁanww__.u____ scared or upser
about being in jail. Still, they'd had enough. Unable to actually
quit Fun City, they had a screaming hght with Bob Wolfe and
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later wroge
n her dia v
J__r .ﬁ.ﬂu_ ._______.m,h I mwn.ﬂ
Slesh apart, Len Neufeld recalls EH ick her guts out and tea her

any female fri
¢ friends. Bur on the other hand, she was finding ths
[

Lenny's desire
to fuck the women we m
eet . L . separtees mie from

other wom
en and forces me to as usual live in a male society the

straight wo id in thi ;
...__,mn_._w_._ men h_ﬁ_..s_ this collusion . . . Iris begped Kathy ro o
er husband in order to kee g -
gy HEE p peace between the two cou-
ples, an thy tried it, but even though she admired his work
she found ._.Mh__nmn..ﬂ Mac Low a bi i 5 Y sl
. a bir weird, and she wasnt arracred.
er _.._._u_... .umh.rmu: developed a huge crush an Kathy, which went
H“H_.._.n..n_.ﬂ_.nmaﬁ”_w _u__..b_.mm.,. when his marriage to Iris Lezak ended, Jack-
. ..d thy he'd never love anyone excepr Iris for the rest of
his life. He missed her terribly. [T7he political economic and social
repercussions of this lunacy are our death the funereal position of this
country, Kathy concluded.

Still, she continued to write, to this kind of lunacy, and
through it. She began tiding her diasies, as if they were deliberate
works, which in a sense they always had been. Even though
“Poems 5/71—6/71" contained no actual poetry, she was a poct
in the sense of the word as she and her friends understood it.
Fleanor Antin's Blood of a Poet Bex included plasmatic samples
from Carolee Schneemann and Yvonne Rainer because Antin

D |

Ackar

& Adrer Bty

ker read at the S, Mark’s Hum.n.J__. _..Mw_nﬂ_
was the first ime she'd read in New York
tatic. AS she'd write in “Poems 3/71—
Muarks last night warm respanses
n listening made me realize that I was ..qwmﬂanm, for
theyd feel conmected. In a lewer ©© Hnuc_.“., ot nq.“__.m_w.
berg, she reports, [ decided [ wasn't & poet Eﬁ I ﬁ_‘ ﬁ H “u“:
publicly aloud 50 Lenmy o | went to St. h_..mh._& £ i P
shit and it was very beautifil 1 feel all veligious all these women
were coming up fo me afterward and saying YOuT stuff gt really
great it really soved me so Im feeling serrific - . . As she'd affirm
in the diary: fo make this poem not only my blood but my work [
hate to angelicly constantly publicly read this aloud publish it make
myself knawn and beard
Rothenberg was impressed and touched by her work. He
offered to show it to someone he knew at Dial Press, whose
aiithors included Elizaberh Bowen, James Baldwin, and Morman
Mailer, but she was wary. [ don's think [ want to publish with Dial,
che wrote him, [1d] have to stress the 42nd Street shit that’s only 1
part and is NOT what my writings aboue fove love Kathy.
By the end of the year, her living situation with Neufeld had
badly deteriorated, Her handwritten December diary, signed
and ritled “DIARIES | DIARY OF THE WORLD™ recounts fights and
slammed doors, brief reconciliations, and misunderstandings.
More pertinently, for the first time, she divides the text into sec-
tions with a series of intertitles, a technique Acker would use
throughout her career in all her published writing. END OF THE
DIARY: DREAMS IN THE NIGHT, she writes at the top of one of the
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qh.___‘m_hnu__. bﬂuﬂ_ﬂﬁ#mah.

___#nm. _._E.n
v _Tﬂ qﬂnn.ﬁn_ ...m_.n__
mer of 1972, she wrore Th ps off. In

but rambl;
3 Ing and self- i
remained ﬁ:m.cr:m_._nn_ ...E_“n__hw_n_..u.:u experimena) work ¢hs
ot diast : Il arter Tnﬂﬁﬁbﬁr.g !
taries she might have kepr or | - YHhatever notebooks
”_.._.w-ﬂ_._.H. MH._.Q H_.-ﬂ Hﬂ.m-.. Eﬂ._.-_.ﬁ—uu M—.: H—W..- COTETS Wrirten _u.nH._.r.ﬂﬂZ _._u-._._._u..___.
The Childlike Life of the 73—when she started wridng
o J the Black Tarantula—have di
ver the years, in New York and Lo - cThppra
became mane carublished, che i ndon, as her reputation
hopa-and deliyes H..En_nun M,Enwcaru and letters to book-
privace collect b . perhaps these papers exist in
nﬂ_num._.hqnﬂhn.,,mﬁc‘mm In :
finally tell Le A T R
¥ nny MNeufeld in August 1972, and fo
R p Hk » and for two years after
i evastated. It's likely, however, thar during her last
months in New York she formed m_mn_..n_mrmm_m and acquaintance-
ships with other peer writers.
| ...H;r.mqmm no .wu__.-w;. that Acker artended Bernaderte Mayer's
u_m._._.:ﬂ.m,_ Memery exhibidion, installed at Holly Solomon’s 98
Greene Street loft in February 1972, The show was subscantially
reviewed in The Village Voice, and—like Antin's Blood of a Poet
Box—everyone knew abour it. Two years older than Acker,
Mayer was already a key figure in New York's performance, arr,

and poetry scene. Berween 1967 and 1969 sheld edired the
9 magazine with Vito Acconci. Like Acker,

New York

3 . until the gy,
ing Bombing of . Amevica, 3 shory

influential @ o
Mayer was a student of classics. Born into a working-class

family in Queens, orphaned in her early teens, Mayer’s training

B2 / Adter Kalty ACkD l_._..._ /
]

and she received her B.A. from

wok place ! hool )
rhe New m.n: :M*. | 116 photographs taken aver Hr:m.qwrﬁm.._n _&EM
T I ¥ r: i ¢
e xﬂ._rm:e: was accompanied by a series atapcies _unr
in July, the her journals and notes recounting eac

of Mayert reading from
day. Even more rigorously
_..n.ﬂnlq:n_:,... Memary m_uann ;
to 4 point of near mnr__...‘n_um..._.mzﬁ..
written, “Whereas the very intensity © , . £
Memory paradoxically atomizes personal E.ﬁ_m:n.nnn into an end

less flow of pictures and recited Hnb:nﬁ_a_dﬂ its n:&n.qu_.:ﬁ is
distributed among various functions that dont necessarily cohere

into a single self.”

“After | finished doing ir,” Mayer recalled in a 2007 conver-
cation with Charles Bernstein, "I rorally wenrt insane.” Mayer
entered intensive psychoanalysis and persevered with a follow-

up, textual project, Srudying Hunger. The book begins:

systematic than Acker’s writing
the author-as-subject’s perception
As the scholar Liz Kotz has
£ surface derail in Mayer's

Listen

[ began all this in April, 1972. 1 wanted to try to record, like a
diary, in writing states of consciousness, my states of consciousmess,
as fiully as I could, every day, for one month. A month always seems
like a likely imespan, if there is one, for an experiment. A month
gives you envugh time to feel free to skip a day bur not so mmech
cirme thar you wind wp fucking off camplerely

! had an idea before this thas if a human, a writer, could come up
with o workable code, or thorthand, for the ranscription of every
event, every motion, every transition of his or her own mind, &
could perform this process of translation on himself, wsing the
code, for @ 24-hour period, he or we or someone could come wp

with a great piece of languagefinformarion.
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nd, how intentions

ha

EMotiongf g ience.

1 work as obserper s thoughs 1 haye taken 4

: of self in Droces,
DIARIES, find hu”ﬂ.ﬂ”“q e
And, a language should b, wsed tha,

notes/leaps side of language border ;
barely, observation ¢ analysis, Bur
analysis to “keep going, " then ler it
mulate daea,

data," oppase MEMORE

Hays o the obseruasions
which seems 1o sepiarate, jus
if the language must resart 1
i : be closer to that than 100 “scey-
e bmjnn_nﬁ BoIng £ a pose; accumnulate data ir a pose

s 80 wse nﬁﬁaa_niﬂﬂu\wwkmﬁaawnfa?uiﬂﬁ
uﬁ:&ﬁﬁ%ﬂgqnw,&nngbﬁ& what moving is

And, to do this withour remembering N

Bernadette Mayer would become an important, though never
nn_Eni_nn_mR_ influence on Acker's subsequent work through the
mid-1970s. She made a great deal of efforr to strike up a casugl
friendship with the more established and accomplished writer.
After leaving New York, she wrote postcards and letters to
Bernaderte Mayer and other writers she'd met at the Sr. Marks
Poctry Project: Barbara Baracks, Harris Schiff, and Jim Brodey.
but her most continuous and apparently one-sided correspon-
dence was with Mayer.

In July and August 1972, Acker paid an extended visit to San
Diego with Mel Freilicher, David and Eleanor Antin, and other
old friends. Neither she nor Len Neufeld knew it then, bur this
summer trip would precipitate the final .n:.&.:m of them as a cou-
ple. She gave a few readings in San Dicgo: At e IR

B [ Al oty Ak

e g " _

notebooks she'd kept in New

she nc_.__.mﬁunn a sin-

H._nﬁ..mrn. EE&, cetyping these wﬁwanﬂﬂ”w..ﬁnmn: would not
york. TYPIE ., poem OF @ story? The i red but emo-
gle text: Was it ¢ _womaw event, she n_,nu.rnm_ a n__m_....; e
atcs 18V hanging some of the original lines ! nd not
ripnal :HE:..R.” nm_.. and stronger Im sick _q.w.wmﬁ.mhuﬁmh -
o wake O i buried in one of the earlier handwritie

knowing wh Jonsi the final line of the text as a more stri-

Jjarics, would appear tcro of what its like to be
dent, mmw_ﬂ_.ua.._n statement, ing who I am. Most of
rwenty-three
the excerpts she used
Jescribes the look an
pimps, junkies, whores, and gay party boys,

bout busts, bail, and prison. .
u u._.“mua later, in an interview with Sylvére Lotringer, she would

cocall: [ was working in d 5ex show in Forty-Second ,m..q.umu and I b_nm
rwo lives, the poetry and the sex show . . . It preity radically nb.nah“k
my view of the world . . . You see people from the ?Ra.i up. a
sexual behavior, especially sex minus relationship—uwhich is E&E.
happens in 42nd Street—is definitely bortom. Then you see it i @
different way, especially power relationships in society . . - And [
think that never left me.

She typed up the text, double-spaced, adding the colophon
Papyrus Press, San Diego 1972, and brought it to an offser printer.
She was twenty-five years old. It was her first, self-published
work. She knew then that the rhetoric of the New Left didn'e
begin to describe the existential situation in the United Stares as
aptly as the dynamics of sex work. Her collaged text described
her brief and partly self-willed scason in hell in long, run-on
sentences, She offered no explicit analysis of this situation.
There were no explanartions, confessions, apologies. She called
the work Palitics.

wiere accounts .n._*..n_._ﬂ .m..T

4 smell of the club and the people she met:
with their stories
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father a number of years before. It was as if, by wri abogr
ggl&nfdﬁ%&aﬁ?ﬂ“
Together, the funds amounted to about $350 ($1,950 in today,
money), but theyd been withheld from her for years by her
parents. When she threatened to sue them, they agreed o release

the funds and, “under certain conditions,” pay for a trip to New
York. Her mother’s husband, Bud Alexander, was present u |
Acker's birth, and he was named as her father on her birth cenifi- _
cate. Acker always knew that her real father had abandoned her
mother when she was just three months pregnant, but during

this contretemps, Acker learned her biological father's name and
occupation for the first ime. Her mother’s long-ago disappeared

lover Donald Lehmann was the CEO of Wildroot Cream Oil, 2
Buffalo-based family business thar had been acquired by Colgate-
Palmolive in 1999.

Acker never contacted Donald Lehmann, but she continued
to think and write abour his abandonment throughout her life.

As she was going to read with some friends at the Poetry Pro- |
ject on February 18, she accepted her parent’s offer. Early that *
month, she flew to New York. It was during this trip that she met .
the artist Alan Sondheim, with whom she'd make Blue Tape: an
intimate, antagonistic video work that haunes him to this day.




