THIRST

Catherine Clover (sound-scape) and Dominique Hecq (poetry)

Context

The relation of poetry and lived experience derives from their subjection to language, hence desire. The relation of language and desire derives from their virtuality. When desire inhabits and activates the symbolic system of language, sovereign states of meaning come into existence, each with a scintillating harbour, green garden, a citizenry, and a tyrant. Virtuality has always been with us in the form of myth and fiction, for writing offers both representative experiences and words as experience. The real includes the virtual. Under the modern, post-modern or hyper-modern aegis, reality is shifting and multiple in perspective. Yet poetry by its nature is intimacy at a distance. Walter Benjamin writes of art: ‘The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity…. The whole sphere of authenticity is outside technical—and of course, not only technical—reproducibility’ (220). Thus when art meets with mechanical reproduction, which began with Gutenberg, or Antiquity’s scribes (as you will), the ‘aura’ of the work of art ‘withers’. Benjamin sees the work of art as inhabiting a ‘shell’, from which it might be pried open, thus destroying its aura. As things lose their aura, all objects are equal. I must confess that as a poet I am in horror of this perceived loss of aura, which seems to prize the contingent as arbitrary. Worse, I can see where it leads me to the simulacra. Why is this? John Ashbery has a way of answering the question: ‘… I cannot escape the picture / Of my small self in that bank of flowers: / My head among the blazing phlox / Seemed a pale gigantic fungus (Ash 28). In Ashbery as in most avant-garde poetry, traditional values such as lyricism often lie in hiding, to be unveiled by firther reading or changes in literary fashion, for as Charles Simic puts it, ‘poems… depend so much on whatever contemporary notion of the “poetic” was fashionable at the time… (106-07). These conceptual beliefs and paradoxes informed the philosophy and form of ‘Thirst’, the poem, with its ‘exploded’, almost affectless,  prologue and ‘closed’ lyrical epilogue.

Gertrude Stein once said: ‘After all, to me one human being is as important as another human being, and you might say that the landscape has the same values, a blade of grass has the same value as a tree. Because of the realism of the people who did realism before was a realism of trying to make people real. I was not interested in making the people real but in the essence or, as a painter would call it, value’ (Haas 16). Stein recognised what Benjamin calls now most unfashionably ‘the universal equality of things’ at the level of the word. As the material fact of language, words are given to artistic use. Of her method, she said: ‘I began to play with words then. I was a little obsessed by words of equal value…. You had to recognize words had lost their value in the Nineteenth Century, they had lost much of their variety, and I felt I could not go on, that I had to recapture the value of the individual word, what it meant and act within it’ (Haas 17). This re-creation of the word Stein intimates, further explains, and indeed, advocates, was a radical move creating a new real(ism) based on the material fact of word (their weight and volume and proximity to each other) rather than rhetorical unities. For Stein, then, the writerly work is based on surface relation rather than psychological depth or subjection to a transcendental signifier. And it is this which informs the audile-tactile model of the poem as performance piece. From here onwards true collaboration begins.

‘Nothing follows nothing except change’, writes McLuhan in a seminal work titled Understanding Media. ‘So the greatest of all reversals occurred with electricity, that ended sequence by making things instant. With instant speed the causes of things began to emerge to awareness again, as they had not done with things in sequence and in concatenation accordingly’ (12). Even as a post-modern citizen my identity is threatened with dissolution because I also belong to the old lineal reality while Catherine Clover is clearly a post-modern citizen of a new virtual culture for whom change, multiplicity, and simultaneity are facts of life and lived experience of art-forms. Though it may be true that ‘with the end of lineal specialisms and fixed points of view, compartmentalized knowledge became as unacceptable as it had always been irrelevant (Gutenberg 253), the massive invasion of electronic media also means a shift from local loyalties such as one’s own community, region, and nation to consumer loyalties: I buy, therefore I am: I buy Gucci or Nike, therefore I transcend. When even your nan wears Armani and says ‘just do it’ with libidinous glee, the rule of desire is totalised, yet emptied out.


It is exactly the ruthlessness of commodity rule that makes a theme such as drought so dramatic and challenging, for we may be reminded how protected from necessity we are by the comforts of culture and late capitalism. Despite the exigencies of the market (Davis 2007; 2008), new reality means a new poetry. Since consciousness is strongly influenced by the communication models of electronic media, it would be reasonable to examine poetry for its connection with new technologies. However, this pseudo scientific relation between poetry and new media is not what prompted artistic collaboration in the first place. The relation was less conceptual than intimate, by which I mean driven by an intuitive and retroactive to Catherine Clover’s work on my part: when I started writing found the sound of a cicada I heard at one of Catherine’s 


Electronic media in all its diverse aspects has brought a return to acoustic space and the privileging of the spoken word and processural methods of composition (witness the language poetry project, for instance). However the spoken word is far from reproducing the potential of electronic technology, nor is the computer the extension of the nervous system. In performance as in experimentation the computer might offer the possibility of extending consciousness without verbalisation, i.e., enhancing the ‘dream-work’ inherent in composition. Above all it is a strategy to get the passive visual reader into participant, oral action based on a separation of the visual faculty from the interplay of the other senses, for larger issues—especially ethical ones, are presented by the ideological battle-grounds of realism and mimesis

Process: 

The poem was written first and Catherine Clover responded to it. However, one of Catherine’s recordings of the greengrocer cicada kept worming its way into my inner ear as I wrote. Here is what Catherine says about the recording used in conjunction with the poem:

This field recording was made one early evening in the northern suburbs of Melbourne. The greengrocer [Cyclochila australasiae] is a common cicada that has successfully adapted to the suburbs of both Melbourne and Sydney on the south eastern seaboard of Australia. The calls produce a natural enveloping soundscape throughout the city streets during the hotter months. The song they sing is a continuous, loud call that can reach 120 decibels, the pain threshold for human hearing. This particular cicada is singing at the end of the hot season, and is at the end of its adult life. This is quite apparent in the audible struggle that the cicada is having while trying to sing its last few songs of life, its last calls for a mate.

For the Chinese the cicada is symbolic of the afterlife - rebirth and immortality. I made a recording once in a park in Hong Kong where the senior citizens gathered in the heat to practice tai chi, music and singing - and above them high in the trees the cicadas created a sonic landscape. It was a lovely event to witness, the elderly gathering beneath such loud, persistent symbols of immortality. It happens every morning during the summer. There is also a traditional Chinese burial rite where jade cicadas are placed on the tongue of the deceased - perhaps for a loud voice in the afterlife, I'm not sure.
For me the drought is first and foremost an event of the body in space and time. The process of writing is predicated upon presuppositions, intuition and control. Presuppositions are unavoidable since the theme of drought has particular resonances in the Australian context and since we inhabit that historical form of life called ‘modernity’, or ‘postmodernity’. In other words though I am addressing a specifically localised premise, I am also aware that there are enduring paradigms which began four millennia ago in that these form the presuppositions and values of late capitalist multinational corporate globalised culture. Intuition. This is because there is a certain continuity to life and work. There is a context, for I exist as an ‘other’ within Australian culture. I look for challenges within this context and I try to meet these challenges with the tools at hand. The context is physical, linguistic, emotional, cultural and spiritual. The tools are the senses, language(s), memory, space, sound, colour, time. ‘Thirst’ began with an image experienced in the mouth of the speaker struggling to speak her struggle: ‘tongue a pebble’. Rhythm took over, and in a sense the whole poem is a process of translation from images to words enhanced by the pulse of the cicada singing--the sound produced by a cicada at the end of summer seemed so apt as sound-scape for the work.
Autonomy of the Artefact

I wanted to oppose the ontology of the art object as a silent, timeless, autonomous thing. The collaborative work reflects, complicates, and enhances this rejection of a purely textual object divorced from time and process. Here is delivered a kind of elegiac summation of a decade poetic concerns: desire, working across languages, poethics, the pathos and solipsistic doubt about human communication, memory, and dislocation.
Relationship to Drought

Thirst addresses the theme of drought from physical, emotional, linguistic, spiritual and global perspectives.
Medium

The medium serves the concept we wanted manifest and the ethical concerns raised by the drought. 
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