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Eileen Myles, Consternation about Mimm’s, 2018, digital print, 24 × 18 in.
(image copyright Eileen Myles, courtesy of the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC)
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I don’t mind today but the everyday makes me barf. There’s no such thing. Puking would put something on
the sidewalk of the everyday so it might begin to be now.
—Eileen Myles, Sorry, Tree, 2007.
I continue to find this statement perplexing, even after a day that finished hurling on the pavement of an
underpass on my way home. I conceive of this “now” to be something of a present aﬃned with a special
kind of urgency, even if involuntarily so. Illness is a rarified disturbance of our routine, a sudden
disorientation and estrangement from ourselves. You’re rendered sluggish and speechless, alienated from
everything nattering around you. Language becomes what artist Beatriz Santiago Muñoz describes as a
“faulty machine” with a limited vocabulary to express our ailments. It is only through the process of
breaking language apart into the particulars of embodiment and its transgressions that more attentional
forms can flourish.
An exhibition of photographs titled poems by Eileen Myles, currently on view at Bridget Donahue Gallery,
speaks to this embodiment of the particulars, as opposed to an eye-rolling celebration of the everyday.
These pictures do not so much transform glimpses of public and private realms into something mystical;
instead, they are blatantly banal and technically irreverent, yet leaky with panache. They oﬀer up a kind of
artworlding relief that you get after a substantial puke.
In their essay, Everyday Barf, Myles elucidates that puking itself need not be a solitary experience–it can be
a palpably shared experience through sight, sound and stench. Instagram presents a democratization of
everyone’s mutual spewing forth of imagery and ideas. Anybody can take pictures and set about “storying”
themselves. Few people can aﬀord not to be connected to social media, particularly artists. To be an artist,
or any creatively inclined being, and to not be on Instagram or Twitter, is to barely subsist. Myles is no
stranger to poverty, nor to the economy of image and word making. They have managed to do what few
can and make an actual living out of crafting words.
Though the installation and scaling up of these visual poems was a nicety to behold, you need not
necessarily have seen this exhibition in the flesh (and just as well, since I’m writing this review during the
final week) to appreciate a Mylesian lens on life. The titles, which mirror their captions, on Instagram aﬀord
the images contextual cues. I refer you to their Instagram page where you will discover a substantial
accumulation of a journeying companionship with their beloved pitbull, Honey, occasionally punctuated by
a news headline, a contorted toilet roll, an encounter in the street. These images are an act of marking out
territory–they are of life lived in motion, all coming out in an incessant, fragmented stream. These
images appear to say, the viewer can only infer what’s being said, as with any given poem.
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Eileen Myles, The cow was not drugged., 2017, digital print, 24 × 18 in.
(image copyright Eileen Myles, courtesy of the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC)

Writer Alan Gilbert related the Myles poem “Whax ’n Wayne,” in which Myles writes: “Television is what the
night eats…” Gilbert follows on to ask: “Is Instagram what the day eats?” In one image of “poems”
titled The cow was not drugged (2017), an already licked ice cream invites another lick. An exposed nipple,
titled “-“ (2018), invites sucking, a cocktail, it’s absinthe (2018), invites sipping, a pair of undies invite
sniﬃng in I think Honey missing Joe (2017), and a bike tire entering a dark, shadowy street invites
sex, obviously. Any hint of narrative is just a tease, yet there’s an edible familiarity and tactility going on, a
sense of journeying and unrelenting movement, like disheveled sheets overlooking a leafy fire escape, as
in certainly (2017), or a door left ajar, or rosary beads dangling from a dashboard.
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In another image, Consternation about Mimm’s (2018), Honey attentively gazes across at something
specific in the distance oﬀ camera. Of course, here Myles is projecting what Honey “seems to say,” since
dogs operate via expression and gesture, perpetually indigent in lieu of speech. Even as a devout cat
person inside and out, there’s an endearing camaraderie and aﬀectionate telepathic correspondence
between Myles and Honey, this interchangeable muse and enraptured observer, radiating energy.

Eileen Myles, it’s absinthe , 2018, digital print, 20 × 24 in. (image copyright Eileen Myles,
courtesy of the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC)

There are moments in the title poem of Evolution, the latest collection of poems by Myles, that distill in
words what the pictures similarly try to distill, that which “feels / good & true” their being “enchanted by
everything” (Sweet heart). Then, an excerpt from a poem called In the Picture: “I cleaned / the mirror / as if
I’d / never lived in evidence / in photographs…”
Do we ever post a picture in defiance that “this is evidence of my life,” or do we, rather, take a picture in
defeat and deduce that “I’ve wasted my life”? Is taking a picture to take away from the poignancy of a
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moment, to discredit its genuine memorability, or is it simply a matter of distinguishing one moment from
the next? How seriously do we need to take it? How else might we commemorate “evidence” of ourselves
in a mode that doesn’t feel self-deceptive or indulgent? Are words any less narcissistic? Instagram indeed
shares an aﬃnity with the kinds of cuts, incisions and omissions made in writing, in terms of what Myles
describes as a “day that’s captured / some way / separately.”
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Alex Jen, The Poetry of Eileen Myles's Intimate, Imperfect Instagram Photos", Hyperallergic, January 8, 2019.

The Poetry of Eileen Myles’s Intimate, Imperfect
Instagram Photos
Myles’s photographs don’t feel precious at all, though there is something
relentlessly intimate in their flat-footed irreverence.
Alex Jen

Eileen Myles, “-” (2017) (image copyright Eileen Myles, courtesy the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC)
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Eileen Myles’s photographs remind me of those moments of quiet excitement right as you do something you’re unsure
about. They remind me of what it’s like to speak your mind, turn thoughts into writing, or click the shutter on a framed
piece of world — being careful not to rustle or think too much, lest you lose the instant. Printed on unframed luster
paper and pinned directly to the wall, Myles’s photographs in poems at Bridget Donahue are taken from the writer’s
Instagram and don’t feel precious at all, though there is something relentlessly intimate in their flat-footed irreverence.
To call Myles’s photographs “poems” feels right; both can be read fast, then taken in slowly, bit by bit — as means to
understand how seeing becomes feeling in the spaces we move through every day.

Eileen Myles, “The cow was not drugged” (2017) (image copyright Eileen Myles, courtesy the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC)

poems is at once unexpected and beguiling, as it shifts between images abruptly — showing us the green view from
Myles’s bed in their East Village studio and apartment, then their dog Honey, tunneled eye-deep into a pair of boxer
briefs. The photographs are all around 24 by 18 inches and could have been printed on your inkjet printer at home,
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making them feel like proofs or tests, immediate and imperfect. “-” (2017) is the result of someone writing hard, so
much so that they’ve ripped a crater in the paper. Next to it is “The cow was not drugged” (2017), which shows a
matted and melting swirl cone waiting for another lick. Chocolate and vanilla blur abstractly, the froyo variously
smooth and lumpy, and oddly sensual.
The exhibition fittingly accompanies a new book of poems and essays titled evolution. In poems, images come together
like in Myles’s writing — take their recent poem “For My Friend,” where a couple of lines after “There were/ two
super/ new cars/ and then/ some pink/ chicken/ filets,” we get “also they/ are/ working/ in the ceme/ tery/ I can see/
their blue/ ladder/ from here” without any warning. The turn from the mundane is detached but poignant, reminding us
that anything and everything can cut deep when something else is on your mind.

Eileen Myles, “sex” (2017) (image copyright Eileen Myles, courtesy the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC)

“sex” (2017) steals a bashful smile with its familiar nighttime stretch of shining, wet asphalt, always ahead when you
leave the party early and alone. Newspaper vending boxes cast shadows across the pocked ground, and a bike wheel
barely pokes out from the bottom of the photo. Seen with “Consternation about Mimm’s” (2018), wherein Honey
appears blurry and waiting at the end of her leash, Myles captures our need to keep moving forward, past an emotional
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moment, even if we don’t know why yet. Their photos jerk us through the air, recalling the early moments of trying to
figure out your bearings in a new place.

Eileen Myles, “Consternation about Mimm’s” (2018) (image copyright Eileen Myles, courtesy the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC)

poems also includes a selection of framed, older photographs sitting in a bin, ready to be flipped through like posters at
the store. That possibility of finding an image by chance is like scrolling through Instagram and maybe relating to one
of Myles’s posts — or, as they put it in a recent interview, figuring out “How close is your moment to my moment.”
The photographs in poems are in line with Myles’s poetry of evolution, fleeting details caught by their iPhone akin to
subjects added on second thought at the end of a line. I imagine Myles’s photographs forming in the line breaks
between disparate images — flashing, reconsidering what’s next.

Interview with Eileen Myles as told to Emmanuel Olunkwa, Artforum, January 1, 2019.

INTERVIEWS

EILEEN MYLES
January 01, 2019 • Eileen Myles on conveying a bodily experience of being in the world

View of “poems,” 2018–19, Bridget Donahue, New York.

Eileen Myles’s new exhibition of photographs, “poems,” which they deem is a mode of
“conveying a bodily experience of being in the world,” follows the release of their new
book of poems and essays, evolution (Grove, 2018). The show and the book explore and
document the limits of language, both visual and literary. Below, Myles talks about

whom they’re writing to, their relationship to words, and knowing when to let
something go. The exhibition is on view at Bridget Donahue in New York until January
13, 2019.
MY SHOW AT BRIDGET DONAHUE is called “poems” with big quotes around it,
because the works on view are of course not really poems but pictures from Instagram. I
am a poet, and in a slightly bumpy way I feel like what I do in poems I also do in
photographs, which is to say that I’m wanting them to carry the sense of moving through
the world, with stuff being apprehended awkwardly and indirectly rather than straight
on. I’ve always felt like I’m a visual artist in language, so I’ve basically, at least in the
show, thrown the language part away, and I’m just going directly to the pictures—
conveying a bodily experience of being in the world.
There’s a grand male tradition of the artist being depicted in his studio. And my studio is
a quite small East Village apartment, where I’ve lived since 1977. Of course, I mean, I’ve
lived outside of it too, in the world. All of it, as a subject that I look at, think about, and
write about all the time—it just behooves me to take pictures of my studio all the time.
And literally, I’ve looked out the same window for forty-one years that, in a way both
creepy and lovely, looks out over a cemetery, and so it’s all like a musical repetition for
me.
When I came to New York in the 1970s, I didn’t actively consider myself queer. It was a
way that I had been perceived a lot, and an impression I was trying to resist. I was
pushing back because I really didn’t know who I was at all, on any level. I had an
aspiration to be a writer, and it wasn’t much more complicated than that. Once I wanted
to be an astronaut; now I had this other mission––to become a writer.
I called my latest book evolution because it was written during a period of a lot of
picture taking––I even put one of my photos on the cover of the book, and it’s included
in my show at Bridget’s. So, I have a fuzzier relationship to words. The relationship is
changing. I write poems the way I write them because I want them to feel as immediate

as pictures, and I always write with this idea that it’s like you’re in the same room as me,
even though you’re not. It creates intimacy. I loved the college professors who acted like
you knew a lot and didn’t talk to you like you were stupid, and so I try to be vernacular
like that with anybody who might read my book—assuming that they’re
already moving pretty fast, and that they already know how to stand in the place we’re
both standing in, once they pick up the book and start from there with me.
I have an essay in this book titled “Acceptance Speech,” which was written when Zoe
Leonard’s “I want a president” was installed on the High Line just before the election in
2016. She invited a few artists and writers to gather there for talks, performances,
and readings. Zoe said to me, “Do something about your presidency piece.” “Like what?”
I asked. “You know, update it.” And I was like, “What does that mean?” Then I realized it
could only mean that I am writing an acceptance speech, because I am the president. I
wrote that piece, which contains lots of the frustration about the ways Hillary
Clinton was derailed from becoming
president and the process of the election itself. And so that speech, that moment, is sort
of smack in the middle of the book. There’s a poem about Trump called “Creep.” There’s
a lot of sticking pins in the politics of the moment, as well as some tracking of my own
exciting and then failed love affairs.
I’m never trying to “reach anybody” with a book of poetry. In a way, I’m trying to push
the poems I wrote in a period of time out of my life. If you write for a few years, you
accumulate words, and then you start to see patterns, and then you construct those
patterns into kind of a body of work, and then it’s time for it to go. It’s a compendium of
a period of experience.
— As told to Emmanuel Olunkwa

Emily Hunt, "Publishing Into That Mystery: An Interview with Eileen Myles", The Poetry Society of
America, December 27, 2018.

Publishing Into That Mystery: An Interview
with Eileen Myles
by EMILY HUNT

A conversation with Eileen Myles, eminent poet, novelist, performer, art
journalist, and artist, about their exhibition poems, on view at Bridget
Donahue through January 13, 2019, concurrent with the publication of their
new collection of poems Evolution (Grove Press, 2018).
Called "one of the essential voices in American poetry" by the New York Times,
and "one of the savviest and most restless intellects in contemporary literature"
by Dennis Cooper, Myles has published numerous lauded books and previously
exhibited photography at the Schoolhouse Gallery in Provincetown. Their
Instagram is @eileen.myles. Also on view at Bridget Donahue is The Theme Is
Green, described by Myles as "a big beautiful show" of paintings by Monique
Mouton.

Eileen Myles, poems, November 11, 2018 - January 16, 2019, Bridget Donahue, New York, photo by Gregory
Carideo, copyright Eileen Myles,, courtesy of the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC

How does putting your photography out into the world, via Instagram and
your show at Bridget Donahue, feel different than publishing books of
poetry and prose and giving readings?
It just remains. When you read a poem there's a tone afterwards. Having a photo on the
wall or even on IG has more that quality. Like the photo and the after effect are all the
same thing. I'm more aware of the parts of poetry and that something else is coming.
Like there's just a condition of presence to photographs. A reading might create a
present feeling but that's not what poems are doing though it might be what they're
thinking about.
What makes Bridget Donahue a good fit for your work?
I love the big long space, the raw floor. It reminds me of an earlier Soho and Tribeca.
These were personal spaces. There was kind of a kunsthall type space in the 90s called
Threadwaxing space and it reminds me of that. And Bridget's really open and precise. I
count her among the great curators I've met – I think of Pat Hearn and Lia Gangitano at
Participant. Bridget just exudes confidence and matter of factness and she shows great

work so I was unsurprisingly thrilled that they would show my photos. It's a wide smart
context. Erin Leland who works for Bridget is stellar. Those guys are beyond feminism.
Bridget Donahue's sort of rangey. Not precious. I'm a serious amateur but I know about
art. I'm not kidding when I call them “poems."

Eileen Myles
Consternation about Mimm's, 2018
digital print
24 × 18 in. (60.96 × 45.72 cm)
Edition 1/8 + I AP

You've discussed in various interviews that a poem can feel especially alive
when you read it to an audience, and that it transmits a different kind of
power on the page. Do you see distinctions between the energy of a photo in
the moment you post it (and perhaps in the hour or so after, as likes

accumulate), and that same image's energy once it's deeper in the archive of
your posts? Once it's printed and displayed in a gallery?
Yes. I can't help feeling that a photo is hotter at some points. It came out of a moment
and there's something collective about that. I mean in light of the moment of posting on
IG. How close is your moment to my moment. I'm almost superstitious about the secrets
of that act. It's almost like when you publish a book you don't know whose it is. You
publish into that mystery. To be able to relay that greenness is alarmingly hot to me. I'm
always stumbling with some kind of aloneness in the world too. I don't feel ashamed of
it but to lift the lid on your existence in a way like we do in poems but to then hand the
setting or a quirk of landscape to an accidental number of people seems like what it
really means to live in our time. Even a little holy. We have this communion that can
really suck or not.

Eileen Myles
The cow was not drugged., 2017
digital print
24 × 18 in. (60.96 × 45.72 cm)
Edition 1/8 + I AP

How did you go about selecting 20 photos to include in the show? You've
posted over 6,000 on Instagram. Were there any images that you
knew had to be included? Any that felt unexpectedly essential but weren't
obvious first picks for you? Any that you feel especially close to?
I'm shocked it's that many. Well I wanted them to be fairly recent. And at least what's on
the wall is from this year and last year. There's a purple drink and I felt like that was the
color of the show. And there had to be an apartment shot because I'm devoted to
showing my home as a studio.
I'm crazy about the red-legged table and it truly reminded me of CA Conrad's line "the
world spinning on its one good leg" which is what I drew the title from. Some of them
just feel like drawing. The ice cream was a latecomer and everybody else's favorite. I was
like really. When I posted it I liked it but it had a way of fitting for everyone else almost
more than me that was fascinating. I had a few friends I was showing my choices to.
Nobody could understand the dude typing poems on the street. He's like a sight gag for
me. I'd hate the feeling that every image was "special." I wanted it to be sorts of things
and there be like a conversation going on.
If a viewer walks left to the right, the first photo they encounter on the wall
is I told him I was a famous poet and he never heard of me., a full frontal
view of that dude you mention, seated at a typewriter on the sidewalk. This
is the only photo on the gallery wall in which you can see a person's full face
(apart from irish baby, a photo of a framed photo of a baby). Can you give
insight into why it's first in the series, and how other images fell into their
places?
He is kind of leading out into the world. Like a passerby except I was the passerby. He is
too where poetry and photo meet. It's almost like leaving that at the door. Okay we did
that. And I become more anonymous in that exchange. Some things (I mean photos)
seems more transparent and others heavy. I didn't want it to get clogged. The shapes are
important too like relative emptiness and then a line. The belt from the bathrobe talking
to Honey's long foregrounded leash. I like her on the opposite end. Again some wit – a
dog sniffing somebody's boxers. Attachment. It's serious and funny. I protected the
breast I thought and put it inside.

Eileen Myles
I told him I was a famous poet and he never heard of me., 2016
digital print
24 × 18 in. (60.96 × 45.72 cm)
Edition 1/8 + I AP

In your artist statement you write, "In 2014 I had an open fall & had by
accident adopted an orange pitbull. I had rescued her from the jaws of
death & now I must walk her. She nearly yanked my sixty-something arms
out of their sockets & together we explored what lower Manhattan had
become. The bliss of geometry, trash: instantaneous configurations,
Honey's utter curiosity & openness to day & evening all led me to putting IG
on my phone & exporting our nights & moments." Honey appears in two of
photos in this show, looking tender (in Consternation about Mimm's, she's
far away and blurry, looking up at you, connected to you by her leash, and
in I think Honey missing Joe, her nose is buried in boxers). Your
photo line seems like it could have been taken from her eye level. Can you
elaborate on Honey's presence in these images, the ways her power and
personality lives in and around them?

Well the uncanniness of a relationship with an animal is that there's so much
communication without language. Photography seems leveling because some real part
of what she means, or how she means comes straight at you. Mimm's is a ranch that very
suddenly stopped letting us (or anybody) walk there. We hit a wall that day by getting
there and suddenly it was ne plus ultra. It was just like a loud sound. The distance was
not being able to tell her. Photos sometimes are simply souvenirs of speechless
moments. And for Honey her being stuck with my equally useless mastery. I swear she
knows how beautiful she is. There's something about her that is posing. Is comfortable
with being seen. Deeply open.

Eileen Myles
I think Honey missing Joe, 2017
digital print
24 × 18 in. (60.96 × 45.72 cm)
Edition 1/8 + I AP

Are all of the titles of the photos on view the original Instagram captions,
and were those that are titled " -" originally posted without captions? How
does titling images feel different from titling poems?
Yeah the untitled are untitled. I was taking a risk with being gabby. irish baby feels
perfect. So does the typewriter guy, it kind of makes it. But other ones are sort of
babbling and I'm being sort of documentary about it like keeping to the original not
cause it's great but more like a signature of the moment. Titling poems are more
progressive. They usually come with a poem but I often change them. I like to get the
title right or at least not make you think about it unless it just came and surprised me
and I'm as helpless as any reader.

Eileen Myles
irish baby, 2018
digital print
24 × 18 in. (60.96 × 45.72 cm)
Edition 1/8 + I AP

irish baby is frank, slanted, free. Given its composition, it's almost as if
your phone was tossed in the air and caught this image on its way up. Your
writing often emits a briskness and buoyancy as well. The first piece in your
new book Evolution, "[I am Ann Lee]" (a talk you gave at a conference in
June 2017, The Feminine Mystic), feels like a wildfire – the whole thing is
bright and fast and touches everywhere (your mother, Comey, sheep,
Édouard Glissant's Utopia, Thanksgiving, a blue stone . . .). How do you see
speed – these various kinds of leaps and flashes – operating in the content
and composition of your photos, and in the practice of taking and posting
them?
Well the phone is marvelous. You can be picking it up and see an accidental picture. I
love those. But the world heaves towards the phone sort of. I think the red table leg was
an accident like that. The apartment window is slow and solid. There is that. That times
are so different. Like things are made out of time, fleeting or compressed and you want
to put them together. The very frame of photography itself is pretty funny. You're
captured by the world and then you capture it. I suppose what I love about using the
phone to make pictures is that what's implied always is movement. I mean even the
apartment is the movement of time, slow accrued time. 41 years in a place, with a view.
It's like owning the sentimental and saying it's monumental. Lightening the aghast.
Can you give insight into your decision to include"earlier works", a
plywood box of six framed prints from 2015 – 2017? Looking through it
feels like flipping through prints in a frame store or paintings in a bin at an
artist's street stand. At first glance, viewers may see the top half of your
2016 untitled photo of a painting, which gives off the impression that the
bin includes framed paintings, rather than photos. What made you place
these particular works in a box instead of on the wall?
Well I did have a past with exhibiting things in Provincetown. And I had only just
started to think about frames which I think is a big deal for some photographers. So
once I decided to pin these ones to the wall and skip the framing step it seemed funny to
put a selection of earlier framed ones from the first shows in a bin to almost devalue the
formal and elevate the casual. I had even thought about making them cost less but we
abandoned that. I don't truly feel that way though about what's inside the frames. Just
the presentation, I wanted to mess with that. And that selection really felt generic in that
I wasn't trying to express a relation between them. Dennis [Cooper] and Kevin [Killian]
being poets, Nicole [Eisenman's] painting, the little things in the picture window in LA,
they feel really stray the way posters in a bin might. But they are favorites too. Akilah
Oliver is in there in complete seriousness but maybe not front-loaded like she would be
on the wall.

Eileen Myles
"earlier works", 2018
plywood box including six framed prints (from 2015-2017)
Photo by Gregory Carideo

Do you see your photos as part of a dialogue with any other Instagram users
or visual artists in particular? What Instagram feeds do you love/would you
recommend following?
I like Richard Tinkler's paintings that he constantly posts, same with Robin Bruch,
Kathy Bradford. All those accounts are just their names. And of course Linda Sarsour,
that's @lsarsour. People who I like come and go. People stop posting or their mode
changes.
I imagine you take photos you don't post on your Instagram, and these
accumulate on your phone. What makes you decide to share a particular
photo with followers, rather than saving it without sharing it, or sharing it
with just a friend or two over text?

I took pictures when my mother was dying, even of her dead body. I didn't want to put
any part of that passage in public. Parts of my personal life too of course. I take more
selfies than I post. I'm cautious with them because you take selfies for all kinds of
reasons and that process isn't necessarily public. It's like looking in the bathroom
mirror, for one. Though sometimes that's great.

Eileen Myles
certainly, 2017
digital print
24 × 18 in. (60.96 × 45.72 cm)
Edition 1/8 + I AP

Eileen Myles was born in Cambridge MA in 1949 and came to New York in 1974 to be a poet. They are also a
novelist, and art journalist, have written plays and libretti and most recently adapted Chelsea Girls into a
screenplay. Their twenty-one books include Evolution(poems), Afterglow (a dog memoir), a 2017 re-issue of Cool
for You and I Must Be Living Twice/new and selected poems, and Chelsea Girls. They are the recipient of a
Guggenheim Fellowship, an Andy Warhol/Creative Capital Arts Writers grant, four Lambda Book Awards, and the
Shelley Prize from the Poetry Society of America. In 2016, Myles received a Creative Capital nonfiction grant and
the Clark Prize for excellence in art writing. They live in Marfa TX and New York.

Lune Ames, "Abysmal Grief, Ephemeral Beauty: On The Poems and Photographs of Eileen Myles",
Degree Critical, December 21, 2018.
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Eileen Myles, poems, Bridget Donahue, New York, November 11, 2018 - January 13, 2019. Photo by Gregory Carideo,
copyright Eileen Myles, courtesy of the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC.

Abysmal Grief, Ephemeral Beauty: On the Poems
and Photographs of Eileen Myles
by Lune Ames (Class of 2020)

A black frame outlines the corner of a photographic print that in turn leans against a
beige wall. “That’s an Instagram photo of an Instagram photo of an Instagram photo,”
explains the poet, novelist, and art journalist Eileen Myles in a recent interview about
the cover of evolution, their most recent book of poems.[1] The photo of the framed
print from an earlier exhibition reveals a window’s half-open blinds and a fire escape
visible through the cloudy glass. On a bed inside, a dark grey pillow is propped up
against a shadowed wall. No shams, no blankets, just wrinkly cream sheets. A crumpled
long-sleeve shirt sprawls across a white square pillow and a small black shoulder bag
rests next to a red pillow. A teacup sits off-center on a round wooden platter. An unlit
white desk lamp bends around a wooden rod shoved diagonally between the window
jambs. A used notebook that won’t close rests in the shadow of the lamp, as does a
facedown, open book.
This photo of Myles’s bedroom corner unites the poetry of evolution with “poems,” their
exhibition of Instagram photos on view at Bridget Donahue Gallery. Though the image
on evolution’s cover is not included in the current show, “poems” showcases fourteen
additional matte digital prints, along with a white plywood box filled with six framed
prints from their previous shows. Pixelated images of the day’s ordinary moments are
enlarged and nailed, frameless, to the walls of the gallery’s dining-room-sized project
space, known as the Back Room. The photographs emulate the look and feel of prints
made on the popular Fujifilm instax mini 9 camera. They narrate Myles’s reacquaintance with what Lower Manhattan had become since they moved to New York in
the 1970s while walking their adopted pit bull, Honey. Instants flash by on the wall like
frames in a film reel. The horizon of each photograph is tilted, as if from the perspective
of a dog that cocks its head with ears perked, wondering, noticing. One snapshot is

taken from the viewpoint of a bicyclist, presumably Myles, who, for a moment, pauses
on the street and looks down during a casual nighttime ride. A street lamp casts
shadows, illuminating the front half of the bicycle tire along with rectangular silhouettes
haunting the dark path ahead. I am reminded of the loss of Myles’s mother, which is
intimately woven into evolution. Through language and image, Myles transforms
abysmal grief into ephemeral beauty.

Eileen Myles, sex, 2017. Digital print, 24 × 18 in. Edition 1/8 + I AP. Image copyright Eileen
Myles, courtesy of the artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC.

For their first iteration of “poems,” at the Schoolhouse Gallery in Provincetown in 2016,
Myles described trying to create a mix of images that felt “representative but
cavalier.”[2] The pixelation of ordinary moments in the photographs embodies this
nonchalance, as does the language of evolution. Their texting lingo, tangled inner
dialogues, and punctual non sequitur (often without punctuation) brings the outside in
and the inside out. Myles figured out that being present in the mundane can bear the
weight of grief.
With evolution and the present installation of “poems,” Myles is pedaling the bicycle of
language and image, each one a wheel for traversing the vast landscape of human
experience. Language and image are often treated merely as rectangles: the canvas or
photograph, the page of a book, building blocks of knowledge. Myles isn’t interested in
hierarchy. Geometry, though? Definitely. Decades of poetry and art writing have
reshaped these rectangles into squares, then into octagons, hexadecagons,
triacontadigons, and finally circles, upon which Myles moves freely within the moment.
Myles uses nature’s symmetry to find its holes—the grimy, rotten, crooked, peeling.
Death. Peering through a lens tinted by loss, they begin evolution with “[I am Ann
Lee…],” an essay that recounts their mother’s last words: “Ooh Frosty she said, almost
flirting which was my mother’s way.”[3] Myles’s intimacy with the mundane and
decaying pays homage to the maternal and courts death at the same time. They explain:
“I love the whole book being a talk-back to her. My mother gave me language.”[4]Their
presence with the ordinary becomes a vehicle for journeying from death to rebirth.

The ripple
of experience is the
only beauty here.[5]

Eileen Myles, Untitled, 2018. Digital print, 24 × 20 in. Edition 1/8 + I AP. Image copyright Eileen Myles, courtesy of the
artist and Bridget Donahue, NYC.

Myles’s ordinary experiences captured in digital images with casual captions create wide
ripples on Instagram, which they call “a real new playground…I want to, in a way, reintroduce poetry to people as visual art.”[6] Instagram becomes a notebook out of
which Myles selects only a few pieces to be exhibited in “poems.” But the larger visual
notebook is not bound by finite pages and is not private. Instead the public, which
includes their 21,000 followers, can interact with it for as long as the account exists. To
find their original Instagram posts, one must scroll through thousands of photos on
Myles’s profile. The interactive nature of Instagram—liking, commenting, sharing—
challenges the notion of the original. In her essay “In Defense of the Poor Image,” the
Berlin-based artist and writer Hito Steyerl explains that the circulated image “recovers

some of its political punch and creates a new aura around it. This aura is no longer
based on the permanence of the ‘original,’ but on the transience of the copy.”[7]
The transience of the copy is the human experience, the bicycle that Myles makes
available through evolution and “poems.” Each poem a pixel. Each photo a letter. Each
ordinary instant flits by. The power of the ephemeral emerges from the loss of their
mother. Through captured mundane moments in word and image, Myles nonchalantly
flirts with the death of the original that ripples into a nuanced notion of beauty.
Eileen Myles’s “poems” is on view at Bridget Donahue Gallery, 99 Bowery, through
January 13, 2019

[1] Hilary Weaver, “Eileen Myles Considers Instagram a Form of Poetry,” Vanity Fair, September 11,
2018, https://www.vanityfair.com/style/2018/09/eileen-myles-book-of-poetry-evolution.
[2] Brandon Stosuy, “Eileen Myles on Writing and Social Media,” The Creative Independent, September
26, 2016, https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/eileen-myles-on-writing-and-social-media.
[3] Eileen Myles, “[I am Ann Lee],” evolution (Grove Press: New York, 2018), p. 13.
[4] Hilary Weaver, “Eileen Myles Considers Instagram a Form of Poetry,” Vanity Fair, September 11,
2018, https://www.vanityfair.com/style/2018/09/eileen-myles-book-of-poetry-evolution.
[5] Eileen Myles, “Dissolution,” p. 104.
[6] Hilary Weaver, https://www.vanityfair.com/style/2018/09/eileen-myles-book-of-poetry-evolution.
[7] Hito Steyerl, “In Defense of the Poor Image,” e-flux, November 2009, https://www.e-flux.com/
journal/10/61362/in-defense-of-the-poor-image.
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Eileen Myles’s “poems”
BRIDGET DONAHUE, New York
November 11, 2018–January 13, 2019

It’s so easy to ignore what’s directly in front of you when it seems more sullied than that
which is imagined to be just beyond a particular moment or place. Digital technologies
seek to eradicate this gap by making a better or more convenient life, via an image or
purchase, only a click away. In the process, desire is replaced by need as online streams
of ads and information, many of which are targeted to sell some sort of aspirational
product or lifestyle, arrive with greater speed and density—not for nothing are these
streams called feeds. At the same time, social media has created spaces for alternative
communities, identities, and politics that refuse the increasingly tenuous status quo.
And while their cooptation can happen quickly, and their tracking—the consumerfriendly word for surveillance—is ubiquitous, these spaces are also seedbeds for a
different world.
The most striking visual aspect of the photographs from the writer Eileen Myles’s
Instagram account (@eileen.myles) currently on display as enlarged (ca. 24 x 18 inches)
digital prints at Bridget Donahue is how oriented they are on the image’s frequently
messy foreground. In the selection of 20 photographs (out of more than 6000 on
Myles’s Instagram), this foreground includes dirty floors, damaged tabletops, weeds,

and stained sidewalks. It is also the usually ignored dimension of experience over which
we might seem to have the most control and yet frequently encounter randomly outside
of work and domestic spaces. In fact, only the image of irish baby (2018) has a
traditional perspective, and is one of the few humans in these photographs who meet
the viewer’s—and photographer’s—gaze. The child smiles back from a large
photographic portrait hung between two gray metal doors and above a speckled tile
floor; the unknowing subject has already been secured within some anonymous
institution.
Myles’s photographs don’t bother too much with conventional compositional framing,
and 14 of them literally don’t have a frame, but are instead tacked to three gallery walls
(the remaining six are framed and resting in a box on the floor for the visitor to flip
through like a record or picture bin). This is in keeping with Myles’s interest in the
immediate and ephemeral, including the captions accompanying the images on
Instagram, which here serve as titles. one good leg(2017) features the front of a gray,
canvas high-top sneaker touching the bottom of an old wooden table’s leg. Both the
moment and the photograph feel almost accidental, except for the question of longevity
and physical decay that the title slyly signals. After all, which of the two legs in the
photograph is the good one? Otherwise, the photograph is nearly all lines, contours, and
various shades of brown, with its human presence barely poking into the foreground, as
it also does in sex (2017) and Consternation about Mimm’s (2018).
Myles is best known for their poetry and fiction, but this is the third exhibition of their
Instagram photos, and the first in New York City. These are not the more classically
composed one-a-day photographs found in Stephen Shore’s Instagram feed, although an
untitled image from 2018 comes close with its geometric blue-and-white color pattern
and overlapping grids. Neither are they the selfie-swollen indulgence for which social
media can be notorious. Instead, Myles’s images are produced in their author’s
inimitably granular “voice”—forthright yet offhand; immediate yet idiosyncratic; ragged
around the edges yet exact in attention. If anything, Myles’s work might be located in a
tradition of street photography as well as in an offshoot of conceptual photography that
disregards technical perfection and embraces the act of photography for itself, including
skewed perspectives and a loose approach to focus. In puppy (2016) there doesn’t seem
to be much worry over wavy pixelation, and we’re going to Monte Alban & we’re

looking for Mr. Churro (2016) is a blurry shot from the back seat of a car, making it a bit
reminiscent of the restless and sometimes haphazard photographs Garry Winogrand
took through the window while being driven around Los Angeles later in his life.
This is also about technology helping determine the aesthetics, as Myles is letting the
smartphone’s camera make some of the decisions, specifically around framing and
depth of field. In an early poem entitled “Whax ’n Wayne,” Myles writes: “Television is
what the night eats.” Is Instagram what the day eats? Collapsing figure and ground
along with time and space, social media makes what’s in front of us on our screens not
what’s in front of us. Behind all the categories of a self is an intimacy, which Myles’s
writing and these photographs capture so precisely. They seek to return us to a present
that will always be meditated by images, while nevertheless reminding us that we can
still choose what to pay careful attention to.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
Alan Gilbert is the author of two books of poetry, The Treatment of Monuments and Late in the Antenna
Fields, as well as a collection of essays, articles, and reviews entitled Another Future: Poetry and Art in a
Postmodern Twilight.
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Eileen Myles: poems. Installation view. Courtesy of Bridget Donahue Gallery.

Review of Eileen Myles: poems
Bridget Donahue Gallery, New York: November 11, 2018 – January 13, 2019

“I got a digital camera in ’04,” Eileen Myles explains in Afterglow (a dog memoir) (2017), a
poetic account of the writer’s life with their pit bull Rosie:
Digital means discontinuous. Discrete. Like a series of 1s, not a whole picture. I liked the
recording part the best. When I could pony up the money got myself a handy cam. I took it on
our walks. I began a process which I continue today. Little god! On our walks I noted down my
thoughts as poetry and then I began filming the sound of my voice. Not the recording. The live
listening to myself in the sensorium, me here in the world in the park, yammering.1
You know what happened next. The camera phone came along, and then the iPhone 4 with its
front-facing camera, and then Instagram. Now just about everyone has a device in their pocket
that allows them to record their wanderings and yammerings and broadcast them to the world.
Eileen Myles has always been ahead of the curve.
Myles, who is often associated with the so-called “New York School” of poets and artists, has
long been a fixture of the Downtown Manhattan art scene, frequently writing about art and
working in the company of artists. In 2016 and 2018, Schoolhouse Gallery in Provincetown,
Massachusetts showed prints from Myles’s Instagram account, where they currently have more
than twenty-two thousand followers. But poems, Bridget Donahue Gallery’s current show of
Myles’s photos, feels official. Featuring twenty images selected from Myles’s Instagram account
and restoring the photos to the humming world of Lower Manhattan, where Myles has lived and
worked since 1974, the exhibition proclaims their status as poet, writer, and photographer.

– , 2018. digital print, 24 × 20 in. (60.96 × 50.80 cm). Bridget Donahue Gallery.

At first glance, the idea behind poems seems a little weird. Why would anyone want to trudge
down the Bowery in the cold to look at photos you can see on Instagram? The thoughtful
organization of the show and the quality of the work quickly dispels those doubts. The exhibition
features fourteen large digital prints (dating from 2016 to 2018) of similar size (mostly 24 x 18
inches) nailed directly to the walls of a small, bright white room. The effect is like a more
intimate, horizontal version of scrolling through an Instagram feed. A plywood box on the floor
turns out to be an installation called “earlier works,” and it contains six more framed photos
(from 2015 to 2017) that visitors can pick up and look at. For all its usefulness and popularity,
Instagram is a pretty bad way to experience photography because of its inherent size constraints
and the fine details that are lost in image compression. The stunning quality of the prints on view
in poems allows us to experience these photos anew and gain a better sense of how Myles’s
photography fits into their artistic practice.
Myles works loosely within the tradition of contemporary American photographers like William
Eggleston and Stephen Shore, whose color photos feature everyday scenes and objects more than
people. But whereas Eggleston and Shore rely on ruthlessly precise compositions to legitimize

their interest in the quotidian, Myles adopts an aesthetic that is more suited to Instagram’s speed
and immediacy, allowing qualities like canted angles, camera shake, and missed focus to enter
the frame. Myles’s slyly titled “line” (2018), which features a grassy hill ascending to some
railroad tracks, could be mistaken for one of Shore’s Instagram posts, until you realize that the
tracks move across the frame at a skewed angle. Similarly, “we’re going to Monte Alban & we’re
looking for Mr. Churro” (2016) has all the characteristics of a quick iPhone photo. Shot from the
back of what appears to be a taxi, the driver’s forehead, reflected in the rearview mirror, cuts
across the top of the photo. Rosary beads dangle from the mirror in soft focus; the scene through
the windshield—traffic lights, street signs, greenery, other cars—is completely out of focus.
What’s important here is not the technical virtuosity of the image but the record of a moment, the
familiar but disorienting feeling of riding around in the back seat of a car.

we’re going to Monte Alban & we’re looking for Mr. Churro, 2016, digital print, 23 ⅜ ×
18 ½ × ½ in. (59.37 × 46.99 × 1.27 cm) (framed). Bridget Donahue Gallery.

The title of the show explicitly connects Myles’s photography to their poetry, and “certainly,”
one of the photos in the show, even appears on the cover of Evolution (2018), Myles’s new book
of poems. Myles’s visual and written work do share elusive qualities that are best articulated by
Fred Moten’s blurb from Evolution’s dust jacket: “I mean it’s pretty but it ain’t pretty and all of
that is in there.” Myles’s writing and photos are messy but uncluttered, expansive but attentive.
They don’t have time for bullshit. They have to tell you something right now, before the
moment, or the occasion, slips away.
It’s no wonder, then, that Myles has taken to the instantaneousness of social media. “I think
poetry is in a really great moment right now,” they recently told Hilary Weaver of Vanity Fair,
“because of all the social media and texting; it’s both a place where you can drop a line.” Myles
went on to explain:
When I teach poetry, I teach people that it’s not your vocabulary, it’s not even really a personal
feeling for what you think you have to say. It’s a body language and it’s an attitude and it’s a
pace and a frequency that winds up being really interesting…. I think that’s what poetry is, and I
think that’s what’s being shared in this moment. Instagram is a real new playground.2
Poetry and Instagram can both seem like extravagances, distractions from the real problems of
nascent fascism and impending environmental catastrophe. Yet, as Myles suggests, in their
capacity to “drop a line,” poetry and Instagram both fulfill an important social function. They
say, someone is on the other end of the line, someone is paying attention, and you are not
alone. Robert Frost, maybe the last writer anyone would associate with Myles, also recognized
this aspect of poetry: “There’s always this element of extravagance. It’s like snapping the whip:
Are you there? Are you still on?”3 In our lonely age of neoliberal atomization, this is no small
thing, and it’s all over the poems in Evolution:
there’s so many of
you why don’t
you talk
each time
I have to click
and press
what’s the use
of being
famous.4

Ultimately, poems leads us back to the “real new playground” of Myles’s Instagram account.
Myles’s pit bull Honey (adopted after Rosie’s death) is a subject of several of the photos on view
at Bridget Donahue and an even bigger presence on Instagram. Myles’s embrace of the photosharing app bears a striking resemblance to their initial adoption of digital photography. “I had
rescued [Honey] from the jaws of death & now I must walk her,” Myles explains in their Artist
Statement for poems. “She nearly yanked my sixty-something arms out of their sockets &
together we explored what lower Manhattan had become…. Honey’s utter curiosity & openness
to day & evening all led me to putting IG on my phone & exporting our nights & moments.”5 In
a recurring perspective, the camera even appears to be tethered to Honey’s leash, as if she’s
leading the camera, which, in a way, she is. Myles’s photographic eye roves—and I mean this as
a compliment—like a dog’s tender and capacious attention, pulling us to some interesting trash
on the sidewalk or a relish packet on the counter. A canine-like, extra-sensory perception draws
us to a pile of Formica chips on the kitchen table and makes even that look compelling. What
better way to survey the wreckage?

Consternation about Mimm’s, 2018, digital print, 24 × 18 in. (60.96 × 45.72 cm).
Bridget Donahue Gallery.
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EVOLUTION
By Eileen Myles
222 pp. Grove Press. $25.
Evolution results from the tension between disruption and order, a recognition that change is part
of the being and momentum of the self. In Eileen Myles’s newest book of poetry, “Evolution,”
we encounter an arrival, a voice always becoming, unpinnable and queer. Myles’s new poems are
transformations, and perhaps a culmination of the poet’s previous inquiries into love, gender,
poetry, America and its politics.
Evolution, from the Latin evolutio, means an unfolding or opening out of a curve, emergence or
release from an envelope or enclosing structure, or a transformation. The questions Myles asks
— Are we capable of evolution at this point in our American lives? Can we continue to open out
of this place and release ourselves from the enclosing structures used to maintain this empire? If
so, what might that mean of our future? — are queer questions, questions wholly invested in
what is not yet possible.
Part of what makes queer and trans art dangerous is its willingness to wager its own future and
expend the labor required to write oneself into the considerations of a nation. In “Evolution,” that
energy builds and burns, in the quick pace of the lines, in unexpected shifts and leaps from
interior to exterior, from sensuality to observation. The shifting is constructed to let an audience
believe it is receiving everything of the speaker’s life, that each poem reveals a secret and private
truth. In the poem “Sweetheart,” Myles acknowledges the artifice of this truth as well as a
division of the private and the public-private:
I’m creating
a pattern
someone who
doesn’t love
me will
say you
say too too
much.
Movements like this, the flickering between what is thought to be known and what remains
unknowable, are embodiments of queerness, and a facet of their power is that they cannot be
dictated by the state. America cannot surveil imagination or curiosity.
Curiosity is not just queer; it is necessarily profane. Certainly the poems in “Evolution” are
profane — as in outside the temple, outside the place of institutional knowledge and teaching.

Queer and trans poetry always exists outside the center. The profane has the power to disrupt; not
because a word or a body isn’t sacred, but because profanity acknowledges other knowledges
and possibilities held in languages and bodies that are unwelcome in the temple. It allows other
places to be made sacred, as in the book’s opening essay, when Myles has a “thought to make
things and make things well. It’s such a beautiful thought. I won’t dwell on my own sexuality too
much but I do want to say I love the idea of making something nice with another human being,
perhaps me, not a baby but something nice. A special place perhaps.”
These poems do not decenter the body in exchange for engaging politics; instead they engage the
body politic, which here is inescapably against the state. From the conditions of this politicked
body — the queer condition, the working-class condition, conditions of whiteness or nonwhiteness and gender in motion — Myles questions where we began or must begin again. In the
poem “Dear Adam,” Myles dwells on what it means to
live in a stolen country that was always stolen
and worked largely by stolen people. Out of a conservative
diaspora came I mongrel poet from Massachusetts
to make my mark
love & these things and opportunities
to speak.

The following line relates our dependence on one another: “We can’t fall down we teem in the
new opportunity / we discover what resistance means.”

What does America project onto or deny the queer sexual self, forcing queer people into
invisibility or a violent type of hypervisibility? Expressions of queer sexuality are often called
“explicit,” because queer and trans sex are both abject, outside of what is considered desirable.
The form of Myles’s work rivals its subject matter in intimacy. The lines in “Evolution” are
physical, a body unleashed but not yet comfortable and not without fear. The short lines rush
down the page, movement as touch, touch as freedom. Consider these lines from the poem “Epic
for You”:
In the book
called
bed it
says
eating you
endlessly
& the
flower turns
in bed
it says
the man
hates
his
female insides
she’s
the sauce
of the world.
Expressions of sexual autonomy and power in “Evolution” exist in a space of abjection until
Myles breaks them free, partly through the use of facts.
What are facts, and what does it mean to suggest, “This is a fact”? Myles employs a radical and
subversive use of fact — loss made fact, queerness made fact, a trans body made fact, loneliness
made fact. Each is placed in a list, or a gathering of information, until the poems break from the
abject. Their speed and accumulation denies readers the power to anticipate or judge, leaving no
time to reflect or refute the presence of desire. The reader arrives already in the middle of an
accounting. Experience never settles into a type of knowing, as in the poem “So”:
Anything I say
is not
true, forgetting
everything & the present
popping
up like memory.

Myles’s poems make us reconsider what is experience, and does it have an order or is it a
simultaneity? We too often believe when we speak of the interior we speak of something singular
and known; Myles upends these notions. To live, to be, to lean toward what could be, requires
multiplicity. So both selves, the speaker and reader, are held in the field of unknowing, and in
these moments, the poems are at their most transgressive.
One minute on the inside, the next outside watching it all happen — taking account, of dogs and
women and boats and friends. Language breaks from the static page. It becomes itself again,
something forward and backward, up and down, outward, into all the planes of itself. Myles
guides readers toward not just holding the page but feeling the language passing through — from
Myles, onto the page, into the hands, into the hour, into the day. This is part of the queer
experience of this collection: It won’t let you rest in the prescribed shape of a body. Not a body
of poetry on the page, not the body reading these poems, and not the body you imagine the
speaker to have.
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Cult-Favorite Poet Eileen Myles Is Poised for Their Art World
Breakout
ARTSY EDITORIAL

BY ALINA COHEN

Eileen Myles has just come back from the Geraldine R. Dodge Poetry Festival in Newark, New
Jersey, and is about to leave on a book tour. The writer—who doesn’t abide by gendered
pronouns, and self-describes as a “they lesbian”—is increasingly sought after. In the past few
years, they’ve published a memoir devoted to their relationship with their dog, began working on
a screenplay, and served as a muse for a character on the Amazon television show Transparent.
On November 11th, they’ll open their first exhibition, a presentation of photographs at Bridget
Donahue in New York, a gallery that counts Martine Syms, Sondra Perry, and Susan
Cianciolo on its roster. That show will posit Myles’s daily musing—image of the mundane,
uploaded to Instagram with wry captions—as art. If Myles’s photography has gained
considerable traction online, with 21,000 followers and counting, they hope that their individual
prints will stand for themselves, and create a new kind of conversation in a gallery space.

I met up with the 68-year-old recently at Café Mogador in the East Village, some five blocks
from the East Village apartment they’ve maintained for more than four decades. If Myles’s
literary celebrity doubtlessly opened a few doors in terms of promoting their photography, they
don’t seem to mind. For decades, Myles published with small presses and lived without
mainstream praise: Not until 2015 did a major publishing house (HarperCollins) opt to distribute
—and market, and publicize—their work.

Myles surprises me by joking that they’re just one large grant or book sale away from purchasing
a ranch and some cattle. They own a house in Marfa, Texas, the desert town made famous
by Donald Judd, and their pitbull, Honey, is “in love with bigness” that city living just doesn’t
offer. It’s surprising to hear Myles—an artist whose life story is intertwined with that of New
York—entertain a fantasy of living as a cowperson in the American West. After all, they’ve
become something of an unofficial poet laureate for downtown literati.

Since they moved to the city in 1974 from Massachusetts, they’ve produced more than 20 books
of verse and prose about inner and outer life in the boroughs, all from a distinctly queer,

bohemian perspective. In “My Poems,” an entry in a new poetry and essay collection
entitled evolution (2018), they write: “My poems are so much / like the city they / couldn’t
publish them / on the train.…The world is never superfluous. 2nd / Ave. is just enough.” If the
poems can be a little messy (like the trash-piled streets), they’re always endearing.

It’s no surprise, then, that New York figures prominently in Myles’s photography. A few years
ago, Myles adopted Honey (a stray from the Bronx) and downloaded Instagram in order to
capture details spotted on their walks together. Myles’s account prominently features Honey, the
writer’s friends (like the writer Porochista Khakpour), leftist political statements (“I Support
TRANS PEOPLE,” “#CANCEL KAVANAUGH”), trash (a discarded chair with torn upholstery;
egg shells; empty pizza boxes), and shots of exhibitions at New York’s galleries and museums
(Simone Leigh, Charline von Heyl, Senga Nengudi).

Even when the geotag doesn’t specify their locations, the pictures—of half-eaten pastries,
graffitied bathroom stalls, or rusting fixtures—convey the imperfections, wear, grit, and disorder
of urban living. And, because this is Instagram, there are inevitably selfies. Myles’s are as rough
and honest as their writing. They have fun photographing themself coming back from the airport,
or in other such unglamorous states: Myles never takes themself too seriously. Some venues are
better than others: “Bathrooms are shrines of selfhood,” they say—and the author photograph on
the back flap of evolution is, indeed, a bathroom selfie, complete with a reflection of a hand
dryer.
In many of their own shots, they aim to take the poet out of the picture and just show their own
surroundings. One photograph depicts their kitchen counter with evidence of bodily presence
(orange peels, a Chemex filter), conveying the life and mundane rituals of the character who
lurks just beyond the frame. Absence and presence—in language or image—is always central to
their work.

Myles tells me that their writing and photography practices really aren’t so different. (Indeed, the
upcoming show at Bridget Donahue is called, somewhat confusingly, “Eileen Myles—Poems.”)
For each, they maintain a position as a flâneur, observing the city with artistic detachment.
“You’re in the world of people, and you’re in the crowd, and everybody’s getting out of work but
you’re always in this walking space—which is your work,” they say. As a photographer, Myles’s
vision is often askew, more interested in abstracting details than in displaying an easily legible
scene. One recent image features the bottom of a wooden pole, next to the bottom of a white
drainpipe. Another depicts a white paper-towel roll, on a slant, inside a metal recess. Shapes,
colors, and strange interactions between various objects always catch Myles’s eye more than any
formal composition or beauty.

Myles peppers their speech, too, with loosely connected images. Thanks to the transient New
York University students who inhabit their building, broken and discarded furniture litters
Myles’s backyard. They began picking up and photographing some of the shattered wooden

pieces, which looked “almost geographic, like little islands.” They arranged them in their
kitchen, where they photographed the pieces: According to Myles, the bits had “started to have
dialogues.” Mass-produced rubber ducks also reappear in Myles’s photography, where they
operate a bit like “puppets,” they say. We see the ducks situated on the counter, having imaginary
conversations, which are indicated in the margins. Art, Myles says, is all ventriloquism.

Per usual, Myles’s work is about merging debris with lyricism and humor. And if it doesn’t
always sound—or look—pretty, it always maintains Myles’s authentic, city charm. One very
brief new poem, “May 26,” neatly sums up their relationship to the changing city, and might
even serve as something like an artistic mission statement: “I keep / to tiny / gestures / sweet /
William / dazzling orange / sky. My my / my my dying / new york.”

Kate Kellaway, “Afterglow (A Dog Memoir) by Eileen Myles review - anthropomorphism meets
Joyce”, The Guardian, February 12, 2018.

Afterglow (A Dog Memoir) by Eileen
Myles review – anthropomorphism
meets Joyce
This dog’s-eye view of its owner, the world and the canine
afterlife is told with great literary flair

Woman’s best friend: Eileen Myles and her pit bull terrier Rosie in 1994. Photograph: Chris Felver

You may think, at least if you are not a dog lover, that the dog memoir is for a niche,
non-literary readership. But some of the best memoirs I have read have been about
dogs: JR Ackerley’s indispensable We Think the World of You soothed my broken heart
as a teenager after a beloved dog had died, and Paul Bailey’s A Dog’s Life is a splendid
memoir about the collie cross that took over his and his partner’s life. Even Virginia
Woolf wrote a book about a dog: Flush (which is also a semi-fictional biography of
Elizabeth Barrett Browning although, admittedly, not one of her best). But Eileen
Myles’s Afterglow belongs in a strange category of its own – it is unlike anything I have
read and is a work of Joycean ambition in comparison with, say, John Grogan’s popular
bestseller Marley and Me.
The dog is Rosie – a stolid, black-and-white pit bull terrier chosen by Myles from a New
York street litter. We read early on about Rosie’s last trip to the vet aged 15 (and her last
supper: carne asada). But Rosie’s end turns out not to be an ending and her afterlife is in
playful hands. Myles, who started as a poet and performance artist in New York City, is
now a professor in San Diego and is billed as a “queer feminist literary icon”, lets her
imagination off the lead and feels no need to make runaway thoughts come to heel.
This is not a dog elegy that, on the whole, tugs at the heart strings (and I am sorry about
that), although its ending is comically moving, in its quaint way, as Myles scatters
Rosie’s ashes into green water and the powder just kind of sits on a rock and refuses to
disappear: “C’mon, swim baby,” Myles says. Rum and random non-sequiturs flourish
throughout (there is an academic footnote, on the toothlessness of Native Americans)
and Rosie links all the eccentric synapses – she is regularly sighted and cited. She is
even the purported author/posthumous editor of a delightful chapter in which she
reveals her low opinion of Myles’s earlier writing efforts: “Afterglow is totally a book
with legs (four if I can be dumb) so it will go a lot further than your earlier Eileen-based
fictions.”
Myles also raises the hilarious and sobering notion of the dog as ghostwriter: “Dog is
travelling through you. I’m dead but you’re going to be dead.” And this leads to a nice
aside on writers as ghosts: “All the vitality floods on to the page while her own existence

grows wanner and thinner.” There is no missing Myles’s vitality as puppets interview
Rosie or during the filming of unmomentous dog moments, written up with the
intensity of a detective or clairvoyant. And as Rosie’s voice is broadcast with droll
authority – matter-of-fact, gruff, butch – you realise the dog is the ultimate alter ego:
“I feel like a funeral director. Lots of funeral directors are dogs. The Grannan family in
Arlington. Remember them. I think they were mainly terriers. Anyhow I knew their son.
I don’t want to get distracted.”
This is no run-of-the-mill anthropomorphism – Myles prefers the reverse traffic: the
dog in us and in other people: “They cast their eyes up. They do a deep huh.” Dog is even
experimentally promoted as God. And there is, throughout, the burden of guilt, the
sense that Myles should somehow have been able to keep Rosie alive – the book is one
way of doing it. There is a wonderful chapter about attending an AA meeting with Rosie
and feeling “up in my head like a depressed lighthouse keeper in cool
sneakers” (wonderful image) and psyching herself up to give an eloquent confessional.
But when Myles’s turn comes round, the worry is about whether Rosie might have
crapped on the floor – and she says so. Everyone laughs. Posturing goes out the window.
For all its dog-leg turns, there is no putting down of Rosie or of this book.

Eileen Myles, as told to Brandon Stosuy, “Eileen Myles on writing and social media”, The Creative
Independent, September 26, 2016.
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For decades, it seemed as though Eileen Myles and her unflinching depictions of New
York misfits and creatives would forever be relegated to the margins of the American
canon. And then last year happened.
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ON A RECENT SUNDAY afternoon, Eileen Myles came to meet me in the East Village
on a white bicycle with brown leather handlebars. We chose as our destination Saint
Mark’s Church-in-the-Bowery, a historic portal of downtown Manhattan a few blocks
from the rent-stabilized apartment where she has lived for nearly 40 years. Since 1966,

the church has housed the Poetry Project, which began as a government-funded attempt
to address the teenage hippie runaway problem by offering free creative writing
workshops, and which Myles discovered when she made her way to New York from
Boston in 1974, then in her mid-20s, and not yet out as a lesbian. There, she found the
poets drinking and smoking cigarettes around long tables in the church’s back rooms, at
seminars run by Alice Notley and Ted Berrigan. Allen Ginsberg came to readings, the
group’s leaders were heroes and the East Village felt, to Myles, like the center of antiinstitutional American poetry.
“The romance was that you had to be poor, you had to live in this neighborhood, you
had to hang out and read all the books that everybody was reading, stay up all night,
have an amazing life and write poetry,” said Myles, who had just returned from a visit to
her second home in Marfa, Tex., with a tan. Her look is L.L. Bean meets the South
Shore, a grandfatherly assortment of cotton button-down shirts, wool sweaters, a canvas
coat and transition lenses in blond tortoiseshell frames, complemented by a
Massachusetts accent that’s most pronounced when she’s reading poems or cracking
wise.
At the age of 66, Myles has published 19 books of poetry, prose and criticism, but until
last year, when Ecco re-released her 1994 novel, “Chelsea Girls,” many readers didn’t
know who she was. That’s not to say she wasn’t famous in her own way — if you were a
contemporary poet, if you were gay or if you had an interest in the cultural feminism of
the 1990s, you probably read her. Each of these communities had its canon, and in their
canons Myles figured.
But 2015 was the year that the culture machine picked up Myles and transmitted her to
a larger audience. The gritty, idealistic outsiders of New York’s creative scenes in the late
’70s — their era’s music, art and general sense of freedom — provided an antidote to the
homogeneity of today’s pop culture, and few writers captured that romantic rawness
quite like Myles. She published poems in The New Yorker and The New York Review of
Books for the first time. Young women were reading her work in the coffee shops of

Brooklyn. On television, on the Amazon show “Transparent,” the poems of a character
named Leslie Mackinaw, played by Cherry Jones, are actually hers, and the fictional
feminist professor is based on Myles, too. (Myles and the show’s creator, Jill Soloway,
have dated.) This new generation of public feminists, including Beth Ditto, Lena
Dunham and Tavi Gevinson, cite her as an inspiration, finding in her writing a ribald
and ponderous succession to the New York School. Earlier in her career, she explained,
publishers seemed only to accommodate so much difference, so that “if you were going
to publish gay work, you were going to publish sentimental gay work, you were going to
publish conventional gay work.” Now, she said, ‘’I think what social media has done is
made us relish variables. You know? We’re just living in these floating fragmentations.”
And with that came a realization that “everybody’s queer — everybody’s wrongly shaped
for a culture that requires conformity.”
For many readers discovering Myles’s work for the first time, the experience was
accompanied by a sense of confusion: Why hadn’t we read her sooner? Sitting under the
stained-glass window at Saint Mark’s, Myles suggested that perhaps the distance of time
has made her writing more palatable to the public. “To be too queer,” she said, “to be
talking too graphically, closer to the present, is more frightening.”
In “Chelsea Girls,” Myles describes a world of penny loafers and cut-off jean shorts, the
World’s Fair, highway “comfort stations,” Filene’s Basement, teenagers hanging out in
the parking lot of Butterick’s ice cream, “teevee” — all familiar baby boomer territory,
but without nostalgia, and with a frankness about sexuality that opens a direct channel
of connection from then to now. The novel also captures what it was like to be Eileen
Myles in Manhattan in the ’70s and ’80s, when people planned their book parties
according to the astrological calendar and went out afterward to a “glitter ball tall
hyacinths-in-a-vase Italian Lesbian disco environment.” Her narrator gets her
amphetamines from a corrupt diet doctor in Flushing, Queens, and redistributes them
at the Strand. She subsists on garlic knots, hot dogs, Campbell’s tomato soup, Budweiser
and cigarettes. She has lovers of different temperaments and physical forms. One of
them convenes an “elite junkie salon.” Another throws herself into the East River. Of a
stint working a factory job in Maine: “The men were all men, and we were all lesbians,
and everyone loved to get smashed.”

Despite having written the book 20 years ago, Myles’s literary style feels as
contemporary as the essayistic autobiographical fiction of Sheila Heti, Ben Lerner and
Tao Lin, who might be considered her literary offspring. Her work functions as a bridge
between many of the discussions of the present — about sexual violence, class, “hook-up
culture” — and a past from which those narratives were often secret or hidden. And even
though her writing is now being transmitted on that most mainstream of venues, the
“teevee,” it seems to resist assimilation, in part by maintaining its sense of defiance. “I
keep getting called a punk poet in the press, because they can’t say dyke,” she said dryly.
Myles has been many things, but punk is not one of them. In her early years in New
York she worked as a librarian on Wall Street. She sold subway slugs. She was employed
by the Department of Corrections, where she would type up Dodgems, the poetry
magazine she was publishing, which, at the time, was as common as starting a band. For
half a year she was an assistant to the poet James Schuyler who, said Myles, had “a
career as a mental patient,” supported by art-world friends who admired his writing. He
lived at the Chelsea Hotel, and every morning Myles would bring him his newspapers
and keep him company for the day. Schuyler was one of Myles’s literary influences, of
which there were many: Lucille Clifton, Susie Timmons, John Wieners and, of course,
Ginsberg, “a poet who actually got heard.”
After sitting in Saint Mark’s for a while, we decided to get lunch at the all-night
Ukrainian diner Veselka, the site of many late evenings for Myles and her friends. She
scanned the room as if to surface the memories. “In the ’70s it was cool to be a poet,” she
said. “In the ’80s it was a joke.” And yet, in 1993, when she finished her novel after
working on it for 14 years, it proved as resistant to the market as anything else she’d
done. Finally getting it published by Black Sparrow Press — “they were indie but they
were top of the indie,” she said — was a breakthrough. The head of the company, John
Martin, saw in Myles a kind of female Bukowski, also a house author, although her own
idea of “Chelsea Girls” was that it would be “ ‘On the Road’ for girls,” she said. Its release
was followed by a series of unlucky coincidences: Bukowski died the same year it came
out and the promotional energy turned to his legacy; someone bought the rights to
translate the book into French, but the translator died before its completion; and
although the movie rights to one of its essays, “1969,” were optioned, the film was never

made. But maybe the book’s obscurity wasn’t just bad luck: Maybe the culture just
wasn’t ready for it.
Myles has a theory about her resurgent popularity — you might call it the Theory of the
Bad Copy, which posits that most people who are breaking with the past do so by
presenting initially as bad copies of an accepted person. Which is to say that Myles got
published by Black Sparrow as a bad copy of Charles Bukowski. And that Leslie
Mackinaw, on “Transparent,” is a bad copy of Myles. And that Hillary Clinton — who
Myles recently endorsed — is a bad copy of the male presidential figure, but one who
Myles insists will be different because of her gender. People get published or elected or
onto television shows because they’re bad copies painted in broad strokes — that’s how
difference slips by, and then the bad copies break with the past and make something
new. This seems to have been Myles’s plan all along. “If a fool will persist in their folly,
he will be wise, right?” she said, smiling, because she knew she already was.
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Eileen Myles, 1980; photograph by Robert Mapplethorpe, from the cover of Chelsea Girls
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Eileen Myles’s new and selected poems are titled I Must Be Living Twice, a phrase that any poet
past the midpoint and looking back might utter, surprised to find a fund of work on the page as
robust and spontaneous as any “real” life she lived. But Myles’s poems set a bar for openness,
frankness, and variability few lives could ever match; and so in her work, the surprise second life
is actually the one lived off the page, refracted through decades of Myles’s astonishingly vivid
lines.
The solemnities of art are, in Myles, everywhere undermined: “I like to get really stoned/and
revise everything I’ve ever done/Leaning/against the refrigerator,” she writes in “La Vita
Nuova.” You’d score that a win for life, if it weren’t for the fact that we hear about it in lines of
verse. The title alludes to Dante; “leaning”—with the unshowy pun on Myles’s first name—is
among the most important words in American poetry, handed down to Myles from two of her
New York heroes: Whitman (“I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass”)
and especially Frank O’Hara in “The Day Lady Died” (“I am sweating a lot by now and thinking
of leaning on the john door in the 5 Spot”). It is deeply characteristic of her that the most
Dionysian moments are also her most vocational. Only a poet who agreed with Robert Frost that
poems are “play for mortal stakes” would boast about getting stoned and heedlessly working on
revisions.
Myles’s work has always been uncompromisingly frontal, a face-forward presentation of herself,
simultaneously vulnerable and scrutinizing. If you look at her, she looks back. Her classic
autobiographical novel from 1994, Chelsea Girls, has been reissued to accompany the volume of
poems. Photographs of the author appear on the front covers of both volumes. In the black-andwhite Robert Mapplethorpe photo on the cover of Chelsea Girls, Myles looks young, ethereal,
maybe high, and, perhaps most of all, dazzled—daunted to be Mapplethorpe’s subject. It could
be an album cover; it isn’t the only detail of Myles’s life and work that calls to mind Patti Smith.
In Catherine Opie’s recent color portrait of Myles on the cover of the book of poems, Myles
looks brash, handsome, bemused—and, most importantly, neither male nor female (or both at the
same time): “the gender of Eileen,” as she has remarked in interviews. Myles sits on a stool, her
muscular forearms and battered knees in the foreground. On a lark, in the 1990s, Myles ran for

president as a write-in candidate. This photo looks for all the world like a presidential portrait:
switch out the wardrobe and readjust the posture a little, and Myles could be Calvin Coolidge or
Ronald Reagan. There is a hint in this about the lines of formality and casualness in her work, the
mutual reliance of spontaneity and calculation.
Myles has “lived twice” in several important senses. She is a poet perhaps best known for a book
of prose: a memoir lightly disguised as a novel, itself a kind of double exposure. She’s lived as a
straight woman and as a lesbian; she is an addict who has long been sober. She is associated with
Boston, where she was raised, and with New York, where she has, for decades, been a citizen of
the East Village and various downtown art and poetry scenes.
Many of her recent poems call to mind, consciously, her earlier work, and this new book is made
up mostly of poems being published in a book a second time. She has been young; she is now
sixty-six, an age young people since the Beatles associate with being old. Her life is marked by
new beginnings, her poems by retrospection and “self-thievery.” One thinks of Hart Crane, a
great influence upon her, and of his marvelous phrase “new thresholds, new anatomies.” Her
poems are chronicles of barriers first feared, then crossed, and of the physical and sensual
pleasures and pains that followed. Her life is a series of crossed thresholds; her poems, so often
about the ups and downs of having a body, are themselves bodies, “anatomies” formed in the
aftermath of transformation.
Her work explores the power of look-alikes doubles, pairs, and substitutes. “All these rhymes all
the time,” she writes in “Smile”: “I used to/think Mark Wahlberg was family.” How strange, in a
life this courageously individuated, to find oneself duplicated in the voice and jawline of a
stranger: Wahlberg and Myles indeed look alike, and carry the same broad working-class Boston
accent, which Myles liked to break out, she has said, when workers showed up at her house in
Provincetown, “to get the guys to not fuck us over.”
“I am the daughter/of substitution,” Myles writes:
my father fell
instead of the dresser
it was the family

joke, his death
not a suicide
but a joke
Elsewhere, Myles describes her father’s accident in more detail: he lands at her feet, which at
first seems like an absurdist prank. But Myles’s father didn’t die right away. In Chelsea Girls,
she describes the job of “watching” him as he slowly failed, lying on the couch and smoking.
She has been punished that day at school; at home, she must minister to her father in front of her
friend, Mary McClusky, who has stopped by after school:
Dad, the worst time ever with you was when Mary McClusky was over and you had your red
lumberjack shirt on and you were lying down and you had those awful headaches which kept
pounding and made you always look like you were going to cry, and you put your two fingers to
your lips…. You couldn’t talk and you kept making that two-fingered gesture even though I felt
like it wasn’t what you wanted I knelt down and kissed you in front of Mary which was hard
because she is such a tomboy. “No, God damn it, a cigarette.” “She kissed him,” Mary laughed.
Myles kissed him…. I think I just wanted to kiss you in front of Mary because you were lying
there sick.
Tense here is everything: “I knelt down and kissed you in front of Mary which was hard because
she is such a tomboy.” On the plane of writing, Myles reminds us, everything that was still is,
and everything that is already was. Insight that arrives decades later is inserted into the original
scene; while the intensity of response, the shame, the mockery—everything ostensibly in the past
—represents itself. This is why the word “representation” is so crucial to what an artist like
Myles does.
A “daughter of substitution” sees multiple forms of herself distributed across the years, and
concludes—or fears she must conclude—that she doesn’t exist at all, if existence requires a
single, unique manifestation, consistent across the arc of time. “Eileen” becomes a fully fledged
artist as a sign of difference from her childhood; but standing out, for a working-class girl from
Boston, educated in Catholic schools, is an affront to authority, which reasserts its power through
forced reiteration:

Eileen spoke
so well about the creative
process. Maybe she would
like to do it again.
That’s the way nuns run a classroom (I’m a working-class New Englander, too; I, too, was taught
by nuns and priests): if you speak out of turn, or distract your neighbor, you have to repeat it in
front of the whole class. Authors are asked, at readings and at conferences, about “the creative
process”: a person from Myles’s background never gets used to speaking up publicly, since the
classroom fear of disobedience and swift reprimand is so ingrained.
Later in the same poem, “A Debate with a Glove,” the demand for recitation, transported to
adulthood, becomes a remembered prelude to sex. It is “five” after a night out; Myles asks to be
“alone” in bed with “my sex” and “my beautiful hands.” Autoerotic fantasy is internalized
seduction: a single self contains both pursuer and pursued. We are in what I take to be a
remembered pickup bar, crossing the invisible line when late in the night becomes early in the
morning. Here the prompts for answers and the answers themselves are part of a single weave:
Tell me something else.
Was I married.
Have I been here
before. Why am I
always in between.
Is it late or
is it early.
Money, I could
give a shit.
Fame, forget it.
An authenticity
that rattles
my bones. Is
it two of
everything

or one.
It is none.
Two, one, none: this little countdown—to orgasm, to insight—is also a vanishing fuse. The
ecstasy subsides and guilt takes its place:
I’m sorry we
went to war
with you &
broke your
bridge.
The aftermath of sex becomes the aftermath of a war, with Myles the baffled aggressor who has
scored a regrettable victory. What kind of token gesture of reconciliation will suffice? “I’ll fix it
now,” she writes: “Should/we get married/or something?”
Of course the poem is the reconciliation, the marriage, the bridge: the fix. In Inferno (A Poet’s
Novel), published in 2010, Myles tracks writing back to the people, situations, accidents,
misunderstandings, ill-advised arrangements, and schemes that threaten to trip up the poems they
paradoxically inspire. These makeshift conditions are always shifting, always comically adverse,
and always, when you meet them in poems, offered in the spirit of friendly polemic. The poet is
supposed to be a “beautiful stoner boy or an intellectual,” as Myles put it in a recent Paris
Review interview:
There’s a whole female industry engaged in materially supporting the illusion that the artist
doesn’t work directly on his legacy, his immediate success. He’s just a beautiful stoner boy or an
intellectual. All thought. No wife? I like turning that illusion inside out. And making the work be
literally about the field and the failures and even the practice. I wrote about these things
in Inferno because Dante did. We should let the writing world and its ways of distributing awards
be part of fiction. We should expose the very cultural apparatus that is affecting the reception of
the book you’re reading. What’s dirty is that we’re not supposed to talk about how it has sex and
reproduces.

Inferno is the right title for this book, its vivid particulars seen under the sign of tragedy (among
many other things, Myles is a great poet of the New York of the 1970s and early 1980s that
ended forever with AIDS). Myles moves into her first apartment in New York, on 71st and West
End, with a roommate, Alice, who is “tapped into a lesbian network that funded their activities
by selling subway slugs.” A guy at Myles’s work buys a bag, then proposes that the two of them
have sex, have a baby, and sell it for $15,000. This kind of absurd profiteering suggests how
tenuous it is to write and sell poetry. It exists on an economic continuum that includes counterfeit
subway tokens and for-profit pregnancy.
2.

“Why am I/always in between,” Myles asks in “A Debate with a Glove.” Chelsea Girlsis a
dynastic book, beginning with the death of Myles’s father and ending with the death of a father
figure, often couch-bound like her own father, whom she tended: the great New York School
poet James Schuyler, whom Myles, short on cash, cared for in his last period, while he was living
in ennobled squalor in a room at the Chelsea Hotel.
Myles is somewhere “in between” these two men, “living twice” by helping both of them die.
The abrupt violence, even gore, of her real father’s death, landing at her feet (though he died
somewhat later of a cerebral hemorrhage), is replaced, in this autobiographical novel, by
Schuyler’s own slow deterioration. He had lost nearly all his friends and burned down his
apartment with a cigarette. The picture of Schuyler is unbelievably tender and weirdly clinical,
like something a queer Hazlitt would have written if he were a dyke poet tending to an old
queen:
Hello Dear. Sometimes I came in and he was sitting on his chair by the bright window. He got up
early. He told me that, but I could also surmise it from the number of cigarettes in the ashtray
which he never dumped, and how much spilled Taster’s Choice was on the kitchen counter.
(John [Ashbery] says Taster’s Choice is the best. The emphasis on John meant both that it was a
funny thing to have an opinion on and a useful tip that one should take.) I saw his dick a lot.
Probably more than any other man’s in my life. It wasn’t small, it was kind of large. As I would
narrate my nightly voyage he would tell me about all his affairs in the forties and fifties and

invariably these often very famous men who were practically myths now would be rated: He was
like sleeping with a reptile. Really icky. Edwin. He had a lovely dick. I’d be standing over him
holding a dirty dish and figured to leave the silence alone. Well yours looks pretty good I might
say as it nudged out of his boxer shorts.
The scene mixes desire and disheveled interiors as a way of stopping time: Schuyler is both
father and child; Myles is both liberated to describe her “nightly voyage” (voyages have
destinations; Schuyler’s apartment was hers) and held subservient, this time by choice, in a little
world where women were somewhat beside the point. The cigarettes are units of time, much like
lyric poems, their intervals reckoned differently by old and young, the healthy and the sick.
The episode ends with Myles reading one of her new poems to Schuyler, who is at this point
sound asleep. Myles discovers the poem on a “damp” napkin when she jams her pay, three dollar
bills, into her pants. It might have occurred to Myles not to read a poem that includes the line
“the old are very ugly” to Schuyler, but this is the point—the amalgam of repulsion and love, the
poem severing a transaction it creates:
When you see them
smoking a cigarette, it’s
like the tip of the iceberg.
And their boozy wrinkles
under their eyes. You
know I like this evening.
…Your
beauty, mine,
our drinks, I wonder
if I should catch
up, you’re drinking
faster than me, Oh
I guess I’ll get
another vodka tonic
and see how the evening
goes. Clink-Clink.

It’s a charming enough poem; and, I would guess, it worked at what it was intended to do: lure
this girl into bed. But that’s not why Myles reads it to Schuyler, or why she quotes herself
reading it to Schuyler on the last pages of her autobiographical novel. The poem is homage, only
deepened by its ostensible cruelty to the old iceberg in the chair, his “boozy wrinkles” revealing
a lifetime of experience. It is written in Schuyler’s ribbon-like short lines, haltingly enjambed; it
reminds me especially of Schuyler’s heartbreaking poem, for me his greatest: “This Dark
Apartment.”
With Myles and her generation of poets, we have a class of artists whose identity was, for a long
time, wrapped up in their being junior, their ire and adoration directed upward toward the big
talents that preceded them. Myles is sometimes misunderstood on the basis of a single poem,
which depressingly keeps cropping up in reviews of these volumes—mine, alas, being no
exception. “On the Death of Robert Lowell” is her blurted, blasphemous, punk, and utterly
Bostonian elegy for Lowell:
O, I don’t give a shit.
He was an old white-haired man
Insensate beyond belief and
Filled with much anxiety about his imagined
Pain. Not that I’d know
I hate fucking wasps.
The guy was a loon.
Signed up for Spring Semester at MacLeans
A really lush retreat among pines and
Hippy attendants. Ray Charles also
once rested there.
So did James Taylor…
The famous, as we know, are nuts.
Take Robert Lowell.
The old white-haired coot.
Fucking dead.

Now Myles is older than Lowell when he died, and enjoying her greatest moment of
accomplishment and fame. Her very presence in the world is a form of activism, but her work,
when studied with care, is also political in the sense that it gives evidence of one of the richest
and most conflicted human hearts you’re likely to find. When, many years from now, she passes
away, may she be elegized rudely by some brat clearing the nettles from her path, just the way
she did with Lowell (and, in a more complex gesture, with Schuyler). This kind of schoolyard
insult—“The guy was a loon”—is almost hilariously transparent as an expression of desire, and
it is part of what the art’s all about.
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