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INTRODUCTION

AMY SCHOLDER and DOUGLAS A. MARTIN

Dear Douglas,

I first met Kathy Acker in 1987, when I was working at the City Lights bookstore in San Francisco and she was reading there as part of her book tour for Don Quixote. We then spent a magical evening getting to know each other over dinner at a restaurant south of Market Street, and tequila at Amelia’s, the lesbian bar in the Mission District. Despite the fact that the night ended abruptly (about which, more later) we began to write letters to each other when she got back home to London, a correspondence that lasted until she moved to San Francisco, two years later.

I kept my letters from her, but not surprisingly I don’t have copies of the ones I sent to her. I wish I did. As I reread those letters now, and share them with you, I am trying to recall every detail. What presents did I send to her? What love affair was I beginning, when I seem suddenly effusive? Did I complain when she didn’t write me back right away—or did she apologize out of her own sense of procrastination?

I like reading interviews in part because they feel epistolary. I miss letters (receiving more than writing them, I confess). And I thought it might be fitting for us to write an introduction to this collection of interviews as a conversation with each other, in the letter-writing mode we’ve established over twenty years of friendship.

I’ve been thinking about community. When Kathy wrote to me when she was starting to think about moving back to the States, I asked her how she would decide which city to live in. She had friends all over. And she said, It’s about where I can find community. I didn’t really know what she meant. I was just beginning my life and career in book publishing. I was new to San Francisco. And it stuck with me—that I didn’t know what she meant by community. And I wanted to have that experience. She wrote:


I can’t take the isolation anymore. I can’t fight a class system by myself. I need my community back because, learning my needs, I need support in bad times. I’m too fucking alone. And I hate the philistinism here, lying under a guise of upper-class education. I want to be able to explore the makings of a society, be it through taboo, through myth, without incurring fear for my own well-being. Writing, and I don’t give a damn about literature, but writing should be one arena for exploration, examination, and even criticism. Real criticism. Anyway.

Thanks for your offer. If I could, I would run to your room right now…I will be on the coast in the spring and hopefully back home by Christmas. HOME, what a magic word, a lover, a geographical one, to have any arms, even that of a city, around me and holding me…I keep yelling these days, “I’m just a human being.”

Well, I’m bitching, darling; please excuse me. Time, as they say, changes all…I love you. Acker.



Kathy came to San Francisco to live shortly thereafter. The AIDS epidemic was beginning to engulf us. For those of us who survived—we wrote, published, made art, curated, resisted, supported. It was the first time in my life that I understood community. And how treacherous it can be to live and work without it. Especially when you are threatened, marginalized, rejected, sick, or alone.

Wondering how you respond to these stories, and what’s been defining for you.

Love you, Amy

Dear Amy,

Your friendship has always helped me understand community. San Francisco and City Lights was such a mecca in my little mind, as it was growing. There was an aura for me there, though I guess I was probably naive about many things. The group of artists, friends I fell in among in the main by being the younger boyfriend, along for the ride for so many times, there was such reverence in the way they would speak of this as a pocket out there, a place unlike our own little outposts in the American South where we would gather, or even New York City others visited us from—there by the sea where the Beats had gone and set up as destination.

I tried to move there, but it was too unrealistic to be someone like I was in my desperate twenties, no job to speak of, no career path or plan besides writing in my journal. A green army duffle, a Marguerite Duras book. I must have lasted all of forty-eight hours before I slipped out of the house where I was going to be granted this little pantry of sorts for a room. A mattress fit inside, and my friend Justin would sometimes let people stay. I left a so-apologetic note in the morning and sneaked away.

I remember the first time I met you, in 1997. You were then living in Manhattan. We met at Fez on Lafayette Street, during a visit when I was trying to get some footing in the city. I knew Fez because I had been taken there before. Gone now.

We were going to talk about the future of the writing I was doing. I learned that you were connected to Kathy, and also the artist and activist David Wojnarowicz, whose picture I had put on the wall next to my bed, much to my boyfriend’s worry, thinking I would somehow try to have this life and get lost then within it, get eaten alive by it, never be again someone who could continue to be connected with others like him in untroubled ways…I look back and think of how my primary shaping and vital relationships formed in the face of the fact of a fear. Like I’m not delusional. What kept this or that man connected to me in part was what had been presented as solution: one lover. So, I had one for a long time. Long for me at that age. Probably longer than I warranted. A sense of value got wound up in all this for me.

You published and edited so many of the people who showed me how the world worked. Kathy attaches to one of the letters a piece, “Arthur Rimbaud Was Homosexual,” for a compilation of yours. I wanted to resemble Rimbaud in senses. What young boy like I was did not, of course. I got that in part through her. Community comes up there too:


The poet, elsewhere, not in our western society today, was the speaker and guide of his or her community. Partly because of his homosexuality Rimbaud was one of the first poets in this western society who fully understood that he was alienated from his society.

Above all Arthur Rimbaud hated hypocrisy, the deadness of the provincial bourgeois society into which he had been born. He wanted to go to a world that was pagan, a world in which politics sexuality language sensation and identity are interconnected.

Rimbaud saw that this society separates. It separates politics and power from sexuality, politics from poetry and vision. It separates people from each other according to their sexual characters, colors, and classes. This society, which controls by separation, is a society of death.



Sex was connected to poetry for me, also. Why did I want to be validated by men? One—I did not call him a mentor, I didn’t even really understand the word as such yet, though I would play around with the idea he was my “patron”—had a copy of Rimbaud’s Illuminations propped up in his kitchen. But he was dismissive of how Acker could be a poet too, a particular kind of poet, like the kind she talks about in interviews as either “coming out of” or being taught by, or the fact that she wanted to mark sexual pleasure as being how she differed from her contemporaries in the Language Poets; she takes it forward into the novel, how these worlds did and could intermingle. Why didn’t the men I wanted to respect my work see her as serious? It was her image that was not right for the kitchen. Poetry to her was about being radical. I guess at the time I did not really get Rimbaud beyond a legend, but I don’t think I was alone in that.

Love, D.

Dear Douglas,

At the marathon reading of Kathy Acker’s Blood and Guts in High School at Performance Space NY on April 8, 2018, I was thinking about what bonds a community. And how those bonds endure (or don’t) over time. The gathering for this tribute to Kathy showed a fierce connection, I thought, around the values in Kathy’s work, and the work of Sarah Schulman, who organized the event. Blood and Guts, published in the Reagan era of the 1980s, is chillingly relevant in the current moment—after the beginnings of a tide change in social equity, a vicious backlash on a national level takes over the country.

Are we becoming a nation of predators and victims? Are we doing enough in opposition? We are witnessing the consequences not only of white supremacy, but of white silence. Kathy’s despair in the 1980s gave way to a sometimes utopian fantasy, like one she created in Pussy, King of the Pirates. I want a fantasy world like the one she conjured, but I can’t find one. Everything feels too dire. I haven’t felt this way since the early 1990s, during the AIDS epidemic, when there was no end in sight. When going viral was not a good thing…

Well, now I’m bitching. Time changes all…and then seems to change back!

A.

Dear Amy,

In my mind, Pussy, King of the Pirates is the San Francisco book. She writes about that geographical promise in “Some American Cities,” for Marxism Today. Never seen it. Pieces of that utopia were also fomented in lights of queer theory. Butler as luminary publishes a portion of the novel, its opening, in a critical anthology. Excuse me. A colleague knocking at the door, one who has been housing me.

I told my mother how I would not come visit in Georgia again until the terms of this presidency were over. Online, philosopher-critic Steven Shaviro reminds us, “I still think that Kathy Acker’s greatest works are her last two novels, My Mother: Demonology and Pussy, King of the Pirates” (tweet).

Currently it has sixteen hearts, one reply by me. Did she also write My Mother: Demonology in San Francisco? I remain curious about much, even with all she offers here in these interviews. The one with R. J. Ellis we excerpt from was done along with students from a course he was running at the time, as he explained to me. “Informal” in that they went to a favorite Chinese restaurant of Kathy’s (“she was very good to my students,” Ellis) to eat, drink, talk. She invited him along to the gym to work out after. Like you invited me into this collection. She brought candid generosity in her letters to you and another companionship to the books. In the interviews, another velocity. In her letters to you, Acker was writing as being known. To be known. Here and there she is more or less known. I don’t want to just dismiss who women were to her in and out of bed, as you know. The lurks change when the public exposure does.

I’m writing to you from downtown Middletown, where I passed yesterday on the street one of my students who wants to enter the world as we hypothesized it being potentially in our diary class, a world where that kind of work we were making there together could be recognized. How does one do that? He wanted to know. Then, dinner. “Did you know one of the first things she ever said to me about you [about a colleague] was that you were cruising students at the gym?” Obviously, she does not know my bag.

Visiting you in Los Angeles, walking on the beach with you, introducing you to B. finally after all these years…(Last night, at another restaurant, debating that possessive there: like my husband, my wife. My human companion? Even that’s not right. Partner is bankrupt.) I was scared about my Acker book about to come out. What had been written of her in biography, would it be said to her face? How do stakes then change? Her strategies are still ahead of times we stay mired in. She cannot be easily consumed. Cat fights. Flash forward to the marathon, a day that started somber enough for me. The reading was in the main the New York contingent though some had traveled for it. I met her next biographer. We met years ago. I worry I have somehow disappointed Kevin and Bob. You know I was obsessed with not being listed in the event’s program. Matias knows. Masha. Ira was good to me and assured me I had no reason to be worried. Said these were my people. I was always afraid of being seen as too dumb. I am thinking interviews again, Acker’s timing and her aliveness in them, the closest thing I have to experiencing a conversation with her. It was a gift to get to read through all the interviews we started with working on compiling this collection, as much as a challenge with wanting to represent that whole spectrum of all those various public interactions over time adequately. One of the ones that gets away is a late-night version of her in the days of answering-machine tapes, a transcript pulled from one where she contextualizes punk as a response to the hippy movement, thanks to Juan Rubén Reyes, who exchanged contacts with her, a stranger, after a reading. I want to show that kind of generosity. The hope, in the end, is to give significant reads of key moments in her dynamic formulations, the foundations she was always shifting, and a number of culled highlights.

We give each other an audience. Now reading your last response, I realize—see—I have done the motion with a pen like I tend to on student letters for my second job held down, the progressive education of Goddard College, when a line or phrase or turn of concern comes up I want to make sure to address, to be sure to in answering back, angle bracket (alligator mouth, as I was taught. A memory, of being chastised. Teach them something halfway professional, and disgust). You begin to realize the best thing that’s been written on the work is in papers coming in to you, once motivation becomes something beyond just more readers. This we are doing to try to get somewhere else by writing. Kathy’s work traded in the obscured. I’m off to go roller-skating.

X D.

Dear Douglas,

This is why I asked you to co-edit this book with me: I had proposed this book of interviews for The Last Interview series not long after I left my last publishing job in New York in 2014.

I was sad about leaving that job because I would miss the community I helped create there. But with management change it was no longer a collaborative environment—talk about a turd in a punchbowl (my friend Avram would say). I moved to California to think about the next chapter of my life and to do something different. But I still wanted to make books.

I started to organize my professional files (book files from 1986 to the present) and found Kathy’s letters to me from the late 1980s.

I saw a display of Melville House’s Last Interview books somewhere and remembered the last interview with Kathy. I felt like she was asked about her influence, not just who influenced her, which is what women are always asked, no matter how successful or influential they are. Finally, Kathy had a chance to reflect on what she offered to other writers and generations, and it’s powerful especially knowing it was the last interview she gave. So I wrote to Melville House’s publishers to propose this collection for their imprint. I was surprised because there were so few women writers in that series. I thought, how could they turn down my proposal (sometimes I have tremendous belief in my ideas).

I heard from Melville House two years later, when they were looking for feminist writers to respond to the national crisis of misogyny we witnessed during the election. I too was outraged but wondered if there might be a connection between the dearth of feminist voices in publishing, and the state of the world (not cause/effect, but you know what I mean).

I wrote back and offered them my theory, and asked, What about the Acker interview book? They said, okay. Let’s do it.

You know that expression, be careful what you wish for?

I started collecting Acker interviews from the 1970s until 1997. So many interviews. How would I make the selection? All of them were fascinating and boring, depending on what day I picked them up. I couldn’t trust what was good judgment and what was bad mood. Are these symptoms of depression? (Sometimes I have tremendous doubt in myself.) I knew I wanted Kathy’s depth of mind and erudition to be represented. I knew I wanted Kathy’s relationship to her body and aging/mortality to be included. I knew I wanted Kathy’s humor and occasional silliness to be part of the picture this book creates of her. Of course, her passion for writing fiction, being a citizen of the world and yet belonging nowhere is evident in everything she said.

Then there was the matter of the introduction. I had written a remembrance about Kathy for Artforum soon after she died. I had written a short preface to Lust for Life, a collection of essays on Acker a few years after that. What more did I have to say? What does it matter what you say about people?

Then I realized that what I wanted to remember about Kathy was the conversation. I missed that with her. What I like about the interviews is that Kathy isn’t alone. Like most artists, she needed to be alone to make work but was also always aware of her need for meaningful contact. Or you feel barely alive.

That’s where you come in. I needed meaningful contact to bring this book to life. When Michael, your soon-to-be ex, introduced us twenty years ago, I felt a connection with you that reminded me of how I felt with Kathy. A little shy, a lot of excitement around obsessions we have in common. Thank you for being in this world with me.

All my love, Amy





KATHY ACKER: MITALI RESTAURANT, NYC

INTERVIEW WITH BARRY ALPERT
ONLY PAPER TODAY
MARCH 30, 1976





ALPERT: I’ve never seen any of your performances, and I wonder if you might begin by describing what they were and then perhaps what your intentions were—in reverse chronological order, starting with the most recent.

ACKER: Well, my performances are never the same because, like my writing, they come out of wherever I am at the moment. They’re not as central to me, they’re more outgrowths of the writing or…yeah, outgrowths, they’re a little farther away from the actual necessity. I don’t know how else to describe it. So that I don’t have as strong a line, a thematic line, from one performance to the next as I do with the writing. I mean I’d have to go back and search the writing for necessity…I can describe each one…

ALPERT: Yeah, I’d like that. You see my problem is if I’m not in New York City or other places where people put on deliberate performances, I have to depend on videotapes, reviews, or other forms of documentation. I encountered two conflicting versions of your performance with Lil Picard.

ACKER: Oh, that wasn’t my performance, except that I was in it. I’ll describe what happened. The most recent one I did was at The Kitchen. This was after the one I did with Lil Picard.

ALPERT: When was this?

ACKER: This was February of ‘76. I don’t remember the exact date. And what happened was that I had been severely ill. I had two performances and I had to cancel one because of hospitalization and stuff. My mind just wasn’t seeing art as the ultimate, and I was going through a slow turning away against the art world because I realized that whatever ideals I had weren’t totally to be found there. I mean that seems obviously true, but I was going through that anyway. So what I was doing was just sitting on this bed, you know, because I wasn’t allowed to move out of it…

ALPERT: In your room.

ACKER: Yeah. And I wanted to read—for some reason, I don’t know why…I had a TV that was working at the time, so I was just watching all the late shows. I felt like reading the script of Key Largo, the Humphrey Bogart movie. And I couldn’t get hold of it, you know, like no way.

ALPERT: You wanted to read the scenario?

ACKER: Yeah, I just felt like reading the scenario.

ALPERT: It’s a play by, uh, Anderson…

ACKER: Maxwell Anderson, right, and then John Huston rewrote it for the movie.

ALPERT: I like the movie.

ACKER: Yeah. I had the scantiest of memories…I remember liking it and I remember two scenes out of it, and that’s it. So I got a book about Bogart where they described…they had about three sentences about the movie. I decided to rewrite the movie since I couldn’t read it, that was the only way. So I had this great time, you know. I just had nothing to do, it was like totally off the wall—writing a movie so that I could like fucking read it, you know? A week before the performance and I was going to do something based on the series—I’d been sending out a series the last nine months. That’s over now.

ALPERT: The name of the series?

ACKER: The Adult Life of Toulouse Lautrec by Toulouse Lautrec. I guess I thought of that as my “serious” work—I don’t know what “serious” has to do with anything but, uh, I was thinking of doing a performance based on that or something based on an earlier performance I’d done at St. Mark’s for New Year’s Eve. But I was just enjoying this so much, and I was so distant from people. I’d been through this like heavy sickness, and I just didn’t give a shit. I thought what the fuck, I’ll just stage this weird movie script that I’ve been writing.

ALPERT: On the bed.

ACKER: Yeah, right. I wanted to make it all woman—I don’t know why—I do, but I know in ways that I can’t describe verbally. There are five characters in it. The thing I knew about the movie from the Bogart book I had was who the characters were, and otherwise I didn’t remember much.

ALPERT: The names of the characters?

ACKER: No, that I don’t remember. I remember Johnny Rocco and that’s it. I don’t remember Humphrey Bogart’s name at all. I know who played them because the book told me: Lauren Bacall and Humphrey Bogart, and…I just had these quick descriptions. There’s the gangster’s mistress and there’s the innocent girl, so I took it from there. So I had Lauren Bacall, the innocent girl and actually Laurie Anderson played her. That was nice, Laurie-Lauren. There was Humphrey Bogart, who I think I made very different from the book because I haven’t had any war experiences; I just wanted to talk about what it was like to think you were gonna die all the time. So I stuck all these speeches in his mouth…

ALPERT: Because that’s what you were feeling—you were really that seriously sick?

ACKER: Yeah, I was seriously sick. They told me that I might die. They said if this happens, you gotta rush to the hospital…

ALPERT: Oh! Well, you seem better now.

ACKER: Oh yeah, I’m fine. And actually I didn’t have what they thought I had, but they had me scared out of my mind for about three days. Uh, and there was the gangster, Johnny Rocco, his girlfriend, Lauren, Humphrey, well those are the main…Oh the senator, of course, the innocent girl’s grandfather, who’s a wheelchaired senator. Those are the main characters, and then there’s the hotel clerk, and I got him shot off very quickly so he didn’t come in at all.

ALPERT: Some Indians if I remember correctly.

ACKER: That’s what people tell me, I don’t remember that…Well I think my script is so far, you know, from the…Except, I love it. I remember the scene at the end when they’re in the boat, but I never got to the end, I got a little ways…

ALPERT: Oh the scene at the end is wonderful.

ACKER: Anyways, I staged this thing, right. But I was real embarrassed about asking people to rehearse. I couldn’t go out, so they’d have to come there. And also I didn’t know how to do it visually, so I had to do the easiest thing, in a way. Of course I didn’t do the whole film, I just did the beginning. That’s all I could do because I only had about a half-hour at The Kitchen. There were four sets, so to speak, four places where the action took place. So I had a friend go and sneak into the Strand. We just cropped the pictures so you couldn’t tell they were from books.

ALPERT: Were they blown up or…

ACKER: Yeah, they were blown up…

ALPERT: Real large…

ACKER: Yeah, they were huge. So I took these pictures, and then I went to the Chelsea Hotel and used that for the inside of the hotel. It was all very funky and lots of jokes. And I had that projected against the wall of The Kitchen. The four people sort of sat…they couldn’t memorize the script—I couldn’t ask them to do that—so they sort of sat in front of this picture. The picture was projected over the four of us, and we read by candlelight. And I didn’t know because I was too sick, I couldn’t have set this up the day before and looked at what it looked like. I had to do everything the same day. It turns out that the candle reflected this weird light onto the floor. It was actually really beautiful. It was all dark, otherwise. So it was this weird thing with these four people—sort of visible, sort of not visible—the main light being these candles and then the thing. It was nice, from the pictures I saw. And the people read the script. I wanted them to read it real funkily, because it wasn’t theater. I wanted to work off the edges—being in between a reading, in between theater…

ALPERT: Essentially there wasn’t much improvisation?

ACKER: No, people had to sit where they were because they couldn’t see otherwise.

ALPERT: It was a script that was completely written out in advance?

ACKER: Totally written out. There was no improvisation.

ALPERT: So it was a reading with a background, of sorts.

ACKER: Right. I liked it because it got away from my voice again. It wasn’t me reading. When people took the parts, they totally transformed them. Laurie Anderson played the innocent girl, and she was just wonderful—I mean totally transformed the part. Whereas the girl who played the prostitute wasn’t very good at all. And then my friend Jill Kroesin, who [sic] played the gangster, and she was just wonderful.

ALPERT: Did everyone dress normally, or in costume?

ACKER: Normally. You couldn’t see them anyways, so it didn’t matter. But everyone sort of dressed up, they were into it. We had sound effects…

ALPERT: Did you prepare a tape?

ACKER: No no no, I just told Peter to blow into a microphone like wind and crash chairs for thunder. It was funky, you know…

ALPERT: There was a hurricane?

ACKER: Yeah, right. They were all in a hotel, you remember…

ALPERT: In the Key West area…That gives me a pretty good sense of it. I think one of my students, David Barrett, went to a reading you gave at St. Mark’s on New Year’s Eve. That was off one of the works you sent in the mail, wasn’t it?

ACKER: No.

ALPERT: Maybe I’ll let you describe what that was. Two people took parts, and one was James Dean…

ACKER: Yeah, right. That’s when I started the two-part thing, which is really much nicer than a reading, you know—it’s not just me getting up there and…I like it. I like the movement to theater…

ALPERT: I liked the description, it sounded nice.

ACKER: It’s just at this point it would have to be a huge movement to theater. I want to do some Noh plays now, I think that would be fun. I took two characters out of the books I’d been sending out, that is, Janis Joplin and James Dean, who had this love affair. And, uh, I just had them talking to each other. Jill was playing James Dean and I was playing Janis Joplin. But it was basically about this guy I had this huge crush on, so it was two things.

ALPERT: You figured him as James Dean?

ACKER: Well, no, it was funny. I started there, but it was a real fictionalization. Fiction’s a very funny thing…Oh it’s hard to remember where I was at any time…

ALPERT: I thought it was amusing to imagine a conversation between Janis Joplin and James Dean, since they never could have had a conversation.

ACKER: Well they were alive at the same time at one point, though she was nine years old, actually. I mean it’s ridiculous…

ALPERT: It could have been possible. And that interested you: the fact that it could have been possible?

ACKER: Mmmm, not so much. I was more interested in myths and putting myths together and seeing what the new meaning was. If you figure he was the big myth of the fifties, and she was the big myth of the sixties.

ALPERT: I don’t know, I guess for me, since I’m familiar with their very literal presences I can’t see them as myths. I just consider them attractive figures who died young. I didn’t think that your treatment of them in your work was myth-making in any sense, I just thought it was fictive.

ACKER: Yeah. Well I wasn’t interested in making myths of them, I was interested in myths that existed.

ALPERT: Oh, I see.

ACKER: They’re not myths to me personally. Janis is a little bit, James Dean not at all, but…

ALPERT: Well you see I saw Big Brother and the Holding Company perform around the San Francisco area about fifteen times, so she’s no myth to me.

ACKER: Right. No, I was just interested in thinking about what people think about now, what’s the ongoing energy. It was clear in the fifties that people really cared how James Dean lived. And they really cared how Janis lived, they were totally into it. You know no one cares how Raquel Welch lives or anything…

ALPERT: Certain people I suppose. They’d read National Enquirer rather than…

ACKER: I read National Enquirer, actually.

ALPERT: I wondered if you did.

ACKER: Yeah, in fact a lot of the things in my book about Janis were taken from National Enquirer…There was an article about Jackie Onassis and I switched it around.

ALPERT: I’ve been thinking about buying National Enquirer—you see them in every supermarket, and I’m often attracted to them…

ACKER: They’re getting very good. They’re getting fabulous as a matter of fact.

ALPERT: Now what about the performance with Lil Picard. I’ve had two descriptions of it that conflicted with each other…

ACKER: Oh I’d love to hear the descriptions, they’d be funny.

ALPERT: Well Dick Miller, who didn’t stay very long, told me where it was, which was 3 Mercer St….

ACKER: Yeah Stefan Eins’s place…

ALPERT: It’s a performance space?

ACKER: Kind of. It’s like a funny little museum/performance space…

ALPERT: I see. Anyways, I think he told me that the performance consisted of you rolling around naked on the floor while Lil Picard gave people wine to drink which they spit all over you.

ACKER: That’s one description, yeah.

ALPERT: And then The Village Voice account…

ACKER: Well, I’ll tell you what happened. I saw Lil at St. Mark’s one time. I really like Lil. Before I tell you this bitchy story, I’ll tell you that I really like Lil and respect her and all that. She was saying, “I’m going to do this piece at Stefan’s place,” and it was basically for CAPS.*

ALPERT: For who?

ACKER: She had to do a performance for CAPS, so CAPS could come and decide if they wanted to give her money…

ALPERT: Oh, CAPS I thought you said for cats.

ACKER: That would be great if someone did a performance for cats. She was just saying, “I need a girl who will lie naked under a table, I don’t know what to do or who I can get.” And I said, “Well, Lil, if that’s all you need I’ll do it, it’s no big deal.” I said, “My body’s not the most beautiful thing in the world, but you know if you can’t find anything else…What is it, two hours or something. I can lie naked under a table for two hours, it doesn’t bother me.” So she said okay. About two days before the performance she’s calling me up and telling me what it’s all about, and it’s about…Oh God, it turns out to be this whole script, and she wants me to talk to her, we’ve got to have this conversation, and it’s a real performance. And I’m freaking out because I would have never said yes to that. I have a lot of trouble with performances, I mean I’m just inordinately shy is what it comes down to. And I freak out and what happens to me…like when I was a stripper and I did performances—I almost change personality, it’s a really strong experience. And it’s all right except that I don’t do it that easily, it’s too strong an experience. Anyways…I was into it with Lil—I couldn’t go back out, so I said well I’m not going to talk really, and it turns out there was no table to lie under. I had to sit naked out in front of the table and all my friends were going to be there and it’s this tiny tiny little space. That was it, I was naked right next to all these people who I knew, and I didn’t know them that well. All right…and then it gets more…I have to put all this stuff in my hair…The worst was, by the time I got there, I was taking my clothes off and Lil looks at me and said “Oh your body’s fine, your breasts are fine, da da da, why don’t you put some lipstick on your nipples.” And I went uhhh, I was real pissed, I was just real real pissed. So I got out there and realized it was freezing, this was in December and it’s just a storefront. The door was open all the time so everyone was going in and out. I was just sitting there naked freezing my tits off, you know? She was ripping me off, because what the piece was about was basically spitting on…people would take liquids in their mouth and they’d spit them out on this white sheet and after a while the white sheet would be a painting. And she had another thing about the old birds feed the young birds and I was the young bird who was being fed by the old bird and therefore carrying on the tradition. Obviously I was the second Lil Picard or something.

ALPERT: Were you literally being fed by her during the show?

ACKER: At one point, yes. But she was using me, sexually, as her return, her rebirth.

ALPERT: She’s what, seventy-six now?

ACKER: Right. And I said, “Well why do I have to be naked, what’s that about?” And she just said, “Well everyone likes a little sex.” I mean I was obviously being totally used…

ALPERT: Right, as a sex object in someone else’s piece.

ACKER: Right. And then she opens the piece and says this da da da and this is the Black Tarantula…I mean I didn’t dig her using that name either, because that involves my work. I thought I’d just sit there, I was like an object in something, and suddenly she says, “And she’s the star of the piece.” Okay, so I’m sitting there naked being the star of the piece and I decided the best way to deal with this one is just sit there and look like some queen or something. Like sometimes in bad stripper situations what you do is you play the sadist: it gets you out of it. So I just lorded over everybody. I wasn’t thinking anymore. All the feelings and everything started to work. All right. So Lil said to someone, “Come up and take a sip of something and then spit it out.” So Dieter Froese comes up, takes a sip of something and spits on me.

ALPERT: Oh, he spits on you.

ACKER: Yeah. Well that started it. I figure if this is what’s going on…from then on all hell broke loose. What I’m going to do is take these vibes and throw them back at the audience magnified, so everyone will realize what’s going on because I can’t fight it any other way. So I took tomato juice in my mouth and just let it drool all over me. Then Judy Rifka (you don’t know her, she’s a really good painter) comes up to me, takes a sip of something, comes up to me, opens up my cunt lips and spits on my cunt. From then on the audience figures, you know…

ALPERT: Anything went.

ACKER: Yes, it was totally weird, like totally weird style. I mean I would call it art…

ALPERT: Well, you didn’t go after the audience, then. In other words, when you said you drooled all over yourself I thought you were going to say you spit all over the audience.

ACKER: What I’m saying is by doing that (spitting on me) I was telling them that they could allow themselves to do these things. They’d become conscious of the power mechanism that was going on. I actually walked up to a guy from The New York Times and spit on his camera. I spat at the audience.

ALPERT: Oh I see. The other act seemed to me to invite their venting of sadistic…

ACKER: Yeah, well I invited it and then I went back at it.

ALPERT: I just wondered whether you returned it.

ACKER: Oh yes. Very much so, but not viciously or anything. I heard afterward that there were friends there of Lil’s who went out and vomited, they were so disgusted. Now all that happened was spitting. I mean, come on…really there are worse atrocities. Getting spit on is not…

ALPERT: It went on for a long time, too, didn’t it?

ACKER: Oh yeah, because she wanted to repeat it. After the first time, where I was shaking, we took a break, and then she said, “Kathy, we have to repeat this.”

ALPERT: Oh. One after the other, then?

ACKER: One—twenty-minute break—the other. Yeah.

ALPERT: That was about a two-hour period? I remember seeing you (apparently right afterwards) at the opening of that show Lives.

ACKER: Oh right, yeah. So it was about two hours. I think it started at four…

ALPERT: And Lives was ending around seven…Were there many performances before that?

ACKER: Well I did a lot in California…

ALPERT: Oh, you did?

ACKER: Oh, I don’t remember…

ALPERT: Not too many in New York, then?

ACKER: I’ve done readings, you know, little readings here and there. I don’t remember, I could look.

ALPERT: Nothing within the genre of performance.

ACKER: No no no, that sort of started me off.

ALPERT: Well didn’t you do another variety of performance (we can cut this out later if you want), but it seemed to me the first time I met you, if I remember correctly, was at Jerry Rothenberg’s uptown place…

ACKER: I used to live up there.

ALPERT: At that time I think Rothenberg mentioned being satiated by stories about your experience working as…

ACKER: I was working in a sex show. You don’t have to cut that out, it’s in my writing…

ALPERT: Now, did you conceive of that (obviously you were getting paid), did you ever conceive of that as a kind of performance for yourself, or was that just work?

ACKER: It was work.

ALPERT: It was always work?

ACKER: Yeah, except that I’m into it. I don’t draw hard categories, you know.

ALPERT: Well, you were doing it mainly for the money at that time, is that right?

ACKER: Totally.

ALPERT: But it seems that there are topless dancers who are sort of well known…

ACKER: Yeah, there are some very famous topless dancers.

ALPERT: No, but I mean in a literary context.

ACKER: Carolee Schneemann used to…

ALPERT: I didn’t know she did…

ACKER: She used to do dirty films.

ALPERT: Janine Pommy Vega discussed her dancing in relation to a poem she read at St. Mark’s.

ACKER: Oh Janine did topless dancing?

ALPERT: Yeah, in San Francisco, and Timotha Bialy.

ACKER: Yeah, I know Timotha did it, but Frisco’s so light, though. I mean you don’t do anything in Frisco.

ALPERT: Oh, it’s harder in New York, you think…

ACKER: Honey! [laughter]

ALPERT: It’s illegal now, isn’t it?

ACKER: Well, they still dance. They go back and forth about what you’re allowed to show, that’s all. San Francisco’s very mild. There’s a rough section but you’d never work there. I mean in New York…

ALPERT: You write about doing…

ACKER: Topless and bottomless. No, only topless in New York, topless and bottomless in California, San Diego.

ALPERT: I see. And then live sex acts as well?

ACKER: Well, I didn’t actually fuck on stage. It was pretend…

ALPERT: Simulated.

ACKER: Yeah, simulated. It was a place for voyeurs…

ALPERT: Well, how much did that stuff pay, I’m curious…

ACKER: $200 a week. Yeah and I worked with a guy, so he earned $200. So we earned $400 a week.

ALPERT: Oh, that’s not bad, if you can stand it.

ACKER: Oh, no! What do you think we were doing it for! Plus, I made unemployment for a year off of it.

ALPERT: I see. So you lived high on that.

ACKER: Oh, yeah. I needed a lot of money at the time, I was sick again so…

ALPERT: I was trying to establish whether there was any connection between that activity and the art-world performances you did.

ACKER: At Lil’s, yes.

ALPERT: Obviously the experience gets into the writing, but…I mean when I went to The Kitchen in late November, there was a series of “pornographic” photos…

ACKER: Right.

ALPERT: That was a rather shocking…

ACKER: Lynda Benglis’s?

ALPERT: That was Lynda Benglis? I didn’t know whose work that was. It was really outrageous, I thought.

ACKER: Oh, no, you saw Ralph Hocking’s probably. Did you see color or black and white?

ALPERT: Black and white. All around the front room.

ACKER: Yeah, Ralph Hocking and Sherry Miller. It was excellent, it was really the best I’ve ever seen.

ALPERT: I’ve never seen that blatant a tone in an art context.

ACKER: Yeah, it got popular this year.

ALPERT: “Porno Art.” I wondered what you thought of that.

ACKER: Oh, I don’t think very much of it. How naive they are, that it shocks them. Last year one girl did a performance where all she did was a striptease (I didn’t see the performance but someone described it). It wasn’t a wild striptease at all. I mean, I’ve seen some gorgeous stripteases. This was just…whatever. And it’s ridiculous. You know, these people don’t go to bars and see it?

ALPERT: Well, I go to bars and see it; I’m interested in that circumstance. For me to see upfront sexuality in an art context makes me think further about it.

ACKER: There’s a big difference between doing simulated sex acts on a stage (and even that was interesting) and working as a stripper. Working as a stripper is a very high form if you want to take it like that…I mean it’s gorgeous and a real art unto itself.

ALPERT: And you considered it an art in which you perfect your moves?

ACKER: Absolutely. Absolutely. And I could never be a good one. I don’t know that, but I never trained to be a good one. But I’ve seen good strippers and they are absolutely amazing.

ALPERT: My sense is that you can make an art out of any activity you engage in. Bringing it over into an art context is I think the…

ACKER: I don’t really know what art is. I know what an art context is…

ALPERT: If you do it in certain places, it’s not only voyeurs who go…

ACKER: But I must say, one of the essences of stripteasing is money. [laughs] Let’s face it.

ALPERT: Right. If you do a sexual performance at The Kitchen, you’re not going to get paid too much. Or at all.

ACKER: Yeah, right. And I just find it very amusing [laughs] that people do it for free. Because it’s about power.

ALPERT: The power you have over the audience?

ACKER: Yeah. And the power they have over you and the whole business. I mean it’s complicated. I’m not sure what it’s about, but I know that’s one thing it is. And I know it just doesn’t exist without money.
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GROUP: When’s your new novel, Don Quixote, due out?

ACKER: Tomorrow. I brought a copy with me.

GROUP: Does it work with the text in the same way as Great Expectations?

ACKER: It’s a much straighter narrative. It has three sections, it’s very episodic. The first section is straight Don Quixote. I’m just taking the text and usually just copying it—except Don Quixote’s a woman. This first joke needs to be kept up. And then, in the second part, she sort of fails. I mean Don Quixote’s always failing. So she reads other texts to try to find out how she can succeed in her adventures; so the second part of the book is just readings of other texts. There are four other texts, it’s very readable. In the third part you resume the straight narrative. Except that the readings of the text have very much influenced the language. At least that’s how I see it. So that the narrative is straightforward, but it’s changed. It’s as if some sort of multiplication has happened. And that’s the structure of the book, so it’s much more narrative than the earlier ones. Even more than Blood and Guts.

GROUP: Do you think that’s a retreat back to narrative?

ACKER: I don’t think it’s a retreat, I think it’s a step forward because the reason I’m interested in narrative isn’t the eighteenth-century Balzacian narrative, it’s African folktale. I wanted to use narrative because I thought there was a lot of strength in it, but it’s always been a huge problem for me. I saw it as something happening at the beginning of the twentieth century. You can either go the way of Finnegans Wake, so totally cut up at this point that you lose your energy—you lose your rapport with the reader—or you go towards conventions where no one even questions those conventions, the conventions of the nineteenth-century novel. I think that Barthes in Writing Degree Zero described it absolutely perfectly. There is no reason to do more than reiterate his stuff. And also I was very much coming out of a poetry tradition in the United States; I wanted to be able to write and not know what I was going to write. From another point of view, there are two ways of writing: I mean either you start out and know what you’re going to say, and that’s a certain moral position that a writer takes; or you start out and you’re more of a journalist, you’re more investigating and you don’t know what you’re going to say, which I prefer. I mean, I don’t prefer…it’s the only thing I can do. But then you have a problem of how you can have a narrative. And that’s always been a huge problem, which I saw solved a little bit in a lot of the European novelists. First when I was a lot younger I was very influenced by Blaise Cendrars for that reason, especially by a novel called Moravagine and also by Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit. Again, it’s the episodic novel and it’s a narrative, but within the narrative there’s a cut-up. I don’t mean cut-up in the way Burroughs uses it, I mean disjunction. The nouveau roman in France [also] really influenced me. Robbe-Grillet is obviously very conceptual. He works as a minimalist painter would in America. And someone like Claude Simon is a tremendous influence on me. Often his texts come from “Carton” paintings. It’s disjunction. Nothing follows anything else, as in Finnegans Wake. It’s as if you’re at the edges of narrative all the time, and so I did that. I think I got as far as I could in the Pasolini, working on the way themes related to each other, but somehow that seemed as if that were over to me. What had happened is I’d moved here [London] and I became very disillusioned with New York. Pasolini, the last novel in the trilogy Blood and Guts, is very much based on avant-garde moves, and I started to question those moves. I saw New York becoming more and more a fiction about what happens to capitalism, and the art world as a real illustration of what was taking place about rich and poor. And in a way I’d grown up in New York City and I’d been baby-fed Jackson Pollock and the cowboy myths and avant-garde disjunctions and the whole business, and for the first time I started to question all these things and wanted to move to something else but didn’t know what, and totally distrusted the nineteenth-century narrative and distrusted the sort of typical English novel—not that happened in the nineteenth century but certainly that’s happening now. And so there’s something new, which this book simply hints at, which may work or not. I got very interested again in narrative. [And also in] a certain postmodernist technique or ploy I found very helpful: my friends in New York were part of a group of painters called the Metro Pictures painters (Richard Prince and Sherrie Levine, mainly), and what they do is copy other paintings very simply. And I saw that I could have a narrative if I copied another narrative and didn’t interpose too much. I was getting away from the position of elitism, and I wasn’t having to deal with “I’m an expert telling you how I think the world is”—you know, this damned “world position” that I hate—but I could still have narrative, and all I wanted was narrative. There’s a kind of beauty, you know. Something I wanted. But I didn’t want to have to mean by it. So just taking Don Quixote and copying it was a great freedom for me. And then as I proceeded in that book I became more interested in what happened with narrative in a lot of African writing. So that’s what I’m dealing with now. So I don’t see it as a retreat. I can’t say quite where it’s going.

GROUP: You say that you are attracted towards African narrative styles. I wondered how you’d come to that and what roads you’d used to enter into this interest?

ACKER: Just reading them. It’s so hard to talk politically. I mean it’s just so many years of experience, and you sound pompous when you talk about things. So it’s hard to talk about my experiences politically in the United States; it’s maybe not more than here, but to me, there it’s so much about black and white. And it’s about having worked with a lot of blacks—I used to live with Angela Davis for a while. Anyway, maybe that all had to do with things. Anyway, there’s this series of Heinemann books which are incredible and I would go through them. Collett’s of London used to have a whole series, and so I’d go in there to get books, and I’d pick up all of the Heinemann series and there’s some amazing writers in there. There’s Ouologuem’s Bound to Violence, and he was actually exiled [from South Africa]. There’s a writer called Armah, who I’m told is now teaching in the United States, who is a bit like Jean Genet, an incredible structuralist. But the passion in his novels…I think Why Are We So Blest? was the one that most influenced me; and he’s done two sort of like a Zola—Ekwensi. Again, he was solving the problem for me about how to be surprised, how to write something that’s not dogmatic, how to be political. It’s like they were guerrilla people, they spanned all sorts of things and they ended up with really powerful novels. So there’s like structuralism and content.

GROUP: How did your readings of these African narratives enter into Don Quixote?

ACKER: The last part of Don Quixote is all African narrative. What I do is, when I think I have something to learn, I start copying things because that’s how I learn. And I picked [up] on something [of] Aimé Césaire’s, and the last chapter is all Aimé Césaire. And then there are other African tales before that…It’s like tales within tales. I think I have this method of “slippage,” where I will never talk directly about what I might be or who I am. And it’s very much Talmudic tradition.

GROUP: African writing is an oral tradition isn’t it?

ACKER: But I’m terribly based on oral traditions, I make my money by giving readings. Most chapters in my writings are for readings, and usually I’m performing with rock and roll, and so it has to work—and if it doesn’t work I’m a dead duck because the audience just barracks you.
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KUIPERS: I’m going to try to stay off biography; I really want to get commentary on the works themselves. I’ve read everything, and I’m on the last twenty pages of Empire of the Senseless.

ACKER: Good. Oh, really? How did you get hold of that?

KUIPERS: Ira [Silverberg, of Grove Press] gave it to me for the Splash review. It’s going to come out in August, which is just the right time…

ACKER: The book is coming out in August?

KUIPERS: No, the book comes out in September or October, but the magazine comes out again in August, so it’s good timing. Is it a reasonable assumption that the books are largely autobiographical?

ACKER: No, it’s not a reasonable assumption. I use autobiographical material, but then I use other material too. It differs from book to book. I’ll say two things: I don’t know what percentage—maybe a fourth of the material is autobiographical. I think that for every fiction writer, to say that something’s not autobiographical is false. I mean, you obviously use your own life when you’re writing and the emotions come up from somewhere and they have to do, obviously, with what’s happening to you as you’re living. But that’s not autobiography. That’s simply what happens in the process of writing.

Direct autobiography? My first work was concerned with fake and actual, fake and real autobiography, and since then I’ve always played around with this kind of autobiographical mode. But the actual material is not very autobiographical.

KUIPERS: Some of the books—especially Blood and Guts in High School and My Death My Life by Pier Paolo Pasolini—seem to be whole in the way that a long poem is a whole: the completion seems to be your completion rather than ours. What is the novel format, to you?

ACKER: I think that what I’d call a novel is different. What I call a novel is so many pages put together. So it’s not a poem, because it’s two hundred pages of text. The novel is obviously narrative—I mean, there are various temporal structures; it’s a temporal structure in words. That’s what a novel is. And there are various temporal structures that are going on. One that you can’t avoid is that the reader starts with the first page and ends with the last page. There’s that structure—Cortázar played around a bit with that in Hopscotch. But, you know, in whatever order you read the pages, you were still going from whatever you started with as page one to whatever you ended up with as page final. The other temporal structure that there is no way of avoiding is that you start writing at one point and you end at another; so there are two temporal structures always counterpointing each other. There’s a third, if you’re using narrative. So on most novels you have three temporal structures. I’d have to talk about each novel—and it’s different for each novel—but I don’t think I ever was using what you’d call traditional narrative, which would be more sort of postindustrial narrative—you know, from Richardson on upwards. Until Empire of the Senseless, which, still, is more epic narrative—which still goes back to earlier narrative structures. If anything, that sort of journeying thing is very early novel structure. The structure of the bourgeois novel—you know, as Barthes talks about in Writing Degree Zero—is something I’ve never used. I’ve never written a Balzacian novel—except, a little bit, Kathy Goes to Haiti, but that was a joke. That I did for a reason: to say, “Hey look; I’ve done it.” Now I never want to do it again.

KUIPERS: All of your work seems to involve a journey of some sort, other than My Death My Life.

ACKER: My Death My Life is probably the most far-out of all the novels I’ve done. I’m glad I did it—I think it failed—I don’t know, maybe fail and succeed aren’t the right words; I took something to a certain point to see what would happen. I’m glad I did it and I saw what that point was, so I never have to do that again. But that was it; I got to that extreme and I see no reason to do it again. I wanted to structure a novel—rather than vertically, that is, based on causality, which is your usual narrative structure—I wanted to structure it horizontally, based on themes, so it was all based on pun structures and things like that. No need to go into detail. I did it, I saw what would happen, and that was that.

KUIPERS: That movement, especially in Empire of the Senseless, is it one of flight or is it movement toward something—for example an actualization of personal power? Is it a completion of sorts or a flight?

ACKER: I think Blood and Guts was flight. Or a scream. I don’t know if it was even flight; everyone, or Janey, was fleeing all the time. Everybody was fleeing all the time, but there was nowhere to go. Pier Pasolini was something else; I don’t think it had anything to do with flight. As I say, it was my—I hate the word postmodernism—it was when I was most influenced by notions of decentralization. So that was something else. Don Quixote was a flight somewhere, but I didn’t know where. It was when I moved—here, autobiography comes in—from the United States to England, and I think that—not directly, but very much, when I reread the book—[that] comes into it. It’s a book about exile. About being lost because you’re exiled. And about looking for something. And I think I found something at the end that, at the beginning, I didn’t know that that’s what I was looking for. At the end, I got very disinterested in avant-gardism, you know, in this lack of narrative. And I started looking toward primitive narratives as a way to go.

KUIPERS: As in?

ACKER: I don’t know what other word to use. I guess anything out of the First World…I mean, away from the First World…I mean, I was looking to African novels…So I was looking to—I don’t know how to put it—non-White structures? It’s not quite that, but you get the point. If all these words don’t smack of racism. Empire of the Senseless is obviously about flight somewhere; Abhor and Thivai are both looking. It’s probably the first book where there is some kind of resolution at the end, or to me there is, definitely.

KUIPERS: Absolutely. They seem to move toward solutions.

ACKER: Yeah. It’d be hard to say, I mean, it’s not an easy solution, what that solution is. But I felt that there were definitely solutions.

KUIPERS: One of those that I’m most interested in is the movement from powerlessness to power.

ACKER: Well, that’s what Empire of the Senseless is about. It’s the first time I think I’ve ever gotten to any sense of power, ’cause most of my books are about powerlessness.

KUIPERS: How do obsessions relate to power or powerlessness?

ACKER: I’ve never really thought about it…

KUIPERS: There’s so much in your work about…

ACKER: Obsession, yeah. Empire of the Senseless, in the way it’s structured, might have something to do with obsession in that it’s about taboos. The first part is about the patriarchal taboo, about the oedipal taboo. So it’s sort of an homage to the world of the fathers, or the world of the patriarchs. It was my description of the world of the patriarchs. So the chapter is very much about the father, both politically and personally, and about Abhor’s relation to her father. And about incest. It’s about the oedipal taboo; it’s also about an obsession, right? For Abhor, her relation to this patriarchal society wasn’t simply one of hatred; that would be very simple, and I think this is where you get one of the double-binds that women are in: her relation is love/hate. Certainly, for women, what’s happened is because women were defined by their sexualities for so many years, they were either wife or whore, and that’s how they earned their living. Their sexuality was defined economically, and yet their sexuality was the area of freedom for them, was their area of survival. There’s an immense double-bind in a lot of ways going on. Which is the patriarchal society. I don’t know if that’s a clear statement about obsession and whatever you asked about—power—but that has to do with it.

KUIPERS: Could, for example, sexual obsession reflect on notions of power?

ACKER: Yeah, well, people…what happened to Abhor in this first part, since it’s mostly about her, is she was put in this position of being obsessed. I mean, is the word obsessed even accurate? Somewhat. I mean, of being in this double-bind, of having this love/hate thing with her father, which was a sort of obsession.

KUIPERS: It definitely ruled her life. Whether that was a positive or negative was…

ACKER: Blockage. It defined her feelings toward the world. The second section of Empire of the Senseless is about what society would look like if it had other taboos than the oedipal one. So, what I tried to do was break taboos. I did my research on various taboos and sort of went through them.

KUIPERS: How so? When you say “research”…

ACKER: Oh, homosexuality, child sex, tattooing. I mean, there are others—I didn’t get into eating, but, you know. And there’s been a furious reaction to the book in England, and I think it’s partly that, that I was breaking taboos.

KUIPERS: Furious reaction?

ACKER: Oh, God. In absolute hatred. Vogue said I should be exiled. The Independent, which is a big newspaper, called me a junkie. It made the front page of most literary sections.

KUIPERS: You’re a success!

ACKER: Well, in a manner of speaking. If I don’t get exiled. It’s kind of calmed back there now.

KUIPERS: Would they do that?

ACKER: I was very worried for a while. Because my residency is not permanent. I think it’s okay now, ’cause it’s kind of turned. But for a while it was very rough.

KUIPERS: [silence]

ACKER: So I can’t think of an instance of breaking these taboos where you find obsession. I mean, I can’t think of any obsession in the second chapter. The characters seem to slip it out in their acts.

KUIPERS: Do the characters fixate upon the taboos?

ACKER: Well, you’ve read the book. I can’t think that they do. Abhor follows…Abhor fixates upon following the sailor. Obviously, the line between fixation and fascination—you know, that looks a bit like fixation or fascination, which desire does. But, if we’re talking about real obsession, no. ’Cause you know, she sees it, she goes. Thivai escapes from jail and gets fucked by Mark and says: “Okay, thank you.” I don’t see any fixation going on, especially in the second chapter. And in the third chapter there isn’t any fixating going on.

KUIPERS: Maybe a way to characterize the relation is that, for example, in a situation of powerlessness, where you can’t act, like being in jail, is perhaps where there is more obsession than there is any actual fascination or desire because you can’t express it.

ACKER: Well, in jail I think there’s fantasy. The obsession is fantastic. You’re in the world of your mind.

KUIPERS: How much does the actualization of what you perceive to be your own personal power—or that of the characters in your books—have to do with one’s identity?

ACKER: You mean do I identify with any of the characters in the book—in this one? Not directly, no. At times, of course; that’s how I write them. They’re sort of like voices I hear, and they’re in my head, and, after a while, they become real people. And then they do things they do, rather than what I’d do. But in the beginning, they’re what I’d do. In the beginning, there’s a question of…the grain of sand in the oyster…what’s bothering me. And obviously, this book was something about: “How are things possible?” “How can you not live nihilistically in what looks like a fairly nihilistic society?” So that was the question mark that I started with, and I wanted both a female and a male voice ’cause I wanted…this was a conscious decision. (’Cause, obviously, you work unconsciously; you don’t just work consciously. I can tell you my conscious decisions. I can’t tell you my unconscious decisions.) Consciously, I wanted a male and a female voice ’cause in all the other books I had only had one voice, and usually a woman’s voice. Or else a man/woman or whatever.

KUIPERS: To me they come off completely androgynous, dominated to a certain extent by the female voice.

ACKER: Yeah, or androgynous.

KUIPERS: That’s interesting that you say these characters do become parts of you. Which ones stay with you the most?

ACKER: Abhor, in this case. See, Thivai came to resemble a friend of mine. And Mark, I must say, was different. Thivai and Abhor were in me, and then became out of me—became other people, but they were very much in me. Mark is truly out of me; he’s based upon a friend of mine, almost literally, named Mark. And I did ask Mark’s permission to do this.

KUIPERS: I was going to ask if that ever happened. They seem to be characters in a dreamscape.

ACKER: Yeah, they’re usually characters in a dreamscape.

KUIPERS: That you create them in order to express an inner necessity.

ACKER: I think that’s true in all the books before this. I think that Abhor and Thivai were more characters than that—for me. It was the first time I ever had a sense of molding a character. I never had before. I mean, Janey Smith wasn’t a character: she was a fiction I made to join together the chapters.

KUIPERS: How much do you think you spend time developing them, as opposed to using them as a voice?

ACKER: I think until Empire they were just a voice. I wasn’t involved in creating character. It wasn’t so much a voice that I was involved in finding; it was really just theoretical journey. I was involved in going through various, whatever, theoretical…

KUIPERS: Sort of a journey for yourself, as a writer, as a passage through characters, rather than taking the characters and moving them somewhere.

ACKER: Specifically, what I do—say, in Great Expectations—is I remember that in that third chapter I had a problem about rape—no, about S&M—so I took texts that were about S&M and put them next to each other. I think I took Sartre’s business about the emotions and the Story of O and put them next to each other, to try to find out what I thought of this situation. So that’s what I meant by a theoretical journey. Pasolini was certainly structured that way.

KUIPERS: Chunks of theme material.

ACKER: Yeah. It was all about theme, and that was the narrative. Don Quixote, again, absolutely, yes. Empire of the Senseless, no. I mean, it’s partly structured on this business of taboo, but it’s also that the characters are real for me. I’ve never thought about a character before that. I mean, the dogs weren’t…the dogs came alive for me in Don Quixote, but I can’t say that they did in the same way as Thivai and Abhor did.

KUIPERS: As readers, as far as identifying with the character—which is something we do with almost every other type of novel—what we get from your style is a series of statements, of decisions, of judgments. “I’m going to do this. I’m not going to do this.” Lots of times in a very oppositional way. It’s like it’s a kind of catalogue of an analytical mind.

ACKER: Don Quixote—the first part of Don Quixote—is very close to the original Quixote. So it was a bit how Cervantes was working, you know, using his knight as a way of questioning the relation of fiction and reality.

KUIPERS: I guess the essence of my question is: How much can we identify with them?

ACKER: I don’t think I’m interested in you, the reader, identifying with the character. Except insofar as you identify with the search—you know, you say: “This is interesting. I have the same problem; let’s see where we get to…”

KUIPERS: What is it, then, that we are identifying with?

ACKER: You have to identify to read? You don’t identify when you read an historical text. You don’t identify when you read philosophy. I mean the process of identification seems to have to do with…

KUIPERS: I’m assuming a different kind of involvement.

ACKER: Well, if you read a novel full of horrible characters…I mean, I’m not sure that one always identifies, other than to say: “Oh, I have those horrible things in me.” But that would seem to mean that every time you read you would have to be able to…

KUIPERS: Find the one closest to yourself? No, I don’t think that’s essential, either.

Why do you think this technique of having characters which you just didn’t develop as real people—why is that technique more effective to you than just writing a straight, like you say, Balzacian novel?

ACKER: You’re making the problem of character central, which it never was to me. What the Balzacian novel is is the reality—novelist sits down and says: “There’s a certain ordered reality—or else maybe it’s not so ordered—but I’m going to either order that reality or I’m going to express that ordered reality.” And it’s very much, as Barthes says, the feeling of someone who’s an owner, who knows…that people have names, they’re identifiable through time. And they act in certain understandable ways and causality is still fairly understandable and the Aristotelian unities hold. You know—it’s about the fact that the human knows the world and the world is a knowable situation, that time is fairly ordered, and that things work—you know, in a sort of Newtonian manner. I don’t think we live in such a world anymore. Certainly, any artist since Cubism hasn’t been working in that kind of world. I wanted the same freedom in a novel. You know, I come out of the poets. I wanted to be able to examine the relations of language to what isn’t language—if you want, call it reality. I wanted to be able to examine how different texts…I write by using other texts, and I really write in a way that some of the early Cubists worked: I put texts next to other texts…

KUIPERS: Your own, or someone else’s?

ACKER: What? Almost all of my work is plagiarized. Very little is written by myself. It’s always other texts. Like I say, I have this theme or this problem, and what I do is take all these other texts and structure them next to each other—for various reasons. Sometimes it would be to deconstruct. Sometimes it would be to construct, sometimes to compare, sometimes to find out, sometimes I say: “Oh, well, what’s this thing S&M?”—then I take a whole bunch of S&M texts in. The text was reality, for me. It’s certainly seeing language as primary reality. I think in the works—Blood and Guts was slightly different, but from Great Expectations through Don Quixote—the main work was that kind of structuralism. It was putting these texts next to each other, like I say, for various reasons. I’d have to go over the book to say exactly how each thing was structured. And I simply wanted that: I wanted that textuality; I wanted that sensuality—as a novel. Much as a painter could have that. I didn’t see why I couldn’t have that freedom when all of my friends who were painting had that same freedom. If Dave and Sally could do it, why the hell can’t I do it? So, as I say, I had no interest in character. I think that in Great Expectations there is a character that develops finally through the novel, but it is the character of my mother or something. It’s hard for me to say why, but there’s no character in the Balzacian sense.

Now, in Don Quixote I didn’t want to do that anymore, and Empire of the Senseless is something else, but that’s what I wanted to do with those novels, that’s all.

KUIPERS: Even Ira [Silverberg] was saying that Empire is more accessible.

ACKER: Oh, yeah, because it’s more traditional.

KUIPERS: I want to go back to these questions of power, because it’s something I work on myself. Again, in Empire of the Senseless we find that personal identity is linked to political power—in certain ways, all of the oppressed or people who are not of the multinationals are the Algerians in Paris or are the IRA in Ireland or are the blacks or poor in America. We can be the Algerians? That can be a symbolic people?

ACKER: I guess I sort of see what’s happening, although this isn’t why I picked the Algerians. It’s that I see that this distinction that’s been made, historically, between the First World and the Third World, has now become a distinction not so much between the Anglo-Saxon/United States/English world, for instance, and the black South Africa, but a distinction which can occur within the urban center. So, within an urban center, you have your First World and your Third World. And most of us belong to the Third World; that’s quite true in our daily lives.

The reason that I picked the Algerians is partly because sometimes I find that the most direct way of talking about things is to talk about them indirectly, and I wanted to talk about the Puerto Ricans in New York. I felt more freedom to pick Paris. Also, I happen to have a lot of Algerian friends in Paris. This is a true situation, which I sort of embroidered on. And I always work fairly literally—I don’t make up things…

KUIPERS: Are these distinct realities: personal liberation and political liberation?

ACKER:…Oh, I was going to say, anyway, that the model was the early Haitian revolution. I don’t think that the personal is separate from the political, in any way whatsoever.

KUIPERS: It certainly feels that way in the novels. A piece about someone’s escape from their father or some cycle of abuse is placed right next to the IRA running to blow someone up. It doesn’t feel separate at all.

ACKER: When you say: “Are they autobiographical?”—if there is autobiographical material in the novel, it’s seen in large scope.

KUIPERS: This condition of powerlessness. Can you talk about the distinctions you made in My Death My Life between Something and Nothing.

ACKER: I don’t remember. Oh, that’s Pasolini.

KUIPERS: How Ireland had Nothing and the English had Something. There was a distinction there between a state of emptiness—not emptiness, but Nothing—and Something.

ACKER: That’s certainly what the English think the Irish are. I don’t remember the exact thing, I must say. I wrote it a long time ago. I hadn’t lived in England when I wrote it, so I don’t think I meant this when I wrote it, but the English make themselves. They have very clear self-identities. They’ve got a myth of the Empire, though the Empire’s been long since dead, and they see themselves—if I can describe it—as leaders, really. Very good leaders: that they’re not arrogant, they’re not loud, they’re quiet, they’re well-behaved, they’re highly cultured…

KUIPERS: Confident of their power.

ACKER:…Very confident of their power. And their power is the power of the word; it’s a verbal power. They’ve got the language of Milton and of Shakespeare. An Englishman would never be something…a distinction that my mother used to make between the nouveau riche and the old rich: the old rich didn’t need to show their money and the nouveau riche were cheap because they had to parade their money. Well, the English don’t need to parade their culture and their power. There’s a real arrogance. Whereas the Irish are uncouth, boring, loud, do everything a bit too much…

KUIPERS: Peasants.

ACKER: Yes. And so are the Americans, to the English. Frankly, all of the colonies are the same to the bloody English.

KUIPERS: There’s a real sense of identification, on your part, with the side of Nothing, rather than the side of Something.

ACKER: Yeah.

KUIPERS: Does that represent a truer state of being or a state of Nature? Not having the underdog.

ACKER: I’d rather not be a snob than be a snob. I’d rather be Irish than English, any day. Oh, the snob system there! There’s nothing—well, I can think of a lot of things I wouldn’t like to be—but being an upper-middle-class English prat is one of the more unfortunate things to be, I think. I’ve really had it! Not the most pleasant people in the world. I mean, the lower class is great, but this culture is run by the class system…

KUIPERS: What about the United States?

ACKER: No. Racism. We have a class system, but not the same. I mean, if we were sitting here in England, we would immediately be in a certain class, everybody would know what class we were; if we were in the wrong class, the waiters would hardly serve us. You’d be well-aware that you were not in the right place. Everywhere you go, you’re told what class you are, because of the accent; everybody knows everybody’s accents. It’s class, right?

KUIPERS: So those people who belong to minorities who enter into the middle class in America—blacks who are successful in business, and so forth—do you consider them exceptions, since our system is supposedly based on race? I still see it largely as class; there are blacks who discriminate and hold down other blacks.

ACKER: Yeah. But England is different. See, ’cause a person here—not that they can come up that much—but, in a way, a person can. There is a certain amount of freedom. That person of whatever race…race will hold a person down here, but…say, in the art world, I think most of the people are middle class, but if your parents are lower class and you’ve actually made it into the art world, you’re not going to be held down ’cause your parents were from the lower class. You absolutely would be in England. In fact, you don’t even try. And that’s the whole thing: everyone’s accepted, interiorized the class system. And they don’t even try to get better.

KUIPERS: It’s a caste system, then.

ACKER: It’s caste, yes.

KUIPERS: I’ve never been there long enough to pick that up.

ACKER: That’s why India and England went along so well together.

KUIPERS: It was understood.

ACKER: And it’s really repressive. It’s just…[sigh].

KUIPERS: That’s why you want to come back here? One of the reasons?

ACKER: Oh, it’s Thatcher. I just miss my country.

KUIPERS: Do you equate the position of women, when you talk about prostitutes, whores, with that sense of powerlessness? Is there a similar powerlessness in, say, the Algerians in Paris or the Puerto Ricans in New York as there is with your perception of the position of women, as far as power is concerned?

ACKER: I would say that all those groups are powerless, but it would be a bit simplistic to say that women are the same as Algerians in Paris or anything like that. The situations are different. Powerlessness applies to both groups in certain ways.

KUIPERS: We talked earlier about how part of your work is to find solutions to these situations; the ones I’ve identified in my notes are: becoming as corrupt as the system in order to get on top and stomp on people…

ACKER: Does that seem like a solution?

KUIPERS: No, but it was offered there.

ACKER: Yes.

KUIPERS: “The only way to beat the corruption is to become as corrupt,” is how I think it went. Another one was to sow anarchy wherever you can, and one of the ways that comes right out of the structure of the book is in the language.

One of the comments that you made—I think it was in My Death My Life—mentioned that writers are down there chopping away at the institutions and institutionalized power structures. In what way? What are your tools?

ACKER: That was a very idealistic statement. I think that when I wrote that I was thinking of the Dadaists, or certain kinds of writers. Like I say, it’s a very idealistic statement. I think that to the extent that words are part of a control system—William Burroughs has gone into this fairly well; no need to go over that terrain. Or other people, Karl Kraus and the people who came after him. And to the extent that language is used, that language is changed and used in order to exert political power and control in certain ways. You can attack those control systems through language. That doesn’t mean that you can topple a government; that would be incredibly idealistic.

KUIPERS: Do you see a real separation there between writing about such acts—like you say, toppling a government—and actually doing it?

ACKER: I think that writing about toppling a government never got anyone very far. I mean, that’s sort of social realist literature—obviously, a bit of muckraking helped somewhere along the line—I don’t really know what books like The Jungle actually did in those days. I’d be curious to find out. But my feeling is that muckraking never did too much and that the real revolutionary books have been things like Burroughs, where they went to examine the center of the systems, see how the systems work, and say: “Well, we could work this language in other ways.”

KUIPERS: How effective do you think that’s been?

ACKER: I think that it’s not a question of how effective it’s been; it’s a question—I don’t know how clear this is in the United States, but it’s certainly clear in England—that the only chance now is through the imagination. I can talk more clearly about England, ’cause I think that it’s just a much clearer situation over there; I think Thatcher and Company are trying to repress everything. It’s incredible. She said a few days ago that she wants to repress any representation of violence on television, which means she wants to repress the news, right? You can’t show the IRA being blown up anymore. And more and more the effect of things like Clause 28 [Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988]…

KUIPERS: Which is?

ACKER: Most of the arts are government-funded in England, and Clause 28 says that there can be no government funding anything that shows anything homosexual in a good light. Which means, basically, that you can’t have a Michelangelo in the museums. No one’s figured out yet how this is going to be enforced, but it’s quite a brilliant law. One of its effects, of course, is to stop sexuality. Real gay-bashing is going on there. And thank God there’s been a lot of fighting about this clause. In every way possible, she’s trying to normalize life. She’s trying to attack every aspect of life so that you have less possibilities. You have less and less sexual possibilities; you have less and less economic possibilities. You know, the country’s being economically polarized very fast. Of course, in a Yuppie society, which is what she wants—which is a huge change for the English, ’cause it used to be a welfare state—what’s happening is that you’re losing—I know how corrupt and terrible the art market is right now, and I’m not talking about that—what would be good about art, you’re losing. You’re losing possibility. What art is to me is partly the opening of possibilities. Obviously, if I imagine five fabulous ways in which two people can get along together, that doesn’t mean that it’s really going to happen; but it means that there’s a model, therefore it’s happening. I remember when I was a kid and I was told that sexuality was absolutely wrong, I read Madame Bovary and it made a huge, huge change for me to have this text that said: “Hey, it’s not so bad.” If we lose that…to me, that’s the real radical thing art can do, and that’s what’s really necessary right now, ’cause the Marxist alternative just isn’t a reality right now. It just doesn’t make sense in our society.

KUIPERS: Does it make more sense in England?

ACKER: No. England’s in a real mess because the Left is Kinnock, and Kinnock they still call, poor soul, their little Labor business, and everybody knows that it’s for shit ’cause industry’s dead. It’s a technological society that has to change…

KUIPERS: Management is king…

ACKER: Yeah. The Thatcherites are the only people making sense economically, but they’re disgusting; they’re doing horrible things otherwise. Kinnock’s in a real hole, but Kinnock owns the things otherwise…Kinnock’s in a real hole, but Kinnock owns the Labor Party right now ’cause everybody’s making fun of Tony Badden [sic]. Another mess.

KUIPERS: Revolution in the imagination seems to necessitate a total separation between the world that you and I would live in—desperately wanting some sort of solution to the horror it is to try and live here—and the imagination. Is that some place in which we can live, with a separation like that?

ACKER: I think that we just have to fight. As is said, you can talk about what’s been more successful, tactically, but I think that when you’re up against the wall all you can do is fight. I don’t think that there’s a choice. One doesn’t want to separate the imagination from your reality. But, if it is separate, to deny that separation is stupid. To say: “I love my factory work and I love punching a time clock and I love having to sell paintings that…whatever…

KUIPERS: The separation seems to be running through all of the elements of culture: language is separate from its meaning; the signifier from the signified…

ACKER: That’s one of the problems…

KUIPERS: And labor separated from whatever it is above it or below it…

ACKER: Look at how Reagan uses language; it’s about total separation.

KUIPERS: Doublespeak.

ACKER: Oh, God, yeah.

KUIPERS: You have to have a decoder attached to your televisions.

ACKER: Yeah, it’s brilliant. I mean, what?

KUIPERS: To solutions, again. You do talk about demolition, about destruction of the structures that are there. How does a terrorist function in there? In Blood and Guts, you began equating terrorism with an action towards health.

ACKER: Obviously, I’ve changed about it. I used to be a total romantic about terrorism. Blood and Guts was just like: “Let’s just blow the whole thing up.” A scream, right? I think that I saw the terrorists as the screamers. There’s a very good sentence that I just used in a short story I’ve done, by a guy named Sanguinetti—what’s the pamphlet called—“On the Italian State”?—he writes about the Moro killing—Eduardo Sanguinetti [sic; Gianfranco Sanguinetti, On Terrorism and the State]—and the whole piece starts with the sentence: “Terrorism is the last enigma of the modern state.” And he goes on to explain what he means by that. His case about the Moro killing—and I think it’s a pretty good one—is that it was basically a right-wing presentation. Which I’ve heard from a few journalists. He talks about two kinds of terrorism: offensive terrorism and defensive terrorism. He said that offensive terrorism never wins. Offensive terrorism is like the IRA; now the IRA does not see what it’s doing as terrorism—they see what they’re doing as war against England. We can hate war or whatever we feel about war, but, come on, a lot of people go to war. England went to war with the Falklands and with a lot less reason than the IRA with England. It’s the English who call it terroristic. So I think that we’re finding…[side two tape]

The other thing is defensive terrorism, and that’s when the government, which is usually a right-wing government, makes up a situation where it looks like the most radical part of the left wing has done a very stupid killing or a very stupid act. And they do this in order to splinter the Left.

KUIPERS: Same sort of tactic as disinformation.

ACKER: Yeah. Obviously, we’ve seen that, too.

KUIPERS: What’s the difference between the terrorists peopling the earlier novels and the pirates in Empire of the Senseless? Where did that title come from?

ACKER: Empire of the Senseless? Mainly because the ICA—this art institute in London—was doing a show of sci-fi, slash-and-gash films, like Reanimator and things like that, and they called the whole thing Empire of the Senseless. I’ve always loved the movie Empire of the Senseless. I went, “Ooh, that sounds so great.” I appropriated it.

The pirates. You mean Blackbeard and all that? That whole section taken from Huck Finn. The reason I used Huck Finn is ’cause that seems to be the text about American freedom. And that’s kind of what the book is about, is how when you live in this kind of creepy society you can have any freedom. Maybe that’s about racism, but I was more interested in sexism and the relations between the sexes. There’s a section about pirates in Huck Finn, so that’s how the pirates got in there. And to be a pirate—that’s kind of like the dumb myth of freedom; go make our own laws and control our own ship.

KUIPERS: It doesn’t come off as being dumb. There’s a certain amount of belief in it.

ACKER: Oh, yeah! By dumb, I just mean that it’s idealistic. It’s when the idealism meets the actuality that you have your complexities; obviously, neither I, you, nor Abhor and Thivai are going to go off and be pirates. I’ve heard that there are pirates now on the China Sea, but I can’t imagine us actually…I don’t really want to go to the China Sea and be a pirate!

KUIPERS: Or on the Caribbean…

ACKER: Yeah.

KUIPERS: Is it more a freedom move to be a pirate than a terrorist?

ACKER: You’re asking about degrees of romanticism…who are the terrorists—the IRA? Is that a move of freedom? Whether they’re wrong or they’re right, they’re certainly looking for self-control, which is a better word than freedom, and they’re certainly fighting for political self-control. The pirates are obviously a reaction to political repression, again, but it’s a different sort of move, isn’t is? It’s a much more individualistic move. That your lone terrorist would just come along—I’ve heard about the days of kneecapping in Italy, when kids would go out and kneecap, but that’s not what either of us are talking about.

There’s a lot of anarchic violence going on in England right now, a lot of cop-bashing, especially outside the urban areas. And they’re all saying: “Oh, it’s just the hooligans; they drink too much.” It’s not exactly the situation. I don’t think that’s terrorism, and I don’t think that’s acts of piracy. But there’s something there that’s a reaction to the oppression.

KUIPERS: It’s more like gang violence.

ACKER: Yeah; it’s very anarchic. It’s what you have in England ’cause they’ve never had a revolution there. Maybe what you’re asking me is whether it’s better to work in a political group like the IRA.

KUIPERS: Is it more effective?

ACKER: I don’t know. Historically, I don’t know.

KUIPERS: Should we be seeking personal freedom or working toward…

ACKER: Don’t they work together? Weren’t the nihilists in Russia the precursors to the revolution? I don’t see that it’s dualistic.

KUIPERS: Change of direction. There’s a place in the book where you find yourself in what’s essentially a feminist utopia, and denying it.

ACKER: Oh, that’s in the brothel.

KUIPERS: Yes; there’s only women, there’s no me…

ACKER: That’s Thivai talking, right? It matters; my memory is that Thivai’s in the brothel and there’s all women.

Would I want to live in a separatist society? No. There’s stuff in Don Quixote which is an argument against separatism, very directly. It could have come out unconsciously; I’m very much not a separatist. I mean personally, emotionally, and politically. If other women are, it’s fine; everyone has their own tastes, their own decision. For me, the feminist struggle—which is not for every woman—is not about denying men. It’s about self-control in a world that’s both men and women.

KUIPERS: You talked about pirates as a “mirror of our sexuality.”

ACKER: That’s pretty cool. I kind of like that. Sexuality. I have a friend staying with me and we had a discussion about sexuality, and I said: “You either accept it or repress it, but don’t go getting guilty and moralizing it!” Yeah, it is ‘ol piracy. Good bourgeois behavior and sexuality don’t quite go hand-in-hand.

KUIPERS: Temporal structure in narrative. What we get in your books is little chunks of time and space, and in the next chunk there’s a new time and space. Unlike some literature and music, which attempt complete breaks with the past, or an historical location, there seems to be a sense of inclusion. All times on top of each other.

ACKER: My effects are usually more about thematics. Once revolution happens in Paris [Empire of the Senseless], that’s not true, ’cause it all happens in Paris from then on. So this is prior to Paris. My model for that whole section prior to Paris was a book called Neuromancer by William Gibson. It’s part of a whole movement called cyberpunk, and it’s very much what will happen in cyberpunk. I was very enamored; sometimes I copy books ’cause I want to do what they’re doing, and I really wanted to find out how to do it and I want to understand it. Gibson, in Neuromancer, is doing something I really want to understand. Absolutely brilliant. In some ways, he’s taking some of the things Burroughs had done and taking it further. Burroughs has lost it a bit by now, and Gibson hasn’t. Neuromancer is a great book.

KUIPERS: What time period are we talking about?

ACKER: Neuromancer just came out a few years ago. It changed the face of science fiction and started this thing called cyberpunk.

KUIPERS: Not a sci-fi reader; just read my first one at Christmastime.

ACKER: No, it’s a closed world. He invents language in it; what it is is that Burroughs is a lot about minimizing and narrowing and cutting out. What fascinates me about Gibson is that he took some of that, but he was about enlarging. Like you say, it was about totalizing. He goes: “Now we’re in Japan. Now we’re in here. Now we’re here. Now we’re here.” It seemed to be more positive than negative, and I want that positive.

KUIPERS: An ever-widening structure; inclusiveness…

ACKER: Yeah, yeah. So I use some of these structures in there, from Neuromancer, to structure the first part.

KUIPERS: A few quick biographical things. How accurately do your books reflect your travels? Are you widely traveled?

ACKER: Oh, yeah. Well, naw; I’m only widely traveled in Europe and a bit in Mexico and I’ve been to Haiti, but in the Third World I’m not widely traveled at all. But America, Canada, and Europe, yes. Some people are much more widely traveled than I am. But for the average person, yes, I am.

KUIPERS: Education?

ACKER: I went to Brandeis University for two years, then I transferred to the University of San Diego, finished my B.A., did two years toward a Ph.D. Came back, did a year in the joint course in Classics and Philosophy at CCNY and NYU, and then just got out of the whole system. So I was somewhere toward a Ph.D.

KUIPERS: What are you working on now?

ACKER: I’m working on a life of Rimbaud. I’m also broke, so I’m going to do this bodybuilding book, but let’s not talk about that. I’m just broke. That ought to be enough for about two years.

KUIPERS: Are you doing short stories and stuff?

ACKER: Yeah. I do about an article a month.

KUIPERS: Freelancing?

ACKER: Freelancing, yeah. I do readings all the time. I do TV spots now and then…this is in England; I would never be on TV here. I make a living that’s all. Basically, I do my books and I do all this other crap in order to make a living. Many book reviews. I don’t like doing articles unless I have the subject. When they do these opinion things, I can’t stand it. Dumb.

If it’s a good book, it gives you an excuse to talk about something else. For example, I had to review this really great book called Loft Living, for City Limits by a woman named Sharon Zukin—it was a great excuse to talk about the industrialization in London.
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1. MEMORIES

LOTRINGER: Before I met you, I had heard of that writer called the Black Tarantula. I was very intrigued. I must say I had a visual picture that was quite different from what I discovered. Why did you take that name?

ACKER: I was living in ’Frisco with Peter—Peter Gordon—in the Haight-Ashbury section right after the hippy period. The section became a very whoppy town for about two years, and then it became gay and started to spruce up. There was a wonderful theater group that used to be the Cockettes, and right before I came to San Francisco, in the early seventies, changed to the Angels of Light. Some of the Angels of Light lived up the street from us, and I became friendly with them. According to the guide, every bar at the time was gay, but it’s not quite true. It was this ambience in which everyone was sort of androgynous. You weren’t gay, you weren’t straight, it was very loose. And everybody changed their names, everybody wore makeup, everybody dressed up all the time.

LOTRINGER: Even Peter?

ACKER: Peter enjoyed watching. Peter’s eyes got very big at all this. [laughs] I would go up the street for these orgies. Peter never came. I remember I had a girlfriend for a time, Vanessa, who used to sing with Prissy Condition. Vanessa was this beautiful, beautiful black girl, and she would come in and sort of whop Peter around. She would say, “I’m gonna fuck your girlfriend now,” and Peter would just giggle. He didn’t know what else to do! Ah, Vanessa was something. And so everyone changed their names. I was writing, but I didn’t want to make a thing about it, you know; it was as if I had two lives. I hang around them and also I was a writer. So I made up a sort of name for myself, and that name was Rip-Off Red. And I wrote a novel at that point, Rip-Off Red Girl Detective, which is the first novel I’ve ever written. Very luckily it has never been published [laughs]. It was a pornographic mystery story, and it was supposed to earn me lots of money (in my very deluded brain).

LOTRINGER: How old were you then?

ACKER: When I wrote Tarantula, I was twenty-three. So I was around twenty-two. Where did I write The Black Tarantula? Oh, memory, it gets everything mixed up. I definitely was with Peter when I wrote Rip-Off Red. And we were in ’Frisco. Before that I was doing The Black Tarantula down in San Diego. I was the Black Tarantula before I was Rip-Off Red. So there goes that apocryphal story. [laughs]

LOTRINGER: Why the Black Tarantula?

ACKER: I don’t remember. I honestly don’t. I liked it. I liked tarantulas in those days, and I probably like them now. Mexican kids keep them as pets. And they’re really, like, sensual…they’re really soft and furry. Everyone thinks they’re horrible but they’re not terribly dangerous. The worst they do is sting like a bee.

LOTRINGER: That was quite a punk name…

ACKER: Yeah, but this was way before punk. I guess I was kind of punk. I wasn’t a very good hippy. We just liked the Velvet Underground—we didn’t have anyone really to like in those days. Well, I sort of eat like a hippy, I mean I eat health food, but I never really was into free love. I am just not that loose. And plus those days, the men really had all the power, all they did is to get these women pregnant. It wasn’t really much fun, you end up with five babies and no boyfriend.

LOTRINGER: You moved back to New York for a while, didn’t you?

ACKER: I went to school in San Diego, then I came back to New York and I hung out in the poetry scene. That was the St. Mark’s Poetry Project. I was working in a sex show in 42nd Street and I had two lives, the poetry and the sex show. And the sex show really didn’t make you feel very nice about sex. It was all about money, and that’s how I thought about it. Then there were all these hippies in the St. Mark’s Project fucking each other, and I didn’t think it was like, Hew, Let’s fuck! I was like, Shit, that’s what I do! It’s not that I fucked for work—because it was just fake—but still it was enough. I didn’t need it back in the home base. They thought I was weird. Here’s this girl, works in a sex show and she dresses weird. Everyone was very much in blue jeans, and I had shaved my head because that was my sort of radical stance against working in a sex show. [laughs] It wasn’t very radical, but what can you do when you need money?

LOTRINGER: You’re still working in a sex show…

ACKER: No, why?

LOTRINGER: Because you’ve kept your head shaved…

ACKER: I never had hair really long since then. I hated men at that point, even though I was living with a guy. It just made me hate men. He was a real creep anyway.

LOTRINGER: It was not Peter.

ACKER: No, it was before Peter. Peter was a really nice guy. I met Peter when I first escaped New York. It was in 1973–74 and we lived together until about 1980–81. Six years, almost seven. A long time. When you met me I was living with Peter, and Peter broke up the marriage. So that was…Wait, I can remember exactly because that’s when my mother suicided. Three months after the marriage split up. I was thirty, so it was twelve years ago.

LOTRINGER: That’s 1977.

ACKER: Yeah. So I was with Peter from 1970 to 1977. I must have been in California earlier than I thought. I split up with this creep I had been living with, from the sex show, and I moved out to California to live with Peter in 1970. So that gets the dates right.

LOTRINGER: The sex show was before you went to California?

ACKER: YEAH. I was in it only six months, but it pretty radically changed my view of the world.

LOTRINGER: In what way?

ACKER: It changed me mainly in two ways: one, it changed my politics. When I was in university I was sort of SDS, but the student Left was a very elitist thing. The 42nd Street experience made me learn about street politics. It’s not that I was that interested in sex, it more gave me a viewpoint of whatever goes on in actuality through the kind of sexual perspective. I think Genet has the same kind of perspective. You see people from the bottom up, and sexual behavior, especially sex minus relationship, which is what happens in 42nd Street, is definitely bottom. Then you see it in a different way, especially power relationships in society. And I think that perspective never left me.

LOTRINGER: Then you stayed in California for how long?

ACKER: Two years in San Diego…

LOTRINGER: You went to art school there?

ACKER: No, I was in Classics. I studied Greek and Latin.

LOTRINGER: And you were connected to the art world there?

ACKER: David Antin had been my mentor and had introduced me to the early conceptual artists Dan Graham and Joseph Kosuth. When I first was in New York I didn’t know any artists. Then we lived in San Francisco for a few years, where Peter was studying with Bob Ashley, and we were involved with a number of artists up there. Then I moved back to New York because Ted and Leandro—Ted Castle is an art critic and Leandro Katz a filmmaker, both of them very well known—published me, and they knew all the artists around, and that’s when I really entered the art world.

LOTRINGER: You didn’t go back to the St. Mark’s Poetry Project.

ACKER: No. I really wasn’t comfortable there, and I think they only really were interested in my work after it was accepted by the art world.

LOTRINGER: How was the art world then?

ACKER: When I came back it was all Keith Sonnier and Joseph Kosuth. I hang out at first with Marcia Resnick and Pooh Kaye. You know, people my age. It was about a year or two before I met Diego [Cortez]. When did I meet you? 1976, 1977? It was just before the punk thing was happening.

LOTRINGER: That was the X-magazine benefit in East 4th Street. For the first time, art met punk.

ACKER: Yeah, it all happened that year. That’s when it all started. There was Michael McClard and Robin Winters, who were solidly artists, and Diego Cortez. Betsy Sussler was part of the group, and there was me. I was never an artist.

LOTRINGER: That was an exciting time. The art world was beginning to open up.

ACKER: Yeah. There never was a better time. The community was absolutely strong. Most of my friendships have really come from that time.

LOTRINGER: What was your writing like when you came back to New York?

ACKER: I was in the middle of Toulouse Lautrec. It was the end of the trilogy, so it was the beginning of my writing really. Yes, because I wrote Kathy Goes to Haiti when I got that grant to go to there.

LOTRINGER: Oh, you actually went to Haiti? I was convinced you had never set foot there!

ACKER: I wish it were true. That would be better than Kafka and America. No, the last part, the voodoo doctor business, is absolutely journalistic. The rest is a bit fudgy…

LOTRINGER: What brought you to…

ACKER: It’s funny being interviewed by you. I sort of like it. So what what what?

2. IDENTITIES

LOTRINGER: How did you get into this new kind of writing?

ACKER: I had been taught mainly by the Black Mountain poets, but I had always wanted to write prose, not poetry. I learned a lot from David Antin, who was very much of a conceptualist. So I had really been trained in the idea that you just don’t sit down and write, you have to know why you write and why you use certain methodologies. In that first book of mine, Politics, I was kind of searching for what I wanted to do. I was looking for models. And the only model I found in my world, not looking for the Iowa school of writing stuff, was William Burroughs—I like Kerouac’s work, but I wasn’t that interested in that kind of autobiographical work. Burroughs was the only prose writer I could find who was sort of conceptualist. Oh, he’s very much a conceptualist. So I used The Third Mind as experiments to teach myself how to write. Using tapes and changing tapes. And I think myself how to write. Using tapes and changing tapes. And I think this is part of the trouble I had with the St. Mark’s people at that time, because this was not the usual thing to do. I remember that time because this was not the usual thing to do. I remember I used to go to the sex show every day and write two pages and play with dream stuff and do inserts and start cutting things up.

LOTRINGER: And you were doing that while you were working at the sex show?

ACKER: I had two, three half-hour shows. And I would have an hour in between each show. So I would go to Tad’s Steakhouse and I would write. Just to keep my mind together, otherwise I would have flipped out. I performed with this guy Marc Stevens. I think he became a famous porn star. And he was totally gay. I mean if he tried to kiss me, he’d start giggling. It was so fake.

LOTRINGER: So you started writing in New York?

ACKER: No, when I went to California to live with Peter…Oh I know what happened. David Antin said to me, there’s one magazine of prose work that you could publish in that’s in the poetry world—Carol Bergé’s magazine. So I sent her some material. I was working as a stripper to earn money and I would spend most of my time hanging out in the dressing room with all the other strippers hearing stories. It was the days of a lot of drugs, especially hallucinogens, so the girls just got totally wacked out of their minds and would tell great stories. I started writing the stories down, but I didn’t want to be a sociologist. The stories were very immediate to me, so I put everything in the first person, plus some of my dreams. I sent this material to Carol Bergé, and she sent back the sort of usual note: Oh great stuff, lots of energy, send more. So I’m babysitting one night for David, and I see this letter on the floor. I see my name, so, of course, I read the letter and it’s from Carol Bergé saying, This woman is a total nut-case, lock her up in a loony-bin (thinking that these stories were all about me). I mean it’s very hard, I was sensitive in those days, but I remember being very fascinated that the work had had that kind of power. So I became very interested in the use of the word “I.” And then I had a crush on this guy, and the crush wasn’t returned, and for some reason that also made me really interested in the model of schizophrenia. So I started reading whoever you could hold of, it was R. D. Laing–David Cooper times, and sort of started doing this kind of writing, you know coming out of that conceptual view towards writing, the art stuff I’d been through…

LOTRINGER: What do you mean exactly by the conceptual stuff?

ACKER: Well, that most poets in those days didn’t think why did they write the way they wrote. They thought all the Surrealists had done this, so we’ll do this. There was still, and still is, the lingering idea of good poetry in the right image and good images in the right word, you know the perfect word, precise place in the line and things like that. And what David really taught is, you know, the hell with all that. Just think what do you want to do and then do it. Form is determined not by arbitrary content but by intention. And intentionality is all, I guess that’s what you’d say. You don’t look at the finger pointing at the moon, you look at the moon. You look at what you want to do. And what I wanted to do was to explore the word “I.” That’s what I meant by this kind of emphasis on conceptualism, on intentionality. And I wanted to explore the use of the word “I,” that’s the only thing I wanted to do. So what I did is that I placed very direct autobiographical—just diary—material, right next to fake diary material. I tried to figure out who I wasn’t, and I went to texts of murderesses and I used pre-Freudian texts because I didn’t want to deal with Freudian jargon. I just changed them into the first person, really not caring if the writing was good or bad, and put the fake first person next to the true first person. And then continued this to see what would happen. I mean, a very naive experiment at first. I was experimenting about identity in terms of language. So that’s how I started out.

LOTRINGER: I had a similar experience when I went to this de Sade convention in Binghamton, New York, a few years ago. I didn’t want to talk about de Sade, so I read this stuff that had actually been written by heavy S&M guys meeting in a dungeon to do these ghastly kinds of torture to themselves, like pinning their penises down with a knife on the kitchen table. I presented it in the first person and I was really shattered that everyone believed it and started asking me questions…

ACKER: It’s really incredible, isn’t it? It really makes you think about what the people believe and why do they believe what they believe and what are these sort of, like, signal words, like when you read a newspaper. You’re thinking then, Why do a lot of people believe this? and What kind of writing says, “Believe me”?

LOTRINGER: You wanted to play with belief then.

ACKER: I didn’t at that time, afterwards I did. I just wanted to figure out how the word “I” worked.

LOTRINGER: And the I belongs to everyone. It’s a free-for-all word, a grammatical shifter. Anyone who wants it can grab it.

ACKER: Well, I came to the decision that it was a false problem because it’s a thing that’s made. You create identity, you’re not given identity per se. And so what became more interesting to me wasn’t the I, it was text, because it’s texts that create the identity. So I became much more interested in plagiarism. But that took a few years to go from one interest to the other.

LOTRINGER: What happened during these few years then?

ACKER: Uh, I was doing experiments about memory. It was always about how this I works, what is memory, how does memory and language work. I didn’t terribly have the theory in those days, not that I have a theory now, but I didn’t have much theory to play with. I had read earlier R. D. Laing and David Cooper for stuff, and then I had worked on memory, mainly Bergson…

LOTRINGER: About Laing and Cooper, was it the idea of dissociation in language?

ACKER: I wasn’t using them for language, I was using them for models of schizophrenia.

LOTRINGER: So that was the I.

ACKER: Yeah. The idea that you don’t need to have a central identity, that you could have a split identity and that was a more viable way in the world. I was splitting the I into false and true I’s and I just wanted to see if this false I was more or less real than the true I, what are the reality levels between false and true and how it worked. And of course there’s no difference. By the end of the Tarantula, when I do the de Sade business, I can’t tell what’s true or false. And the only reason I can tell there’s the truth is that I’m remembering the fact. I took a biography of de Sade and placed it next to my own biography, and except for actual dates that I remember—if I say I was born in 1848 I know that’s false—I can’t tell what’s me and what’s de Sade.

LOTRINGER: Did that happen when you were writing it, or afterwards?

ACKER: When I read it afterwards. When you’re writing it, your mind is focused on the present, everything’s true. And then the next book, I did things with repeating texts. If I repeated the same text, would it be the same text? Anyway, that’s the early work. And I was playing with other things too. The poetry world was very elitist, there was high literature and low literature. High literature was like the poetry world and great novels, and low literature was porn and horror books and what not. So I played with using a lot of horror books, well mainly porn, and putting them in my stories. And writing badly. Basically, I was interested in doing everything I wasn’t supposed to do. I’d been to too many writing schools and I was in a bad mood. [laughs]

LOTRINGER: You went to writing schools?

ACKER: When I was at the university I took writing courses and they were awful, absolutely terrible.

LOTRINGER: A story has a certain logic, a certain development. Everything is positioned in a significant fashion and meant to contribute to the story. As soon as you give that up, how do you make things hold together?

ACKER: I couldn’t have cared less in those days. I wrote so many pages a day and that was that. What I do is that I set up guidelines at each piece, such as you’ll use autobiographical material and you’ll use fake autobiographical.

LOTRINGER: That was the intention.

ACKER: Yeah, that was the intention. I would make a few other rules, such as you’re not allowed to rewrite. I was very very influenced by certain artists’ work—you know, you’ll do this in this amount of time. It was task work. I really didn’t want any creativity, so I set up this task, this nutty task basically, and I’d do it! And that’s how I thought of it.

3. INSPIRATIONS

LOTRINGER: The idea of using your imagination to write a story never appealed to you.

ACKER: I hated it really. I use the word imagination—I just used it in a review—but I think it’s a bit of a bugaboo. They’ve used the words creativity and imagination to sort of place literature on a pedestal, which makes it both unavailable and really doesn’t allow it to have the range that it should have. I wonder sometimes about those things.

LOTRINGER: I remember one time, years ago, we were walking on First Avenue, near the Japanese restaurant, and you told me: I don’t have any imagination…

ACKER: I never thought I had imagination. I never fantasized, I never imagined it. I’ve never imagined anything. I’ve used other texts or I’ve used friends or I’ve used memories. I’ve never created stories in that way by making things up.

LOTRINGER: Most writers use what they’ve been through…

ACKER: Yes, but they always talk about creation…

LOTRINGER:…as if it came out of nothing.

ACKER: Yes.

LOTRINGER: That’s the idea you don’t like.

ACKER: Yeah.

LOTRINGER: Poets don’t write out of nothing. They use a sticker on a bottle, or an ad. They use things as material to start with.

ACKER: Yeah, but they talk about inspiration. I think it was mainly inspiration that I was against. I thought there’re reasons I’m doing this, so I can tell people why I’m doing it and I can talk about the end result. There’s nothing mysterious.

LOTRINGER: And what did you do with all these tasks and texts?

ACKER: A friend told me, Oh, just send those out, so I sent the first part of the Tarantula out and the people liked it. Lots of people wrote back to me—I think I sent it to about a hundred people—and so I thought, Oh, this is fun, I’ll send the next section. And it became a sort of serial novel. It was a time when there was this—there’s always been male art, but this was mail art—and people were mailing things to each other. There was a whole network of mail art, and I was part of the Network. A lot of people said, Gee, we’d like to get this, so the next time I did another six installments, which is Nymphomaniac, there were two hundred of them. And we just talked everybody into doing it for free. I hustled printers, Peter and I would go and staple them together ourselves, it was a home-production industry. Only no money was made. I did the last part, Toulouse, when I was in New York. By then, too many people wanted them, you know, and I guess I also thought—I don’t think I thought about money in those days—it would be nice to be really published. No, that wasn’t Toulouse…I don’t remember this stuff. I came back to New York when Ted Castle and Leandro Katz wanted to republish Tarantula. Maybe Toulouse was done by then. Anyway, that’s how it happened. I had this kind of community, when I was sending them out, which I’ve never had since—but you can’t go backwards. I mean it sort of just happens, what can you do?

LOTRINGER: It was like artists showing their work to other artists. The outside world wasn’t really involved too much, and that was great.

ACKER: It was great. I met Larry Weiner, Phil Glass helped out, lots of people, you know, through this…little bit of madness. And then…

LOTRINGER: And then what? [both laugh]

ACKER: That’s it for that bit of messed up memory. [laughs]

LOTRINGER: It was also a time when things were kind of cohering, not just in your writing, but everywhere.

ACKER: I had the whole community. Women were doing a lot of performance art about identity. I mean, they weren’t in the poetry world for me, but they were in the art world, and for other people too. It was a great time for artists.

LOTRINGER: That was the time when painters were still indirectly subsidizing the art world.

ACKER: Yes. That was it. Sol LeWitt subsidized me, that’s what happened. ’Cause Sol went to Ted and Leandro and said I want to print these things as real books. And he basically became my patron. I think artists were doing that. They were practically subsidizing other artists. I didn’t know who Ted and Leandro were, I thought they were part of the St. Mark’s poetry scene, so I came to New York and lo and behold it wasn’t the St. Mark’s poetry scene at all. They had a party for my book, and Joseph Kosuth and Keith Sonnier were there. I was absolutely flabbergasted ‘cause I’d been reading Artforum regularly—worshipped these people—and suddenly I’m in a room with them. I don’t think I could open my mouth the whole evening. And from then on I was just in the art world. I never had anything to do with the St. Mark’s poetry scene after that.

LOTRINGER: Did the art world reinforce what you were already thinking?

ACKER: Oh, they were doing the sort of work I was doing. And I was doing the sort of work verbally that they were doing visually. So it made sense. I mean the language was the same. So I had a lot of encouragement for my own work. I mean I read a lot of novels, but I don’t really like talking to other writers because you can’t really exchange things and it’s very competitive. You can’t really get ideas. But to hang around artists, I could get tons of ideas and I could translate back and forth.

LOTRINGER: What kind of things did you derive from it?

ACKER: Let me think. Kathy Goes to Haiti was kind of a straight book. Then after that I went to San Francisco and wrote Great Expectations. I wrote Blood and Guts in High School around the punk time. And it’s at the end of that book when I start really using plagiarism, like when I do the Genet stuff. So I think that was in the air. David Salle and Julian Schnabel, when did they come along? I can’t remember. I mean, you’re asking me about direct influences…

LOTRINGER: No, I’m just interested to see how the “translation” works. Because it’s not even plagiarism, its ideas that you can use in your own medium. That’s the conceptual part. I mean concepts travel.

ACKER: I can’t remember who or what I saw and who I was influenced by until it comes to the Metro Pictures times. Then I know like Richard Prince’s work and Sherrie Levine’s work and David Salle’s work really influenced me.

LOTRINGER: Actually, I don’t like the word “influence.” It sounds all too mechanical.

ACKER: Well, you know what I mean. When I knew Diego and those people I was friendly with, I don’t think we ever talked theoretically at all. I don’t even remember talking to anybody really. It sort of entered.

LOTRINGER: What was very interesting is that it wasn’t really ideas—like the ideas of the French theorists—it was not like abstractions, concepts, it was more like a certain way of looking at objects and dealing with them.

ACKER: Well, meeting you influenced me—you don’t like influence—but it changed me a lot because by introducing me to French philosophes, you gave me a way of verbalizing what I had been doing in language. I didn’t really understand why I refused to use linear narrative; why my sexual genders kept changing; why basically I am the most disoriented novelist that ever existed. [laughs] I knew that’s how I wanted to do things but I didn’t…The work of Laing and Cooper and whoever else I was going to gave me no way of really understanding why I was writing the way I was writing. And then when I read, I think it was the way I was writing. And then when I read, I think it was mainly Anti-Oedipus and then Foucault’s work, I had this whole language…And I remember thinking, Why don’t they know me! I know exactly what they’re talking about! And I could go farther, that was the big thing for me. I had a real sense, until that happened that I was like this kind of death-dumb-and-blind person for years; I just did what I did but I had no way of telling anyone about it, or talking about it. And then suddenly I had this language and I could say, Hi! And that other people were doing the same thing. We could have some way of talking.

LOTRINGER: That’s what, in Don Quixote, you call semiotics, which is quite different from the work of these philosophes…Actually it was everything that happened after semiotics. But that was a catch-all word at the time. That was after the art world.

ACKER: Yes, that was after the art world. I mean when I entered the art world it was great and I loved looking at everyone’s work and hanging out with them, but I never talked to them. I was so shy. They were just taking me along.

LOTRINGER: Do you think painters talk more about what they’re doing than writers?

ACKER: No, they just talk about galleries. All they talk about is money. [laughs]

LOTRINGER: And you still think that art has some sort of connections to what you’re doing?

ACKER: Yeah, and more so since I moved to England. I’ve just been through five years of deprivation in England, where everything either has a moral imperative or it’s worthless. And I’m antisocial and against the community—and individualistic! I can’t believe it…I went with some friends the other night to the Wooster Group and I just loved it. And they’re going, Ah, Kathy, it’s so old-hat! And I said, not to me—I’ve been in England! [laughs] I mean it’s where I will use the word “imagination,” the realm of imagination. It’s about possibility, and more and more life’s not about possibility. More and more they’re trying to be fundamentalist, to shut things down. You know, to take away history in every possible sense. The history of our souls, the histories of where you came from, all the history in every sense. And that’s what gives you the possibility right? If Madame Bovary fucked around, so can I. [laughs] It’s all the fundamentalists who have the control of things. They teach dogma. And the art world, in its best sense, is the opposite.

LOTRINGER: Why did you move to England in the first place?

ACKER: I was looking for a change in my life. In New York there was nowhere to go, just to do art criticism. There was no way to make more money, no way to get more established as a writer. My work needed me to get out of the position I was in.

LOTRINGER: Is that the time you wrote these pieces on art for Artforum?

ACKER: Yeah, I was writing for Artforum, but you get almost no money. I mean the move to England, as far as things like career matter, which they do, was fabulous to me. I think it was very good to me as a writer too, because New York’s very enclosed, very much of a baby-crib and it meant I widened my scope. I was really able to question a lot of things that the art world had taught me. I was able to see them in a political context, which I never was before, and to realize what were the stakes among writers from many other countries. It forced me to grow some muscles basically. I had to explain why I wrote the way I wrote. I was shoved up against the wall and asked to explain why I do everything I do. So I had to come up with the goods. You know, I was forced to grow.

LOTRINGER: Did you connect to the art scene in England too?

ACKER: In England, art is not accepted really. It’s what you’re allowed to do if you’re rich, or if you’re upper middle class, but it’s not considered seriously. And since there’s no art scene there, I had to deal with other novelists. It’s just a different world. I didn’t know what England was. I thought it was like going to the suburbs in New York. It took me two years to see that I was really in a different country. Many friends were doing journalism, and for the last two years I’ve done probably a piece of journalism at least once a month. I had to learn, if nothing else, how to write a very straightforward coherent piece.

LOTRINGER: Some of the pieces on art which are included in this volume [an earlier incarnation of her eventual Semiotext(e) title] were written for Artforum. That’s the first time you wrote about art. How did you handle that?

ACKER: I didn’t know how to handle it. Basically, I wrote them as I wrote fiction. And yet put the subject of art in it. So it was a weird multiplication, or destruction, that occurred. I couldn’t get away with that in England.

LOTRINGER: Did you choose to write about Goya?

ACKER: Yeah. I could have done anything.

LOTRINGER: Did they expect you to criticize it, to put it in context?

ACKER: I was very free on that. Sometimes I’ve been told what to do.

LOTRINGER: The piece on Joseph Kosuth and Larry Weiner has all these quotations interspersed throughout the text…

ACKER: I had to do it that way. All the artists sat down at a table, and I was basically asked to transcribe their conversations to each other. So I just did what I was told. That was the first one I ever did.

LOTRINGER: You weren’t that interested in doing this kind of work.

ACKER: Oh, now I do interviews. I like it. I think it’s great. You know what? Because—I am telling you this—you go home with a tape, right, you get real chummy with the person, you buy him some wine, you know, you make him talk for hours, you go home with a tape and then you make a piece of fiction. And it’s so much fun. It taught me a lot. Because why is there always these little realms of handling language? I think it’s good to do all sorts of things with language.

LOTRINGER: And people forget what they say.

ACKER: Of course! And you get a great fictional character out of it.

LOTRINGER: The interviews, or what other people say, its just text.

ACKER: Yeah. But even when you’re doing art criticism, paintings are a text.

LOTRINGER: It’s like plagiarism without plagiarism.

ACKER: Exactly.

4. PLAGIARISM

LOTRINGER: Plagiarism, was that something that came out of your exploration of the I?

ACKER: No, I was no longer interested in the I. Then “I” became a dead issue because I realized that you make the I, and what makes the I are texts. So it’s texts that are of interest.

LOTRINGER: But the I never came on its own. It was always woven in a text, right?

ACKER: Yeah. But it took me a while to realize that because I am a bit dumb, you know. [laughs hysterically] So I became interested in just text. Other people’s texts. If there’s no problem with the I, then in terms of text there was no self and other. So I could use everyone else’s writing. And then that’s fun! It’s like a kid, suddenly a toy shop opens up and the toy shop was called culture. But until I met you and got the language for it, I really didn’t know why I was having fun. I couldn’t figure out what I was doing. It seemed a bit mad, but I just knew I liked doing these things.

LOTRINGER: I remember one morning you told me you were in seventh heaven. The night before you had found yourself in the company of the greatest writers. You had finally been admitted to their circle…

ACKER: Yeah. [laughs]

LOTRINGER: But then you’d been sneaking in there all along.

ACKER: Oh yeah, I’d been doing it all the time, but suddenly I thought I don’t even have to pretend I’m interested in this problem about identity anymore, I could just bloody copy straight on.

LOTRINGER: I doubt you ever copy straight on…

ACKER: No, I don’t…I did it more in the early days, strangely enough. I don’t because it’s very boring, copying, you know. Your mind goes. What’s fun is what happens when you start playing with a text, it’s just like jazz riffs. And then you go back and forth and down and around, you’ve got the text in front of you, and you go here and there, everywhere…

LOTRINGER: That’s also what musicians do. Lifting stuff.

ACKER: Oh sure. Last night I was talking with a friend about appropriation in music, all these scratched records and things like that, and she was saying that her friend Karen Finley has been ripped off. And I told her: Listen, it’s not just that Karen is not getting the money that she should have for her work, I think it’s great! I use your work, you use my work, we use everyone’s work. I just love that idea, like you can dance.

LOTRINGER: Property is robbery…

ACKER: Yeah. I own this, I do this…If I had to be totally honest, I would say that what I’m doing is breach of copyright—it’s not, because I change words—but so what? I mean we’re always playing a game, we earn our money out of the stupid law, but we hate it because we know that’s a jive. And that’s because we live in a capitalistic system. What else can we do? That’s one of the basic contradictions of living in capitalism. I sell copyright, that’s how I make my money.

LOTRINGER: You sell copyright?

ACKER: That’s how writers make their money. Absolutely precisely. The work isn’t the property, it’s the copyright. Copyright’s renewed twenty-six years twice. I can do anything I want with material that’s fifty-two years old. So what’s property? The property dies in fifty-two years?

LOTRINGER: Didn’t you get the rap for breaching copyright in England?

ACKER: What had happened in England was that a journalist was gunning for me—well that’s my opinion. In June, a collection of my earliest work was published in England, including The Childlike Life of the Black Tarantula. And in the section about Toulouse Lautrec, there’s four pages which I took out of a Harold Robbins novel that had been published some years before, a bestselling book called The Pirate. I took the sex scene out of there, where a rich white woman walks into a disco and picks up a black boy and has sex with him. I changed it to be about Jacqueline Onassis and I entitled the piece “I Want to Be Raped Every Night. Story of a Rich Woman.” I think the joke’s quite obvious, but the journalist called my publisher and then she called Harold Robbins’s publisher, Eric Major, and their response was that, My God, we’ve got a plagiarist in our midst. So they made a deal, and the deal was that my book would be immediately withdrawn from publication and that I would sign a public apology to Harold Robbins for what I had done. You don’t take books off the market that easily. This is not standard literary practice by any means. This in fact is banning. Now when I heard about this, I said, Well, you could do what you want with your edition of the book, but I’m certainly not signing a public apology for something I’m not guilty of. I’m not guilty of plagiarism.

LOTRINGER: What do you mean by that?

ACKER: To be guilty of plagiarism, according to the law, is to represent somebody else’s material as your material. I haven’t done that. I have been very clear that I use other people’s material. I haven’t quite listed sources in my later books, I didn’t want to sound like some sort of academic, but in many interviews, many theoretical texts, I said where each section came from. I’ve always told my publishers. There’s an introduction to this publication of my early work where I talk about my method of appropriation. I’ve always talked about it as a literary theory and as a literary method. I haven’t certainly hidden anything. Plagiarism is when you actually…

LOTRINGER: It’s when you “kidnap” someone else’s text—well, that’s the etymology! Hijacking a copyright, so to speak. No wonder they got upset. It’s terrorism in literature…

ACKER: You know, what a writer does, in nineteenth-century terms, is that he takes a certain amount of experience—you don’t just make things up, be it a story, or an autobiographical material, or be it social history, whatever—and he “represents” that material. Now what I’m doing is simply taking text to be the same as the world, to be equal to non-text, in fact to be more real than non-text, and start representing text. So it’s quite clear, I took the Harold Robbins and represented it. I didn’t copy it. I didn’t say it was mine.

LOTRINGER: You used it as a material.

ACKER: Right. And it seems to me quite a different procedure than the act of plagiarism. And I had changed words, I had changed intentionality. I wasn’t about to argue it out in a law court as it’s been done with visual arts and the recording industry. Obviously, appropriation has been some sort of postmodernist technique in the arts for a number of years, both in the visual arts and in the literary arts, but it’s very different cases. It’s a legal precedent. The main response from my publisher in England was, Oh Kathy, you’re making trouble again. Why are you always making trouble? When I said that to sign this apology was to apologize for twenty years of work, they did not understand.

LOTRINGER: For your whole work?

ACKER: I’m just talking about issues. Eventually I did sign the apology. It was a very specific statement and it was published in all the literary magazines.

LOTRINGER: You said you changed the intentionality of Robbins’s text…

ACKER: I was always interested in the real intentionality of texts as opposed to the surface intentionality. I was very aware of what the politics were in Robbins’s texts, but it was only underlined politics. Robbins is really soft-core porn, so I wanted to see what would happen if you changed contexts and just upped the sexuality of the language. It’s a very simplistic example of deconstruction.

LOTRINGER: You’re interested in deconstruction?

ACKER: Certainly when I played with James Bond films and Pasolini, especially in the Pasolini book. Oh yeah, I mean when I’m really plagiarizing…

LOTRINGER: What do you mean by deconstruction then?

ACKER: Oh just taking other texts and putting them in different contexts to see how they work. You know, deconstructing them.

LOTRINGER: It’s not “deconstruction” in the Derridean sense at all.

ACKER: No, it’s deconstruction as opposed to construction or reconstruction. If you take texts apart and look at the language that’s being used, the genre, the kind of sentence structure, there’s a lot of contents here that most readers don’t see.

LOTRINGER: It’s some kind of active reading…

ACKER: Yeah. And I’ve always loved doing that. Once I saw a James Bond film on TV—this is in Pasolini—and I copied the film, you know, just verbalized it. I did a plot summary and Jesus, the most obvious racism was apparent, which you wouldn’t really quite think of if you watched the film.

LOTRINGER: You stopped exploring the I, but you became Pasolini…

ACKER: Oh yeah, but that was just a way into the text. I never wanted to be a sociologist, I’ve always wanted to be present, to write in a way that’s most present. Do you know what I mean? The English view of the novel is that there should be irony. Irony is this distance, right, so you set up a very fine, cool style, a very conservative-style way of writing a novel. And I’ve always hated that. I never wanted that kind of distance.

LOTRINGER: You do the reverse. You use humor, which is just as extreme but far more upsetting. No more cool; you collapse all distances. You adopt someone else’s opinion as if it was your very own, and you up the ante. Are you serious? Is it subservience or subversion? No way of telling at that point. If irony’s the master’s trade, humor’s the servant’s trick. Think of Swift’s “modest proposal” to eat the children of the poor. It would drive any master nuts.

ACKER: You once said to me I’m the most perverse person you ever met. [both laugh]

LOTRINGER: You want Harold Robbins’s kind of porn? Well have it, and more. And it’s devastating…Actually, I don’t use the word perverse the way Americans do. I remember Walter Abish was shocked when I called his writing perverse. I believe the word has a different meaning in Europe than it does here, he said after a while. In Europe, it can mean to defy or fly in the face of a certain order or a certain expectation.

ACKER: Perverse in American means limited. That’s why I don’t like it when they put a sexual fetishism on certain activity.

LOTRINGER: Here, perversion’s just closed off. It’s specialized, like S&M with its ritualized element; or it’s criminal, like a sexual offense. At bottom, it’s something sexual not political. It’s not a strategy, it’s destiny.

ACKER: Yeah. You see limits. And you feel. They stick me in prison again! And I wouldn’t do that. I’m not closed off. I used “abjection” as a technique (I just love Kristeva’s business about abjection; I think it’s major), but it’s not a perversion in the American sense.

LOTRINGER: Walter sets up his text like a trap. He’s perverse in that way. Everything is carefully calculated to create specific reactions in the reader. You’re a total barbarian compared to him. You don’t play the game at all.

ACKER: Well, I don’t have the reader in mind in that way. I’m not writing for the reader. If you’re setting up a trap, you’re setting up a trap for the reader, which means you’re writing for the reader. Walter must see the text as a machine.

LOTRINGER: Oh yeah, very delicate but very scathing—like a penal machine. There’s always a cutting-edge to it. Humor, but sharp, implacable, almost unhuman.

ACKER: Oh, Walter has something very cool about him too.

LOTRINGER: Very cool, but intensely so. The reader is a prey.

ACKER: Yeah. Mine is very different, very hot. I guess because there’s no distance. If there’s this distance between the reader and the text, the reader doesn’t go anywhere, he’s just a distant observer. I want the reader to come right into the text because that’s the only way you can take the journey.

LOTRINGER: So you care for the reader in some way.

ACKER: In some way, yeah. [whispering] You have to. [laughs] What the reader wants—what the reader’s trained to want I should say—is to be at a distance and say, Look at all those weird people there, look what they do…My God, Victor’s having an adulterous affair—but it doesn’t concern me. The reader can read a book about S&M, disgusting subject; Oh but they do it over there! And I never wanted that “over there.”

LOTRINGER: And one of the ways of getting him right here is to put yourself here first.

ACKER: I have much more the sense of my own pleasure. I’m writing for my own sense of wonder. I’ve done so many readings—I still earn money that way—that I know how to make the reader at least come along on the journey and enter into the text. But the primary writing is not for a reader, it’s for me. And that’s really different from Walter. Probably it makes my texts a bit unreadable.

LOTRINGER: It opens up other kinds of possibility for the reader. You can get in and out of the text. You don’t expect your readers to read your novels from beginning to end, do you?

ACKER: No, I mean that might derange friends who’d manage any book from beginning to end, but no, on the whole they can read wherever they want, at least up through Don Quixote. Even in Empire of the Senses, which is the most narrative book—whereas Kathy Goes to Haiti was just one-off—you could read pretty much anywhere. After that it’s quite different because I’m not so interested in deconstruction anymore. I’m much more interested in narrative.

LOTRINGER: You still have these catch-all themes, things that keep the whole book together in some way, Dickens, Cervantes…

ACKER: Oh they’re structured, they’re carefully structured. There’s always a beginning and an end. To some of the…Some…Great Expectations has no beginning nor end, but there’s a cumulative effect.

LOTRINGER: It’s like a continuous text.

ACKER: I wanted to do some sort of environmental writing, the way Bob Ashley was doing environmental music. And that was Great Expectations, Blood and Guts, the English got the end mixed up. They got the last two chapters in the wrong order…No one noticed! I told them they’re in the wrong order and they said, Have a glass of champagne. [laughs] So I guess it’s not the most tightly structured after all.

LOTRINGER: But what holds everything together? I have the feeling it’s rhythm.

ACKER: Yeah, it’s rhythm. Writing more and more is just like music, rhythm. If the rhythm’s right, you’re okay.

LOTRINGER: That’s the major element; another one may be introducing a maximum of confusion. [both laugh] Contradicting yourself, playing all the voices at the same time, switching abruptly from here to there. Compared to your first stories, your writing’s got so much looser. I mean it’s totally loosened up.

ACKER: I get bored when writing’s too simple and you know what’s going to happen. Then I think, Why do I waste my time writing this thing? Partly coming from the poetry world, what I really like to do, I guess, is go on a journey. Its like traveling. I’ve always envied men this and I can never travel being a woman. I always wanted to be a sailor, that’s really what I love.

LOTRINGER: When you returned to San Francisco six or seven years ago, didn’t you plan to go sailing around the world? I remember a postcard I received then. You were very excited about it.

ACKER: Yeah, but we didn’t know how to sail…I guess I just want to go on a journey and so I start with a sentence and then it goes somewhere. The language twists and turns and you don’t even remember where you’ve been, you’re just always going somewhere, you know, you’re always faced with the present. It goes somewhere in the sentence, it goes somewhere in the paragraph, it goes somewhere in the story, you always end up somewhere. You want to be surprised. That’s what I like, all writers like. I mean I don’t see any reason why all writers should, but what I like is to learn something. You know, to have that sense of wonder. I’ve always made myself write two pages a day, sometimes more, never less, but I’m not satisfied until I have that sense of wonder. Of course you can’t always do that on the final draft.

LOTRINGER: You connected the method of plagiarism to the idea of postmodernism.

ACKER: I’m not the only one who connects appropriation to postmodernism…

LOTRINGER: But do you feel connected to this idea of postmodernism, or is it like a handy way of getting rid of the question?

ACKER: It’s funny, when you use words like postmodernism or deconstruction, you’ve got such a questioning in your voice. There’s two things. One is why I work the way I work. Two is how people talk about my work. The two aren’t separate, and after a while it becomes a chicken–egg thing. They join. When I first met you, I wouldn’t have used the word postmodernist. However, fifteen years later, since the most accurate critical stuff that’s been done on my work has been using words like postmodernist—unless they’re into Oh-Kathy-Acker-is-a-Punk business, that sort of nonsense—yes, I do connect it, because you don’t operate separate from society. The community decision has been to use the word postmodernism about various ways of working, about a decentralized narrative, about switching genders, about various feminist techniques and explorations, so yes, I do use the word postmodernism.

LOTRINGER: You didn’t use “deconstructions” in the Derridean sense, so I guess you don’t use “postmodernism” the way Baudrillard has it either—or rather the way it’s been adopted by the art world here—of the collapse of reality into hyperreality and the extenuation of all political stakes. I mean, appropriation isn’t simulation.

ACKER: This business about postmodernism has exploded in all sort of ways, some of it really ugly really. Its apolitical, surface-crap—not that Baudrillard is apolitical, it’s not apolitical at all, but it’s a different sort of politics. I have been out of the art world for many years, so I’m not terribly interested. And in England it mainly means designer-chic. But I don’t know any other word to use. My work always reached beyond simply theoretical play. I’ve always had a kind of concern with politics.

LOTRINGER: Frankly, it was difficult for me to reconcile your work with the superficiality and loss of affect associated with Baudrillard’s conceptualization.

ACKER: Well, there’s a certain way—a certain sleek way—that you can talk about surfaces because you’re using other texts. But if I have to talk about why I have decentralized narrative, why I don’t have what’s known as well-rounded and flat characters (which would be a nineteenth-century way of constructing them), why I basically don’t have character at all, or if I do, why they’re very much defined by surrounding contexts—you know, basically I’m writing environment, I’m not writing character—why I don’t deal with psychology in the Freudian sense, I have to talk about postmodernism. But that’s different from Baudrillard.

LOTRINGER: They often use the word collage and punk together with postmodernism to talk about your work.

ACKER: Yeah, but I don’t work collage. I mean, you could say it’s collage, but I’ve never worked by chance methods. That’s the only thing. There’s always a reason why things are the way they are. It’s just not linear narrative, not linear causality. If we talk about the attack on the oedipal myth, then we can really start seeing why things are the way they are in my books. I’ve got to have that, otherwise it’s just like, Oh hi! Its like Dada. And I don’t think I’m really a Dadaist. I’m not John Cage. John Cage is really the one who did chance workings. To me it’s real ‘60s movement.

LOTRINGER: Actually you’re pretty deliberate about your choice of material.

ACKER: Yeah. Sometimes I play with nonsense, but I’m not really interested in that. The language poets of the early days were playing with nonsense, cutting down a sentence. In my last two books, the whole emphasis is about sense. It’s just that I don’t like the sense that’s given us. So it’s toward a reformation of what would be sense. If you scratch hard, you find that I’m a humanist in some weird way. Well, humanist…you know what I mean.

LOTRINGER: Why do you think there’s a change in your writing? (Why are you trying to build…characters more?)

ACKER: After Don Quixote I got sick of—all right, you don’t call it “deconstruction”—whatever I was doing. At one point, I thought there was a real need to examine certain things because there was so much hypocrisy. But it really broke down, especially after Watergate. Everybody now knows what’s happening. They might not want to see it, but certainly all the information is out in the open. You don’t have to keep examining everything to see how it works, people sort of know. They just don’t give a damn. We all know the CIA has done lots of chemical warfare testing and things like that. And I thought—you know, we’re wandering around and we don’t know what to do, basically living in a sort of hell, with AIDS and crack and everything else—what was needed now to do is to start constructing, to start actually making things. I don’t like the nineteenth-century novel, so I started reading a lot of either Third World or very old narratives and trying to use them. I became very interested in myths.

5. MYTHS

ACKER: What I tried to do in Empire of the Senseless was to start to make a kind of myth that would be applicable to me and my friends. I mean it was just the beginning of doing something. It was still the old stuff, but there’s a narrative there, there’s some way of trying to find something…

LOTRINGER: Myth’s the primitive side of narrative anyway.

ACKER: Yeah, and that’s what I’m really interested in. The new book, In Memoriam to Identity, is very much more that, so a lot of the old stuff’s been taken out. I mean, I still use other texts—mainly William Faulkner and a little bit of Rimbaud—I still plagiarize, I still do everything I’ve done, but it’s cleaned up so that the primitive narrative is coming through more strongly.

LOTRINGER: Why used Rimbaud and Faulkner at all then?

ACKER: I have to use other texts when I write. I mean, that’s just how I am. Now I’m using writers mainly because I want to learn from them, and there’s always something I want to learn. I wanted Rimbaud as a visionary, and Faulkner because of the Americana business. I want to learn from Rimbaud and Faulkner about myth because they’re both myth-dealers.

LOTRINGER: Myth-dealing, I agree, is essential, especially after the collapse of cold socialism. Myths aren’t just a narrative you can identify with, they’re meant to mobilize. They’re a powerful emotional bond. No society can do without them, and unless their absence is dealt with promptly, in the proper fashion, they’re bound to creep back either through violence (fascism) or vacancy (the void of the media). At this point, studying myths isn’t enough, you’ve got to create them. Bataille understood that perfectly.

ACKER: I think it’s time we start making our own myths really. We’re not controlled by economics, we’re controlled by myths. It’s becoming more and more clear now that the information revolution’s happened.

LOTRINGER: So where do you go to find myths? The Aztecs or the Yanaomanis?

ACKER: No. Me, I go to classical Greek myths. That’s what I grew up with. At the moment. Who knows about the future? I mean, that’s what tattooing is for me, it’s myth.

LOTRINGER: You seem to become more and more myth. I mean, I see more and more tattoos cropping on you each time we meet. [laughs] They’re just proliferating. You must have been very busy. Are you going to have tattoos on both shoulders and in the back?

ACKER: No, I’m not going to have them on that shoulder. I’m going to have these come down diagonally on the back. I’ll leave the shoulders as is, for the moment. I mean, it’s been growing for two years. [laughs] I’m now getting these tribal things.

LOTRINGER: You’re always going for the powerful stuff: sex, politics, tattoos, stuff that’s close to the chest and capable of stirring strong emotional reactions. I think they’re mythical triggers, not realistic descriptions. Some people, of course, take them literally…Last time you performed in Germany, didn’t they have you tour these porn places!

ACKER: That’s in the new novel. I had to perform in sex shows…They were very literal about sex, Jesus!

LOTRINGER: Didn’t you have problems at one time with women’s groups in California because of that?

ACKER: Yeah, but that was a long time ago. I had trouble with the old feminists because of my interest in the nexus of sexuality and politics, and that was anathema to them. That was what I would call the con of equality, that was the flag the old feminists were waving, so there was a lot of antagonism. However, that’s not true now, especially not true of feminism in the United States.

LOTRINGER: They’re not afraid of sex.

ACKER: No, not at all. [laughs] I’m not a straightforward feminist, but my interest is in the feminism, that’s a change since I left New York. And my best critics are feminist. That’s simply where I would locate myself. It’s when feminism came together with postmodernism, that’s when I could locate what I was doing. So I don’t have a problem with women’s groups anymore. In fact, it’s the opposite. But I’m banned in Germany because of it.

LOTRINGER: By women’s groups?

ACKER: No, banned. Real censorship. Court verdict. The whole business.

LOTRINGER: Did they realize that your stuff has been lifted from books that aren’t banned…

ACKER: In this court verdict they wrote down the plot—it’s Blood and Guts that’s banned in Germany. And the poor guys couldn’t even figure out what the plot was. So they banned me for three reasons, and one of the reasons is experimentality…

LOTRINGER: That’s a good one. [both laugh]

ACKER: Could you see these judges, I mean…

LOTRINGER: And experimentality was the major accusation?

ACKER: No, there were three major reasons. First, kinder sex…

LOTRINGER: Kinder sex, ah ah.

ACKER: Which is great. That’s between Janey and her father. They didn’t get it that it was a sort of double-play. They thought it was real. They took everything absolutely literally? Janey has sex with her father—that’s kinder sex. I kept wondering where’s kinder sex in the novel at first. Then there’s S&M, which is probably the most correct thing they came up with. Yes, there’s S&M in the book. And then there’s experimentality. So they got a précis of the plot, and when they came to the Persian poems…

LOTRINGER: What did they do with that?

ACKER: Oh, God! [laughs] They didn’t know what to do, obviously! I mean, you read this court verdict and it’s sort of like, Get it out of here! Just don’t want this thing! [laughs hysterically] Then they investigated me and found out I had worked as a stripper and said, Though she’s well known by women to be interested in the Women’s Questions, she doesn’t discuss the Women’s Questions enough and she’s worked as a stripper. [laughs]

LOTRINGER: And working as a stripper, that’s not working at the Women’s Question?

ACKER: God!

LOTRINGER: Well, I know for a fact that you’re totally different from what you write.

ACKER: Well, it’s a big question. It’s a problem personally. It’s a horror story. I mean, for the writing I don’t have a problem. For making friends…That’s one of the reasons I’m coming back to New York, my community knows who I am. In England it was absolutely horrible. In England, when I went there, the media had made this huge image of Kathy Acker. I mean—I used to joke with a friend of mine—there’re two Kathy Ackers and everybody talks to this other…person. It was a problem with friendship, especially if you wanted to have sex with anybody. Because the media image is so much this kind of sexual image, and if you try to say, Hi! Me! Person…[whispers] I’m sure there’re tons of Kathy Ackers, some who know each other. But this media image is, you know…I mean, I’m very well-known there and I get tons of work. But to say that they like what I do, no, I wouldn’t say that. They fetishize what I do.

LOTRINGER: It’s also something you obviously play with.

ACKER: Of course.

LOTRINGER: But you don’t expect people to escalate it.

ACKER: Oh, it was pretty absurd there. At a certain point it’s hard to play with it, it’s just, Oh Jesus Christ! I mean, you can say anything to them, you giggle. Most people think I’m much harder than I am.

LOTRINGER: I always knew that. But I think it’s part of the Black Tarantula syndrome. One of the ways of making your work legitimate is to work it through yourself. If you are not the I, but the I becomes you, then you have to, like, offer it as some sort of performance.

ACKER: Yeah, I think that’s very precise. So it’s like an actress or something. I act through the novels.

LOTRINGER: And beside the novels too. [laughs]

ACKER: Yeah. When I’m writing I become the characters in the novel, but the characters in the novel aren’t me. People always think they’re me. And it’s a drag.

LOTRINGER: That’s what happens when you’re a dealer with myths. You become myth. Genet, Pasolini, Artaud, Rimbaud, Burroughs, they all went through that. But that was mostly before media…Now you don’t even need a real biography—sex, drugs, jail, murder, madness. All you need is—what—tattoos? One problem is that you don’t have the straight mythical element that saves in Genet or Artaud, I mean the saving grace: the sacred, the ritual…

ACKER: Well, I think more and more I have the body. I am very much a primitive if you scratch me.

LOTRINGER: Yes, but it’s all on the surface. It’s like myth-making. You don’t have a body, you’re a body-dealer. A body-maker. The body takes the place of the I.

ACKER: Yeah, because the body’s more text. That’s right. But I wouldn’t call that sexuality…

LOTRINGER: What would you call it?

ACKER: Well, I guess everything’s sexual, it depends how you define sexuality. But obviously I do bodybuilding and that’s starting to work into my text. There’s no way it can’t. I spend too much time bodybuilding. And it became a real crisis for me, because either I had to stop bodybuilding or I had to stop writing because the two are starting to conflict.

LOTRINGER: You do a lot of bodybuilding?

ACKER: Right now I train five times a day with a trainer.

LOTRINGER: Really?

ACKER: Yeah. I mean I could train for competition if I wanted to. Which I don’t. This is as serious as I ever got, and I don’t know how long it’s going to last because it’s pretty serious. I love it. I really love it. And it’s teaching me a lot about writing.

LOTRINGER: How so?

ACKER: Because it’s about focusing and about consciousness. And it’s about focusing through pain. I mean, it’s how the bodywork and writing, as you said, is about rhythm. It has a lot to do with the body, writing. People assume it comes from up here, right, it’s not material, whereas bodybuilding isn’t cerebral. But those are ridiculous distinctions, as we both know. So in a way they’re complementary. They work together. And how they work together I’m really fascinated by. It’s only Mishima, I think, that’s really talked about it.

LOTRINGER: Is that what fascinated you with S&M, the aspect of pain in relation to consciousness?

ACKER: I think I have a fascination with power and sex. Is there a fascination with pain? I’m fascinated by the body, and pain’s part of the body, but I don’t find a fascination with pain unusual. Most people have been…It’s like the opposite of pleasure—I mean it’s not the opposite, but there’s something really interesting, especially when you work legs. There’s a certain curl that’s very painful to do, and as a bodybuilder you have to learn to get through pain. I mean, you don’t get through it, but you have to learn to just live through it. You can’t do it otherwise. Okay, your body feels this, you can deal with your body in a certain way. And at the other extreme your body feels pleasure, you’ll deal with your body in a certain way. So where your mind goes when your body feels these various things, and how the mind works with the body, is really interesting—at least to me. Is that S&M? I don’t think that’s S&M.

LOTRINGER: S&M is also a challenge to pain, but at bottom, it’s a crash form of therapy. Self-induced shock-treatment.

ACKER: Yeah, all those games. All that business about piercing every part of the body, it doesn’t really interest me at all. I think it’s sort of kooky. S&M is definitely a narrower category. I just get hooked on people telling me what to do, if you want to know the truth. I’m a bloody wimp, that’s what I am. Anyone tells me what to do…And then I get angry. [laughs] There’s a flaw in my character or something.

LOTRINGER: It’s a way of exploring something, isn’t it?

ACKER: It can be, if you make an agreement with someone.

LOTRINGER: It could take you places you don’t want to go either.

ACKER: Well, so does writing. So does everything else. I’ve never understood when people get majorly hurt, or into death, or any of that stuff. So I don’t know about it. And I don’t know if I have much curiosity. I have curiosity about death and pain and power relationships, but I don’t have much curiosity about, you know, what kind of bloody ribbons people can allow themselves to be beaten into, or the eating of shit, or whatever.

LOTRINGER: There’s something very ritualistic about S&M. It’s like what I was telling you about Bataille. You really have to be—or have been—religious…

ACKER: I’m not religious. If anything, as I said, I’m a bit of a primitive, that’s all. I mean, there’s a really stupid part of me that loves musclemen, that loves Abbott and Costello, that loves these guys in the gym that go “Huhu!” [laughs]

LOTRINGER: S&M has also a lot to do with power. Delegating power to inflict pain over you for a purpose.

ACKER: Well, it’s about control of the body. But are you controlling it? I used to think that bodybuilding was about controlling the body, now I’m wondering. Obviously it is in one way, but the body’s so rich: Who’s controlling it? What’s the relation between mind and body? I mean, it’s like text. When you write, are you controlling a text? Well, I’d say when you’re really writing you’re not. You’re fucking with it. And I’d say the same thing with bodybuilding when you’re going through that pain. Today I was losing stamina, so I had to learn how to work through stamina problems, fatigue. And it’s really interesting because you’re putting such pressure on your body, learning about all different ways it can fit. What you do, when you bodybuild, is work to failure. You put a frame around specific muscle groups, and you work each group to failure. Actually, I want to work past failure, which is negative work. And I think you’re doing exactly the same thing with the text.

LOTRINGER: What’s “past failure” for a text?

ACKER: To go into the space of wonder.

LOTRINGER: So the artwork has become the body. You get the same kind of feedback from both.

ACKER: Yeah. When I saw tattooing, I thought it was like the most fabulous artwork because it was so direct, it was on someone’s body. And to ask some artist to do their artwork on your body, to me it’s like, what trust! Jesus, that’s incredible art.

LOTRINGER: On your part? On their part? On both?

ACKER: On both. It’s a relationship.

LOTRINGER: So you don’t even have to translate things from the artwork to the writing anymore. The writing on your body is it.

ACKER: Yeah. Tattoo means writing. It’s how they used to write in Tahiti.

LOTRINGER: So you got written.

ACKER: Yeah. Someone wrote on me, which is pretty incredible.

LOTRINGER: Do you have the same feeling that you’re transposing what the artist was doing, or saying, into writing with this kind of body-writing?

ACKER: Well, of course. You know, it’s all the process of making. I invented someone to help me make my body. And I had to trust that person, I have to believe I like his artwork. First of all, they do it in pencil—they can erase it, so you’re not taking a huge amount of chance. You don’t say: Hi, take your needle and a ball scribbling on me! Dennis, the main guy who’s doing the tattooing, always does it in ink on me before, and I say, Na, I don’t like that, or Yeah, I like that. Uh, I forgot what the point was.

LOTRINGER: Transposing…

ACKER: Oh, transposing…We’re always transposing ourselves. We’re always transforming ourselves, which means we’re transforming ourselves in culture. In contexts. That’s what media is, right? We transpose the information from media to ourselves. When women read women’s magazines, and they look to these anorexic models and they eat this diet and dress this way, they’re transposing. And I feel I’m of that age, since I’m no longer in my twenties and I don’t have to worry if I’m sexually attractive to men since society has told I’m not, being forty, I can do what I want with my body. And I’m having a ball doing it. I don’t think I would have had the guts to do that when I was twenty. Because there was too much on me: be pretty, be this, be that. Society’s told women: when you’re over thirty, you don’t exist.
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PALAC: Did you ever do any full-length porn films?

ACKER: I did everything. I did voice-overs for porn films. That was the funniest part. I was supposed to be sucking someone’s cock, and I’d be sitting there gossiping with the other women instead. The director would say, “Hey! You’re supposed to be giving a blow job now!” So we’d say, “Oh, shit we can’t gossip anymore.” So we’d have to do all the slurping sounds after the fact.

PALAC: Why did you finally quit the business?

ACKER: The big money started coming in. Suddenly they wanted everything hard core. No more lesbian sex without heavy penetration. They started to show some hard-core S&M stuff, and there were hints that there were some bad things going on. And I don’t know…I think our business at that time was getting busted. I mean, when I started doing it, it was kind of a giggle.

PALAC: You’ve lived in New York, London, lots of places in between, and now San Francisco. What do you like about this city?

ACKER: San Francisco is safe. It allows plurality. It allows different sorts of lifestyles. I don’t see where else I would live in the United States. The U.S. is moving in a very utilitarian direction; frankly, the normal culture is frightening. I think that people are incredibly moralistic. They’re reactionary, violent, acting on their opinions with no thought. For example, if you don’t look mainstream, or if you’re a woman over thirty years old and you don’t have a baby, I believe you’re really in danger. San Francisco is a little haven in the midst of a really terrifying culture.

PALAC: We hear the words censorship and obscenity so often now, we almost tune them out. Why do you think so many works that contain sexual content are under attack right now?

ACKER: In England, it seemed more clear—censorship was used to shut out political speech. The first thing they censored was the IRA. As a matter of fact, you weren’t allowed to say the words “IRA.”

I fear that sexual censorship here is a guise for political censorship. I fear that the movement against sexual representation here is a movement against gay people and women. Women have been relegated to sexual fields for centuries. We were allowed to survive by use of our genitals and our sexual organs. We were prostitutes or wives. Very few women were able to survive in any other way. Economics was very deeply tied to the sexual field.

Censorship always comes at a time when women are starting to get power. And when women start to get power there seem to be two movements. First, they want to deny their own sexuality because it is a very problematic thing. They say, “We’re not just ovaries. We’re not just cunt. We’re more than that.” This is what we saw in the first waves of feminism—women who did not want to talk about sex. Now you have women wanting to reclaim sexuality. Women saying that sexuality isn’t dirty; sexuality isn’t something that should be X-rated. Sexuality is something that we were defined by, and now we want to define it. Every time there is a wave of censorship this is what I think it is about. It’s not against sexuality—it’s against women wanting to reclaim sexuality and therefore be truly equal with men.

PALAC: Do you watch video porn?

ACKER: No, I don’t like visual porn. I’ve never really liked shots of genitals. I like soft core. Written porn, I love. I read all the porn I can get.

PALAC: What’s your opinion on this new wave of women’s erotica?

ACKER: Theoretically, it’s terrific. But most of the stuff I see isn’t very good. The writing is very flowery and soft-core and not very well written. I’m more interested in the actual writing than I am in what’s being written about, or I see the two as coming together. Just because it’s by a woman and it’s about sex isn’t enough. There’s a great piece in the new High Risk anthology by Ana María Simo. It’s the first time I’ve heard of her. It’s about jealousy.

PALAC: Hey, I heard a rumor that all the writers in that book have been denied funding by the NEA.

ACKER: [laughs] Oh that’s bullshit! My piece isn’t even about sex! It’s about Mayor Koch.

PALAC: Oh, what about Mayor Koch?

ACKER: You’ll have to read it…[giggles]

PALAC: On the definition of S&M, you’ve been quoted as saying: “The word means nothing! Zilch!” Well?

ACKER: What I meant by “It doesn’t mean anything” is that the word “S&M” covers a variety of practices. And sometimes what is one person’s idea of S&M is definitely not another’s. S&M covers a whole lot of fetishes—including ones about shit. That particular practice—I’m appalled. I mean, it’s fine if other people do it, but not me, thank you very much.

PALAC: But you’re into leather?

ACKER: Yeah, I like leather.

PALAC: And bodybuilding?

ACKER: Yes. A few years ago, I started to go to a gym with my friend Joann. I hated aerobics. She said, “Let’s try lifting weights.” So I tried it and I loved it, and did it sporadically for a number of years. Then there came a point in my life where disaster hit from every front and I had to deal with the pain. I wasn’t good at dealing with pain. I was running away from anything that was painful. I became very interested in the body because I didn’t trust the intellectuals. I knew that this was a way to start learning about the things I really had to learn about…about the body, about pain, so I got a trainer and started taking it very seriously.

Bodybuilding is an obsessive form of meditation. It’s about body systems, about aging—estrogen-versus-testosterone-balance as you get older. I like how my body is now. It’s functional. It’s terrific. I like to work with it and it works with my mind.

PALAC: Would you ever compete?

ACKER: Compete? Maybe…if I were twenty years younger I would! It’s a little like a strip routine, you know wiggling around almost naked. It brings me back to the good old days.

PALAC: Do you like women with muscles?

ACKER: I think bodybuilding for women is fabulous. There’s no other way about it. I think we’ve been taught to run away from our bodies. We’re not allowed to talk about our bodies. We never talk about menstruation. It’s considered dirty. Our bodies are forbidden territory. When you start bodybuilding seriously, you have to learn about your body. Your diet gets so precise. You learn the relation of yourself to any piece of shit or piss or anything. So that’s great.

I think when women get strong it changes their relation to the world and how they feel about being on the streets. For instance, say you’re sitting somewhere on a subway or a bus. Most of the women are sitting with their legs crossed in very clenched-up positions. The men have their legs wide open and their arms are taking up two seats. That’s partly because we don’t recognize that physical space is ours. We have a right to occupy this space. And to see women who think that they have just as much right to occupy physical space as men is wonderful. So yeah, I think bodybuilding is great.

PALAC: Do women who pump iron turn you on?

ACKER: I love looking at women bodybuilders. I don’t know if it turns me on sexually, looking at women bodybuilders. I’m trying to think of the kinds of women that turn me on…usually no, it’s not bodybuilder types at all. I’ve never gone to bed with a woman who looks like that.

I like sailors…sailors and boxers, especially if they have no hair on their head. I go for people with bald heads.

PALAC: What’s this movie you’re in? The Golden Boat.

ACKER: It’s a film by Raúl Ruiz. I have a bit part. It’s about this guy who’s a mass murderer, and I’m one of the people who gets murdered. I’m a philosophy teacher, and I say something dumb like “X is Y is Z,” and then I get murdered while I’m in the bathroom. I’ve never seen the scene, so I don’t know if it’s any good.

PALAC: What kinds of questions are you asked most, during an interview?

ACKER: Most people ask why I lived in England; they ask about the porn. Most of the time they’re appalled by my books because there’s so much sex and violence in them. “Why are you so violent?” they always ask.

PALAC: Why are you so violent, Kathy?

ACKER: Because I’m so open and honest. With you, we talked mainly about the structure of my novels, but most people are confused about the content, so they always ask about the sex and violence. And they always want to ask the forbidden question.

PALAC: Which is?

ACKER: Are you into S&M? But they don’t dare utter those words.
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Born in 1948, avant-garde novelist Kathy Acker hung out in New York with the Fluxus group and underground filmmakers in the sixties. At Brandeis University she studied with Herbert Marcuse, following him to UC San Diego. Back in New York she studied with Jerome Rothenberg and hung out in the early punk rock scene while writing art criticism, book reviews, and prose pieces. Her libretto, The Birth of a Poet, was produced as an opera at the Brooklyn Academy of Music.

In the past two decades, Kathy Acker has written thirteen novels, whose sexually explicit language, multiple personas, plagiarism, and sheer linguistic inventiveness embody a subversive sensibility: The Childlike Life of the Black Tarantula; Florida; I Dreamt I Was a Nymphomaniac: Imagining; The Adult Life of Toulouse Lautrec; Hello, I’m Erica Jong; Kathy Goes to Haiti; Blood and Guts in High School; Great Expectations; Don Quixote; My Death My Life by Pier Paolo Pasolini; Empire of the Senseless; In Memoriam to Identity; and Hannibal Lecter, My Father. During most of the eighties Kathy lived in London and Paris. Currently she lives in the Bay Area and teaches performance at the San Francisco Art Institute.

JUNO: How has sexism affected your life?

ACKER: All things are sexist! Pornography is sexist, books are sexist, magazines are sexist. For many historical reasons, there is this fear of sex—in women. It was a big step when women said, “We’ll start making pornography; we’ll take over those areas.” It’s fantastic that women are doing this! And men just can’t deal with it—that’s what all this recent censorship is about: the men are freaking out!

JUNO: In your writing, an inversion of gender sometimes occurs, where you become the male role. Can you talk about that?

ACKER: Actually, it’s different in different books. In early books, the characters (to the extent that they were “characters”) changed gender a lot: I never got “his” and “her” right! And the dumb reason was: I just didn’t remember, I didn’t care, it meant nothing to me. Until I met Sylvère Lotringer [Semiotext(e) editor], I didn’t understand a lot of the reasons I wrote the way I did. I did things without any theory—I did whatever just seemed intuitively “right.” But I think the reason was probably my hatred of gender…a hatred of the expectation that I had to become my womb. My hatred of being defined by the fact that I had a cunt. And as a kid I really resented the fact that I couldn’t be a pirate! There were these great lesbian or bisexual pirates who would disguise themselves as men—like Anney Bonny, whose gender was only discovered after her death.

VALE: How did you actually lose your virginity?

ACKER: I grew up during the days of the double standard, so you weren’t supposed to have sex. But what happened was, all the boys we dated (who went to boys’ schools) would go to Europe and get seduced by older women, then come back and seduce us. I was easily seduced—it didn’t take much! I was thirteen.

My parents were so anti-sex that they never gave me any sex education—how I avoided getting pregnant I’ll never know. I remember the time this boy and I were fucking in a cemetery. I was having my period and he thought he had taken away my virginity, so he got all romantic. I couldn’t tell him otherwise, because he was really into this High Romance of Virginity. But that was my first orgasm—right away I understood: “Wow this is what it’s all about! Shit!”

When I started going to college, it was cool to fuck, because that was the beginning of the hippie days. So then I had no guilt whatsoever—I mean, my girlfriends and I would go out prowling every night. We’d pass ‘em on to each other (“You have him next!”); we had charts of the lengths of cocks; we were really into sex. One girl, Susie Sampson, was the only virgin in our freshman class. So we all decided: “Susie, you gotta lose it!” The guy was picked, they got along okay, and during her first time she got gonorrhea!

JUNO: Now AIDS has changed everything.

ACKER: Oh God—my first roommate at college ran an orgy in the room. I think her father was a trustee, so she got away with it. She covered the whole room with green carpet and mattresses, and it was, like, orgy-time! I moved out after three weeks because I never knew who was going to be in my bed, and it was hard to study. She had a dog named Magic, who just loved genitals (both male and female)—she had trained it with pieces of meat. You’d be sitting at the dining room table and—all of us had holes in our blue jeans between our legs so that Magic could go from person to person. I guess those were the good old days…

VALE: When did the pill come in?

ACKER: I started taking it in college. Abortions were illegal in those days—there was one doctor in Philadelphia, and we all used to chip in whenever somebody needed an abortion. I remember hearing horror stories of illegal abortions: women taping irons to their bodies and throwing themselves down flights of stairs, and then they’d have the baby in traction! Of course, there were countless coat-hanger stories.

VALE: Didn’t you work in the sex industry?

ACKER: When I was in San Diego I worked as a stripper. There were these three clubs in San Diego, and you went around in this pink Cadillac from club to club. They’re burlesque clubs, you do your act, and you don’t have to serve drinks or talk to customers. You would dance, get off stage and into the pink Cadillac, and be driven to the next club; you would go around and around all night. So you’d spend all your time with the other girls.

Those were the days when everyone did drugs. These women would take anything—the most amazing combinations. I wasn’t a big druggie, so I was always ending up having to work hard at the end of the night—because someone would be passed out. Anyway, these women would tell incredible stories—especially once the drugs got going. So what I did was, I copied them down. But I didn’t want to be like a sociologist, so I would retell them in the first person, then put in some of my dreams. I had all this text consisting of these great stories plus my dreams—there was a murder story…some things were pretty wild…

VALE: Were you ever married?

ACKER: I was married twice. The first time I got married because that was the only way I could get money from my parents. But it didn’t mean anything; we were hippies—I was nineteen years old. The second time I got married was because I’d lived with this guy for six years and thought I was dying. I had this lump in my breast and the doctors said it was cancerous, but it turned out to be just this cyst.

Actually, getting married fucked up the relationship. It was sick, because before we’d had kind of a good relationship worked out; we’d lived together for six years. We didn’t have sex anymore, it was just a family thing; we both had our lovers. So I thought we’d be partners—besides, our families expected this. But after we got married, he got jealous of my lover—all that baggage came in. So now I think it’s a bad idea to get married—besides, everyone starts treating you like this “couple.”

JUNO: When you first started getting tattoos, was this as an expression of reclaiming the body?

ACKER: Well, when I first got tattoos I did so because I just thought they were so beautiful…Tattooing seemed to be a real form of art—an amazing form of art, because it’s art that’s on your flesh. So you have a certain relationship to the artist that’s very close—it’s magical, really.

Some people see me as a bit weird because I have tattoos and I’m a woman (you know: if a woman has a tattoo, it’s supposed to be a very delicate little one that’s hidden on her breast or somewhere; you’re not supposed to do these things). I guess I thought, “I’m old enough—I can start doing what I want. I’m over the age of beauty anyway, so what the hell!” After the age of thirty, you’re not supposed to be “beautiful”—so you can start having fun.

If every day I thought about all the things I’m not supposed to do because I’m a woman, and all the ways in which I’m not supposed to be—I couldn’t exist. What I’ve done is, I’ve buried all that in my mind. And there’s an amazing strata of anger in me—when it’s touched, it just comes ripping out! So I don’t think about tattooing as a way of asserting control over my own body—although it obviously is—because I can’t touch that anger every day. It’s not that I dislike men—I don’t at all, but I dislike the fact that because you’re a woman, you can’t do things…That the word “NO!” is the very first word you learn and it’s burnt into your flesh.

JUNO: I think most women really have to deal with that bedrock of rage and anger.

ACKER: Well, we were taught to channel anger, rage, feelings of insecurity—to channel what would be “negative” energy masochistically. We were taught not to do it directly—not to go out and hit someone, for example—but to do it so we’d hurt ourselves. And that’s a typical feminine ploy to deal with power…in a way it’s because you don’t have power, but you’re looking for power.

JUNO: At the same time this gets inverted when you make a beautiful artwork on your skin…

ACKER: I think this is a bit how art is created. Julia Kristeva has written a book, Powers of Horror, about this: art doesn’t come from a gesture that resembles one man going to hit another man; art comes from a gesture of power turned against itself. She calls it “ejection,” when you take that emotion and turn it in on itself—which is what tattooing does, or what women do. And I’d say women are almost “natural” artists—we’re just trained to do that over and over, so we have an amazing sense of beauty. And we decorate ourselves; we constantly walk around the world finding patterns of sensuality.

Makeup isn’t frivolous, it’s another form of art. And what we’ve done with our bodies is a form of art throughout the ages…yet it’s always been put down. Whatever we do—that we learn how to dress well, or decorate our bodies a certain way, or walk a certain way…that we learn how to be elegant and charming and how to please people—all this is ridiculed, yet it’s a form of art—a very high art! Again, I think a certain range of feminists have been scared by this, so they say, “Oh God, I won’t wear makeup.” And that’s absolutely ridiculous.

JUNO: Underlying all this is the denial of the body, the denial of what women have excelled in. Going back to your tattoos: How do people react to them?

ACKER: Most people tell me they like them. I’ve never gotten anything negative from a guy…only women. I think it’s the women who are more scared, because what women have done is to internalize this bad girl/good girl distinction, and out of fear say, “I’ve got to be a good girl; I’m not going to be a bad girl.” So they’re the ones who really get down on the so-called bad girls. I think women are really scared of taking control of themselves, and the men—well, there seems to be some crisis; the men seem to be absolutely floundering about: Should they be strong? Should they be weak? How should they act? Maybe it’s better to hide in a hole. Men don’t know what to do at all—they don’t want to appear to be the macho pigs they are. So everybody’s walking around in fear these days, because the roles are absolutely not clear anymore.

Now in the battered-wife relationship, it seems to me that to begin with, something is done to the woman against her will. Usually it’s in a situation of dependency—there’s economic dependency…or children. For whatever reasons, she feels she can’t leave this man who’s been beating her. So she takes it; she does not leave at that point. But this is definitely against her will—she’s not asking to be beaten. And when you’re in a relationship (it doesn’t even have to be one in which you’re being bit) where the other person starts doing bad things to you, but you’re scared to leave the relationship, you can start to think that pain is pleasure…

We’re very adaptable. It’s well known that some of the Jews in Auschwitz adapted to the concentration camp, which is probably as hard a form of adaptation as you can do. Some women who are in a situation which is terrible for them don’t see a way out, so they adapt. And one way to adapt is to find pleasurable what is not, because you can’t live in total pain all the time. Even physically, if you undergo a lot of pain, your endorphins will switch around and start interpreting it as pleasure. Or you’ll just numb out…

Look, I don’t know why various people want pain. I think there’s a huge number of reasons. Let’s say we divide “sensation” into pain and pleasure. Everyone thinks they understand why you would want pleasure, but not pain…but pain can be interesting. First of all, when you bodybuild, in order to really build you have to go through pain—you burn. If you don’t burn, you don’t build. The first time I burned, I wanted to run away, but my trainer said, “No! Just go through the pain.” And I learned how to relax and not fight pain, and I think that’s not a bad technique to learn. In certain tribes, rites of passage (when you go from one stage to another) involve a great deal of pain. That’s another kind of pain, and that would be to physically shock you into another level of awareness (I’ve never done a rite of passage, so I don’t know). There’s a quote from Nietzsche: “That which does not kill you, will only make you grow.”

I don’t know how to talk about a utopian world. We live in this world and there’s a lot of suffering. If you learn how to deal with physical pain, maybe you can deal with what’s really much greater pain. Now if we’re talking about an S&M relationship—the ones I know about are just play, really, which means if there’s some pain it’s “scratch pain”—little razor blade cuts which every kid does, a little play with dangerous weapons—toys! We’re not talking about huge amounts of pain. And I’m just talking about my own experience; I know many people have done other stuff—there’s a realm of S&M relationships that are very dangerous. But I think there’s a way in which you play with what you most fear in order to deal with it—that’s one thing you do. Another thing is you’re curious about your body: How will your body react to this? And it’s not only just pain, it’s also how you react in terms of being controlled. So you play with various areas.

Sexuality and play are very close, and when people start repressing and denying that play aspect, it’s absolutely silly. I used to be terribly scared of cigarettes and fire, and this German boyfriend said to me, “Look, Kathy, I’ll show you a game German kids play.” And what they do is, they take lit cigarettes and just toss them back and forth from hand to hand. And they’re doing it so fast that it doesn’t burn. But I was frightened out of my mind; it took ages before I’d trust him enough to play this game with him. So I think it’s all very complicated…

JUNO: There’s a continuum between pain and sexuality. Even “normal” sex includes biting and scratching.

ACKER: Well, my body is such that—it’s very personal, but I have a tremendously overactive clit that can almost not bear to be touched—I’d prefer to be touched on almost any other part of my body than to have my clit touched! So the average man who wants to be a non-macho pig wants to go down on you, right? But I go, “Don’t do it; absolutely do not do it! Spank me, do anything—here’s a whip—but do not go near that!” Now that’s not like I’m some victim or I’m being submissive; this is my body—I’ve got a weird body! [laughs] That’s what I mean: sex is so unique from person to person. And from what a lot of my girlfriends tell me, I’d say about 60 percent of them don’t cum from being fucked. No one’s ever gone into this one, like: How do you cum? And if we talk about all the different ways we have to play, what we have to do to cum, what really gets us off—all this is forbidden. Yet this is the realm of pleasure!

JUNO: If you let a person spank you, can someone accuse you of being traditionally submissive?

ACKER: No one who knows me calls me submissive; just people who read my books get on this track: “All the women are so submissive.” Well—not really! [laughs] A typical scenario goes: Some guy wants to go down on me, and I go, “Don’t do it! Don’t do it!” And they feel very hurt, because guys now have this grand thing in their mind that if they do this wonderful thing of going down on you, you should be eternally grateful, and how can you deny this to them—it’s as if you told them they had a small cock or something. I try to suggest, “Why don’t you spank me a little?” and they go [gasp], “I couldn’t do something like that!” And I go, “Oh yes, you could!” “Oh no, I can’t!” Here I’d say I’m not being submissive at all! I’m trying to make them submissive to what I want, and trying to figure out how to connive them into doing precisely what I want.

They always say the masochist is in control, and to some extent that has to be true. Because if the masochist isn’t controlling, then it’s rape or some horror story or it’s a crime. I once asked this German boyfriend, “Why does a sadist do it? I don’t get it. Why does anyone want to go to all the trouble? I get off so much more than you do. You don’t get any pleasure out of this. What do you get out of this? What do you like?” And he said, “It’s the tension.” Yet the masochist is controlling that tension—there’d be no tension otherwise.

This boyfriend just loves situations of more and more tension. And it’s not like I’m controlling—he’s controlling, really. It just gets into this incredible amount of tension, so you don’t know who’s controlling; you just keep pushing the situation so you can get the most tension out of it. It’s like you set up an area of play and you just see how far you can go. Then it gets a little addictive, so you have to stop…because it can get a little dangerous. It’s like playing, “Let’s go out into the street and see if cars will run us over!” It’s kids’ games, and I’m just a big kid; I’ve just never properly grown up. So I like motorcycles. I like kids’ games. I don’t really see this as being submissive at all. If we play a game about being submissive, it’s just to get the tension going…to see how far everybody can get pushed. You do that in friendships; you push each other and see how far you can go.

JUNO: Here one word is covering two very different situations.

ACKER: Actually, submissive women freak me out; I like women who know what they’re doing…I guess everybody makes a choice somewhere down the line: that they’re going to abide by society’s rules and hide in their nice suburban homes and do just what they’re told and they’re not going to step out of line—and maybe, just maybe, they’ll be “safe.” (I don’t know what they’ll be “safe” for, however.) My father made this type of decision; I saw him get a heart attack and suddenly he realized that he wasn’t safe—he was about to die. He had done everything by the rules and it hadn’t done him a goddamn bit of good…he had nothing to hold on to. Because he didn’t have any values—all his values were the values of society, they weren’t his. There was nothing in him.

I think the other choice is to find what your value is…to find who you are and where your energy is, where your ground is, where your guts are, where your centers are—however you want to put it. People are searching for their centers (be they centers of pleasure, pain, whatever) but really, in a way, it’s a search for “God.” And in this search—that’s when someone starts being interesting, and stops being like a jello. There are various ways of going about this search for God.

Those of us who don’t want to split the mind and the body go through ways that are considered abnormal, and play is definitely an area where you can investigate certain things with some realm of safety. Because you’ve seen various artists who have died in this attempt—and you don’t want to die! But it’s a dangerous search, obviously, because there aren’t many guidelines. I think that’s what we’re really talking about, and I don’t want to take sex away from that. But really, it’s all about this search. And we’re being denied it by our repressive society.

JUNO: It’s about facing death, which your father couldn’t do…

ACKER: Yeah. We’re all going to die; that’s the one given we’ve got. We know it, but what we don’t know is what this life is about!

JUNO: We try to keep the mind/body together and not have that repressive split. Because in order to get illumination you cannot deny the body.

ACKER: Well, there were ways in which nuns and monks denied the body in order to get farther. I think there’s a way in which the energy comes up another way, but that’s very radical…

A gay friend of mine said something interesting to me. I asked her if she differentiated between gay and straight women, and she said, “Yes, women who are gay are really outlaws, because we’re totally outside the society—always.” And I said, “What about people like me?” and she said, “Oh, you’re just queer.” Like—we didn’t exist?! [laughs] It’s as if the gay women position themselves as outside society, but meanwhile they’re looking down on everybody who’s perverse! Which is very peculiar…

JUNO: That happens a lot to outlawed minorities, who try desperately (in a denial fashion) to gain some sort of acceptance. In the tattoo world, there used to be almost this hatred of piercing, because the tattooers were trying to make tattooing “respectable.”

ACKER: Everyone makes these arbitrary “definitions” in order to establish how “straight” they are.

JUNO: It was like “Tattooing’s pretty normal…but God forbid you have a pierced nipple!”

ACKER: When I used to work as a stripper, all the strippers didn’t want any whores in the club, right? So these three transvestite whores came in one night, and the strippers were screaming: “Get them out of here; we don’t want women like that in here! We’re good women!” [laughs]

JUNO: You’re still damned—you may as well be as outrageous as you wanna be!

ACKER: Well, I’m not much of a moralist that way. I have a friend who’s always getting lipo-something, or getting her face changed—she does that. But tattooing—to me, it’s a form of art and I’m dealing with a tattooer who’s putting his/her art on my body. Whereas if I got lipo-whatever, it would be to conform to an image that’s presented in Vogue or Cosmopolitan. A lot of women my age are heavily into dieting—to me that’s another form of that lipo-stuff. They’re basically anorexic. Whereas I eat like a pig, but I bodybuild—so I don’t eat enough. I can’t stand surgery—it drives me nuts. I once had a little cyst in my breast taken out, and I said, “Never again! Even if I get cysts in my breasts—I don’t care!”

I saw this film by Jennie Livingston, Paris is Burning, about Puerto Rican and black queens who dress up to be whoever they want, and they have contests. By my standards, it was very radical because they’d want to be the richest man in the world, or they’d want to be the head of the Pentagon, or they’d want to be a fashion model—there was no irony, it was like postmodernism without the irony. They wanted to be just whoever they wanted to be, without any politics or idea of “Left” or “Right” or whatever. And they went in and sort of showed off; they did these kind of vogue-like dances [like Vogue models going down a runway]. It was hot!

When interviewed, some of them said, “Listen, we know that in this society a gay black man is a piece of shit, and a gay black man isn’t anything, so we’ve done this because we know this is how we’re going to get what we want. This way I can be anything and people are finally going to accept me because I’m going to be famous!” I mean, they weren’t dumb. And if plastic surgery were like that—I can see it. It’s the sense of play that I like—I like the art, I like the play, I like the extremity of it. But just women going around getting their thighs skinny so some guy’ll fuck them—ugh!

JUNO: We’re talking about two different things. If you really are obsessive and have this creative idea to remake your body, then doing it by any means (liposuction, facelifts) could be a creative art form. But most people have actually given up their creativity, so this kind of remaking of the body is used for societal control. Sometimes a woman might like her breasts, but her husband doesn’t, so getting breast surgery is not even for herself…

ACKER: They’re like puppets or zombies. These PR queens who were doing the voguing were definitely searching; they weren’t puppets…

JUNO: The key factor is the motivation behind it, that searching—

ACKER: The difference between the liposuction/anorexic behavior of certain women, and women who get tattooed or do every extreme body modification is: the first class of women are just looking to come as close as possible to certain norms that they’ve internalized. They’ve taken an image out of a magazine or they’ve taken a number of images and thought, “This is how I should look; this is how I should be.” Whereas the second class of women are actively searching for who to be, and it has to do with their own pleasure, their own feeling of identity—they’re not obeying—they’re not obeying the normal society. They’re looking—it’s very different. And when you look, you know you’re “failing,” you know you’re “inferior.” You’re inferior because you’re always looking; there’s always something missing. And it’s interesting when there’s something missing. It’s not interesting when people think they’re “gods” in that very stupid way. It’s interesting when there’s suffering there, and people are full of feeling, and they’re full of life, and they’re constantly making choices.

JUNO: There’s something moving about people who are really searching: who have the honesty to face up and admit, “I am inferior.” It’s a continuum: facing inferiority, facing death, facing who you are…

ACKER: Yeah! All of us have had these choices. I mean, you could have married and had a nice suburban house and two dogs and a cat and three children (or whatever they have these days). But you’ve made the decision not to do that.

JUNO: Another thing: liposuction and facelifts are very different from going to a tattoo artist. Getting a tattoo is a participatory experience. It is not like being anesthetized and flopped on a table like a cadaver who has just given up her body and soul for a period of time to this medical “institution”—usually a male authority figure—and getting plastic padding inserted underneath your nipple. And liposuction is far more painful; for months afterward you feel “wrecked,” you can’t exercise, and you have to keep your body wrapped up. Surgery is pretty serious; it takes about six months to fully heal.

ACKER: You’re really messing your body up, then. I hate pain!

JUNO: Okay, if you hate pain, how does getting tattooed feel to you?

ACKER: I hate it! It’s not a high for me to get tattooed; I just love the tattoos! My idea of a good tattoo is one that doesn’t hurt while it’s being done. I’m really not into the pain of tattooing. It’s one thing to control two or three minutes of pain, but after an hour of pure pain I think, “Fuck it!” A tattoo that takes twenty minutes—that’s a kind of high. But two hours—forget it!

It’s one thing to play with pain in an S&M context where you play with things you don’t like because you’re scared of them. I really hate pain, so when I play with it I’m seeing if I can endure it. It’s like building muscle: you see if you can do another repetition. And I really have this thing about: “Go another step! Just go farther! Just go over another hill—there’s another hill. Just go one little step farther!” I love doing that sort of thing. But if something gets boring and it’s just about repetitiveness or unpleasantness…if you’re tattooed for two hours, all it is for me is unpleasant, and I’d rather not feel it—because there’s no play there, I’m not learning anything…

JUNO: Can you talk more about rites of passage?

ACKER: From what I understand, a rite of passage means a real change; you go through intense trauma or intense modification. The nearest I experienced to that was when I studied with a Korean Zen master for about a year and then did a three-day session with him. That was probably the strongest experience I’ve ever had in my life! Basically, we just sat in a room for three days; we didn’t do anything (although we got up and went to sleep in the evening)—I don’t like to talk about these things too highfalutin because of people’s reactions. And at the end I had an interview with him. It felt like he just put his hand into my mind—literally! It was the most incredible experience I’ve ever had; the most radical. Is that a rite of passage? I don’t know. I was very high afterwards. I was walking into cars; nothing happened to me, I was totally safe, but I wanted to come down, so I called him up and asked, “I’m too high—how do I come down?” and he said, “You’re supposed to enjoy it! Oh—go get drunk!” So I went and got drunk, and that took care of that…

We don’t have anything in our society that allows us to do a rite of passage communally; we do everything individually. Our own search is all done individually; now and then we might tell each other about it, but we always have the feeling we’re being a bit “outside” the society when we tell each other. I mean, ecstasy—be it sexual or some other kind of orgy—should be taking place somehow in our community—and it’s not. Our society gives us nothing. We have no rites of passage—we have nothing—nothing that gives us any wisdom, that gives us any way of dealing with death, that gives us any way of going from one stage in life to another, or even telling us what a stage in our life is. We just grow up and earn money and have babies! And work! A holiday is degenerated from what should be ecstasy into sort of Club Med! We don’t have any language with which to talk about these things.

JUNO: That’s why we’re tripping over words all the time—

ACKER: Yeah. And then we make up these activities—tattooing and piercing—which is the nearest we get to a rite of passage. I mean, it’s our way of doing it—that’s what we’re looking for.

JUNO: Looking for what?

ACKER: Well, we’re looking for a society that allows us the fullness of what it is to be human, I would think—it’s hard to know because I’ve never been there! But I read about societies in which ecstasy and joy and certain areas of sexuality are venerated (not just in individual situations—or maybe it can be even individual experiences that go further)…and a whole range of feelings—really, a fuller life. I keep thinking: what we know of as “life” is so thin and juiceless and boring, frankly—we’re ground into nothing before we even start out! I mean, take tattooing (which has been denied us for so long). It’s beautiful, the colors are gorgeous, the images: if you have the tiger on you, you have the spirit of the tiger in you. That’s something—to find out what it is to be an animal! We forget everything; we forget all of this.

JUNO: Really, what we’re talking about is the quest for creativity, the quest for illumination…

ACKER: Well, I think that’s what we want! We don’t want to just work like dogs—

JUNO: Or live on the surfaces of life.

ACKER: A “normal relationship” is usually a surface thing, where you wake up and say to your husband, “Hi, honey!” and have breakfast together and bitch a little and at night get into bed and think, “Oh I gotta fuck again.”

JUNO: But there’s also a societal control process to get rid of creativity in people, because that can be very dangerous: people exploring creativity, then taking power in the world.

ACKER: I guess there’s always this argument about whether humans are naturally good or naturally have evil or very destructive things in them. Obviously, we have some destructive urges in us. The feeling is that humans aren’t totally good; they have to be controlled or else their violent destructive natures will come out. There are also libertarians who argue, “Humans are good; it’s society which is repressive.” I think you’d agree there are various things in us—not all of which are kind, gentle, and tender…Readers of de Sade and Genet would probably agree on this point! But I think you can explore these things without becoming a mass murderer, without causing real damage, without turning to real crime.

One way of exploring these things is through art: there are various ways of doing this. We have to find out how to have a community where the highest priority is to explore these different paths—to find out what it is to be human—and yet not wreak total havoc on the society! How can we have this freedom, so that society’s not repressive, and yet it’s not a society of mass murderers? And I don’t think it’s worthwhile making the problem too simple, it would have been solved long ago!

JUNO: In Western society, the body tends to be identified with women and children and with uncontrollable forces of “nature” that are dangerous—therefore they have to be repressed.

ACKER: It’s like Nietzsche’s myth of the “eternal return”: You can view the world without “God” as “demonic” (in which you make the “demons” or the “horrible” forces of the body); whereas, if you simply accept the eternal return, then the body becomes the area of joy, and you value life and you value all the changes and all that is in flux. So, how can we institute a society where that search is both individual and collective at the same time?

What society has done is tried to make the search simply individual—also, label those individuals who are searching with their bodies as “weird,” “evil,” “freaks,” “queer”—whatever words you want to use. But we could proclaim, “We’re normal!” because we are normal! It’s normal to love your body; it’s normal to have a body; it’s normal to see through the body and feel through the body. And during ecstasy, the body and the soul are united. So that’s where the discussion about S&M ends up, really…

JUNO:…and any discussion about body modification as well. We don’t have a community; there is no communion; we’re doing this individually—and yet there are attempts at making extended families, little communities—among many tattoo people there’s certainly a bond.

ACKER: And among certain artists there’s a network that’s been going on…

JUNO: And this network has to support individuals in their search for self-knowledge—

ACKER: Of course! You get through trauma by reliving the trauma, be it in fiction or in play. You don’t get through trauma by burying it and not saying that it happened. If your attitude to “evil” or to something bad that happened is to just say, “Oh no, it didn’t happen”—to shove it away—that just throws away an opportunity to grow. So if you want to say, “Women are totally equal to men,” how can you say that women are submissive? In other words, you can’t be a feminist if you say women are “submissive.” That’s just shoveling it underground—of course women are submissive—they’ve been trained to be submissive—that’s the problem! And we get nowhere by not announcing the problem! It’s like when black people decide to use the word “nigger,” it’s terrific in a way. We should take the word “submissive” and write it on the sky!

A woman who does a cutting on herself and lets herself bleed a little is hardly as unhealthy as a man who beats up his own wife. What so-called “normal” people do is so disgusting, that…Someone who deliberately puts a few cigarette burns on their body is so much more healthy…well, at least they’re trying to deal with it.

JUNO: The body really is the only thing that you can control, and if you put a mark on your own body, it will heal—at least you own it.

ACKER: I used to cut my wrists, and I didn’t do it just to die. I think (if I can remember the emotions) it was like: “Look, this incident has really hurt you—just look at how it’s hurt you, and stop it right now!” It was a moment of self-confrontation; a way of telling myself, “Cut it out!” Or else, I’d do this to freak out somebody: “Look how you’re hurting me! Stop it right now!” So this probably was not the most direct way of dealing with it, but…

There’s a story about James Chance—he did a gig at a Mafia club in New York. Afterwards he asked to get paid and they said, “Fuck you—we’re the Mafia and we’re not going to pay you!” So he took out a razor blade, and they took out their guns (“Is this guy going to go for us?”) and he just held it to his wrist and started cutting…They were so freaked out that they just threw the money at him and yelled, “Get outta here!”
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Kathy Acker was on tour this summer and fall promoting her new book, My Mother: Demonology: A Novel. She interrupted the California portion for this interview break. What I’ve always found so strong and futural about Acker’s work is it’s close with adolescence, not as the phase or phrase everyone has to get beyond rather than stuck on, but as a channel that is always there, ready to be tuned or turned into, for example, whenever you’re in groups. The force field she works is what Freud called group psychology. Acker’s work shows how the problems of adolescence or group psychology are always there, even or especially in one-on-one relationships. I’m thinking of her great dialogues (examples from Blood and Guts in High School come to mind), which are completely organized around the adolescent metabolism, or perpetual ambivalence machine, in which making up takes turns with breaking up. It reminds me how over and over again we try to form couples, we try to be in individual therapy, we try to stay with the transference, and all the while we’re pulled back into the group, with all the problems we face being in groups. Adolescence is a blender: the teen rebounds between extremes and short attention spans (for example, between asceticism and sexual or self-destructive excess) because the two sides of parental guidance or identification—the mother, the father—need to be mixed into the assimilated identity of ego or group member. The building blocks of development—early identification, sublimation, superegoic sadism—get libidinally mixed up between couplification and group processes. It’s the group that permits teens to get around their parents, who are too out of it or off-limits to give them their sexual license, which they receive instead from the group. But even as their sex comes groupie-fied, teens receive another set of orders from the group—to form couples, which are the genitals of the group but which the group is ever dissolving back into itself. Group psychology isn’t just a symptom; it’s not a problem of masses that are already a measure or mass of psychopathology. We are in groups. In Acker’s work, language stays tuned to the ambivalence between groups and couples. It is a language that asserts identity, communication, then automatically group-formats the one-on-one.

Art that makes contact with the adolescent turbulence inside us risks having outer work experiences with midlife criticism. That’s why the critical rep or rap always given works of ambivalence is that they’re adolescent. They’re then further name-called “perpetual,” “pathological,” you name it. Journalistic critics (I mean the pseudo types, like Camille Paglia, at the top of the best-sell-out list) forget the adolescent origin of their otherwise happy medium (which lies in the keeping of journals or diaries) while at the same time acting it out in the decontextualized, empty run of a short attention span. The deferred adolescents among us (who are at the one remove from perpetual adolescence that’s only a heartbeat away from crisis coming soon) interpret the Teen Age only one-way. But the always foreclosed other way is what adds the stereo context (that of ambivalence, transference, or reading) to our understanding of cultural—that is, cathected—phenomena. The mono turn-on that shuts down the stereo describes from the inside out the one readily identifiable form of adolescent acting out that is around, along for the writing, in open hiding inside midlife criticism.

—LR

RICKELS: Did your latest book start out with a particular identification or demonization?

ACKER: It started out as my fascination with Laure’s work and with Bataille, and with wondering what that generation, two generations ago, was thinking. I was amazed reading her work that the same preoccupations I have are there too.

RICKELS: It makes it an amazing time-travel book because, as you say, the thirties are back, like on the trip to Berlin which is any time, that is, one of the two times, before or after the Nazi station break.

ACKER: The work Bataille and Laure were doing in the thirties was model-building from the ground up. Neither the democratic nor the post-Leninist model was usable, so they turned to anthropological work and started looking into myth and sacrifice to come up with a new group for a new social model. Whereas Breton settled for Stalinism after psychoanalysis, Bataille and Laure were looking for something else, where irrationality would not be just a matter of mental functions, and sexuality would be something more than just the repressed. We’re in a similar situation today with regard to Russian communism and democracy.

In her search, Laure also looked consciously as a woman, which greatly interested me. So it was by chance (in other words by some determination that doesn’t have a name yet) that in the course of working through Laure’s texts I became interested in witchcraft. And this started my novel. The witchcraft material presented another history of women, or another history—one not written by and about dominant men.

Regarding my personal history: when I began writing My Mother: Demonology, I was worrying that I was internalizing certain censorships—any member of a society does, as Ulrike Meinhof once mentioned. I used to go to sexual writing for my writing freedom. That place was no longer available to me, due to the changes in our society, and due to my own writing history—I didn’t want to repeat myself. All writers are scared of internalizing restrictions; we’re looking for places of freedom that take you by surprise. I read the witchcraft material, and dreaming did surprise me. Dreaming became a technique for deciding the next move in the writing. I don’t know how, I started dreaming about what I had just written that day. I started dreaming what I was writing. I used this as a writing technique. What would happen (it’s especially clear in the Wuthering Heights section) is that I would rewrite, appropriate, plagiarize, whatever—copy (slash-and-gash method) Wuthering Heights—and that night I would have a dream, and the dream would be about Wuthering Heights. I started letting the dream decide where the narrative was going. So Wuthering Heights changed as I dreamed it. I didn’t interpret the dream—like I dreamed about two basketballs lost in a pit and I told myself, in the dream, “Well, you don’t have to interpret that!” I would lead the dream along and use it to interpret the text.

At the end of my version of Don Quixote, I started turning to the body as a resource for new models of writing. For me, deconstruction was used up as a writing technique. That was the first time in my life that I started looking at narrative—that Blood and Guts in High School came together as a narrative really amused me. I’ve never been interested in creating characters or stories; I’ve never been interested in creating anything. I turned to narrative when there was nothing else to turn to…there had to be something more than taking apart constructions. I was coming out of a funny kind of nihilism. There had to be some kind of narrative, but one that wasn’t only a means of control. It was at this time too that I became interested in tattooing, as an art that isn’t just on the body but goes into the body. I started wondering if sitting in the body there was a narrative that was something else. What do you hear when you’re listening to the body, as in bodybuilding, or in sex? What are the language movements? I’m always looking for narratives that I don’t make up but that I’m already hearing.

The work with dream comes out of work with the body: you can’t separate language and the body from the realm of the imagination. Empire of the Senseless was where I first worked on the relation of body to language, but there it was more writing about something than really doing it. It took me until this book to know what I was doing with that body/language relation. Now I’m exploring connections between masturbation and language.

The first direct work I did on the body/language relationship happened because Parkett magazine asked me to write about bodybuilding, and I found out that I was blocking. So the piece became about why I was blocking. And I realized when people are doing things like bodybuilding or whatever (I’m sure dancers are the same way), there’s a very complicated language going on, but it’s not verbalized, it’s almost unable to be verbalized. So people like bodybuilders and dancers sound stupid. I wondered how I could describe this language that won’t allow itself to be described, and why it won’t allow itself to be described. Why, when I do it, does it seem very complicated, and the minute I stop doing it (because I thought I would just go to the gym, work out, do a diary) it’s gone? I wondered if it was the same language-barrier problem as in sex. I’ve often noticed that when I’m having sex, especially during the movement toward orgasm, I’m having a largely mental affair, images that look as if they can be verbalized, but after it’s all over I couldn’t tell you what was going on. So I wanted to be able to access that language too.

RICKELS: How can you do that, though?

ACKER: Well, with that masturbation project I literally stick a vibrator up my ass (up my ass! I mean up my cunt) and start writing, and it’s working well. There was a bit of resistance. It was different with dreaming: at first there was a great deal of resistance, but by the time I finished My Mother: Demonology I was waking up five times a night so I could write down my dreams. I trained myself. Finally, I had a hard time not dreaming, because the dreaming had become so important. I was having a real problem not sleeping twelve hours a night and not waking up five times to write down the dreams. I had to stop myself dreaming. At the end I really felt that was just raping “myself.” But something had broken open.

RICKELS: Sounds like you completely technologized yourself. But you also fed the machine; is there that element in the masturbation project too? Where you write something and then it’s replayed in fantasy?

ACKER: Dreaming and masturbation are different techniques of writing. The writings I get from masturbation aren’t fantasy narratives but are descriptions of architectures, of space shifts, shifting architectures, opening spaces, closing spaces. I don’t know yet what to do with this writing in regard to narrative; right now I suspect that the language accessed during sex has some relationship to Kant’s categories. My narratives at the moment are based on dreams. Dreaming is something you don’t think you can control. And it’s something everyone does; one doesn’t have to desire to dream. Bodybuilding involved a great deal of resistance and I had to turn to other texts to help me access that language; I had to turn to Canetti, for example, and I realized that the language I was trying to access was a meditative language, about breathing.

RICKELS: Nietzsche said that all style is breathing.

ACKER: He was right.

RICKELS: So the techniques you’re working out started with bodybuilding and tattooing?

ACKER: Yes, the tattooing in a way, bodybuilding definitely. About five years ago I thought, I’m either going to have to stop bodybuilding or I’m going to have to incorporate it in my work somehow. It was becoming too important to me, and there was a real time problem. But how do I incorporate it into my work?

RICKELS: I guess when you forget about the individual characters involved, bodybuilding is about metabolism in a big way.

ACKER: It’s also about breathing.

RICKELS: Right, and writing. It’s totally techno-mediatic: you’re externalizing big time or you’re internalizing at the same time. What gets internalized is something like tattooing, I mean the scarification and internal bleeding that go down when you build up muscle. But if not bodybuilding, which you were into before you came to the Coast, what changes has California introduced into your work?

ACKER: The change would be all the girls, these crazy wild girls who are part of the San Francisco scene. They’re the main characters in the new book. I think it’s the first time in my life that I’m living in a girls’ society—it’s like girls’ school. I’ve got to get out of here! I want to graduate! But there’s real safety here too. Here’s a tremendous freedom in daily living that I’ve never had anywhere else. My strongest desire (it’s beyond desire, it’s a need) is to make it possible for people like me to be in society. Perhaps it’ll have to be a different society. This society tells me that a woman after thirty doesn’t have a body unless she has children. You can’t even be a whore after thirty. What I’m seeing in San Francisco is the emergence of a community of younger women that seems revolutionary, and also a relation to the body that I’ve never seen before with women. There’s a play with gender, too: I say “women” but I’m not even sure. This could be the emergence of a place for me, where a woman of color like me (Jews have only been passing as white for centuries) and a queer (I’m so queer I’m not even gay) is no longer marginalized out of existence.

RICKELS: Is there a separate story to your drawing?

ACKER: I always worked closely with artists, but now that I’ve moved to a big press I had to drop the collaborations. The house felt it took away from the literary value of my work. I said my work doesn’t have any literary value of my work, so leave the pictures in. They were going to give my work literary value, they said. So that’s why I started drawing, because if I draw the pictures they’re part of the work, and they’ve got to stay in. That’s why I do it. But I can’t draw.

RICKELS: This kind of property dispute is a real feature of your reputation. I’m thinking of your reinventions of the notion of plagiarism. Was that part of your work all along?

ACKER: Yes, but it wasn’t there because I was thinking about plagiarism. I grew up basically in the conceptual part of the art world, and I was trained to think about writing a certain way. You have an intention, then you set up the experiment, you go ahead and do the experiment as you set it up, and anything that’s outside that experiment detracts from what you’re doing. The experiment was never about, say, good writing. I had other rules, like: Don’t rewrite; Don’t do anything unless it’s part of the experiment. It was only artists who understood what I was doing in my early work—to the literary world it was absolutely revolting.

In my first work I wanted to figure out what identity was. It was a real simplistic experiment. I just jotted down every day what I did, it was that stupid: I did this, I thought about so-and-so. Then I tried to figure out who I was the easy way, through the process of elimination. So the person I could say I most wasn’t was a murderess, because I didn’t think I’d ever murdered anybody. I started looking into biographies of murderesses and I picked pre-Freudian ones because I didn’t want to get involved in that specialized language. So I went to Victorian biographies of murderesses, got every one you could, and started copying them. But when I copied them I put them into the first person, so there was this real autobiography and this false autobiography. And I went on from there. And I didn’t know what was true and what was false by the end of it, I couldn’t tell anymore. But I didn’t have any theoretical language to talk about it. By now it’s easy to talk about identity and construction because all the theory’s been done. But in those days I just wanted to do this, I didn’t really understand it. All I had was R. D. Laing.

By the time I got to Blood and Guts in High School, though, I realized that I wasn’t interested in this business about identity at all. Identity was obviously constructed; it wasn’t a big problem. What I was interested in was the texts I was using. It wasn’t interesting writing diary work, I was boring myself to death; but it’s very interesting to use other texts. And I simply got interested in copying. So with Great Expectations all I wanted to do was copy other texts. I didn’t understand why—I knew I didn’t want narrative, I didn’t want characters but I had this fascination with copying. I started reading Foucault, Deleuze, Guattari. So suddenly the theory had started to form in me, so I could start understanding what I was doing, which meant I could do it more. I find I can’t write without having another text in front of me. Or writing a story someone told me. There’s no such thing as nothing.

RICKELS: Something has to be metabolized.

ACKER: Writing is either hearing, listening, reading—or it’s destroying.

RICKELS: Did you find the constructed identity of the murderess, the constructed identification with these murderess narratives, having any effect on you? You chose something you felt was completely other and you incorporated it into the body of your work.

ACKER: I did six months, six chapters; I’d take six months off, do six more months. At the end of each six months, I’d have a sort of nervous breakdown. It made me quite crazy, crazier than writing has since then. People ask me, Doesn’t it make you wacky, writing what you write? No, actually writing balances me.

RICKELS: But then you reach a certain limit, whether it’s a breakdown, an exorcism…

ACKER: It’s totally like a possession. But only with In Memoriam to Identity did I begin to realize that.

RICKELS: There’s a kind of melancholia here, all the way to My Mother: Demonology. Plagiarism or whatever you want to call it is like an improper burial, or it’s like taking something in, keeping it secret and alive, metabolizing it, yes, but more within the limits of recycling. The contours of the foreign body are still recognizable, like the vampire asleep in the crypt.

ACKER: But how would you see the relation to the mother in Demonology?

RICKELS: Your relationship to your own body is always at the same time the relationship to your mother’s body. And that’s always the problem, because the mother’s body is also off-limits—that’s why it becomes a kind of limit to one’s pleasure. There’s the static or resistance, the melancholic legacy jamming the connection to one’s own body.

ACKER: I’ve often noticed that the men in my books are stick figures. In the new book there are basically only women, girls; except for Bush, another stick figure, but how does he fit into this body politics? Is the father’s body just that foreign? Does he have a body?

RICKELS: The father is all about the kind of death that doesn’t lead to melancholia; his mournable death is the antibody we inject into our systems to get rid of mother or demonology, but also maybe to get rid of the body altogether.

ACKER: In the new piece (I know this chapter very well because I read it five times in a row on tour), there’s only one little paragraph which is very personal, which goes something like this: “O says, ‘My mother wants me to suicide because she suicided. I try to find a father to get rid of my mother but there are no fathers around anymore.’ All of the whores agreed with O: it was the end of the white male world.” It’s one feminist line that men are different from women; for instance, men are aggressive, women are kind and gentle. If that’s true, for women there is not fear or trembling involved in the incorporation of the mother’s body; there is not demon aspect. Which isn’t true at all.

RICKELS: But there is one difference: the only chance the father gets to come alive is the one the daughter has to libidinize or animate him, so that she can be pulled out of the mother bond.

ACKER: And libidinization of the father is the biggest no-no. When some of the wild girls in San Francisco were asked to write the hottest stories they could, some father-fetishized: you know, I want to fuck Daddy.

RICKELS: Right at the time the family was being invented, in the eighteenth century, those bourgeois dramas were already picking up on it.

ACKER: It’s totally hot. Now everyone’s favorite sin is child abuse. We all know that fathers want to sleep with their daughters.

RICKELS: It’s amazing how in California (or maybe it’s worldwide by now) one thinks that one can externalize something like that and get rid of it, I mean without taking it in. As with the sexual harassment charging down university corridors. Pedagogy is, certainly transferentially speaking, one of our biggest libidinal charges. Now teaching, seduction itself, must disappear.

ACKER: What scares them is the demon part of it. So instead we go for dehumanized bodies, robot bodies—and teaching disappears.

RICKELS: It’s learning without transference, or writing without reading.
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JACKSON: What do you think of the New Age, goddess worship and hippy revivalism?

ACKER: I’m a New-Ager.

JACKSON: But you’re a punker too? You think you can do both?

ACKER: Oh yeah. First of all, I like any idealism. When I was working on my last novel, called My Mother: Demonology, I was reading this amazing book called Ecstasies by Carlo Ginzburg, who teaches at UCLA. It’s supposed to be about the black South, but it was really about paganism. One half of it was about the prejudice, first against lepers, then against Jews, then against women, which partly operated by calling women witches—that kind of nonsense that went on in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The other half was a really nice history of paganism. It’s a beautiful book. So I became interested in witchcraft. As I learned more and more—and it’s very easy in San Francisco, not only are the textual materials fairly available but there are plenty of witches—so as I learned more and more, I realized that this is a rather serious alternative history of women, if not of other people. I became more and more involved and then started working with psychics. So I guess it’s sort of New Age. As for goddess worship—I’m not into that simple division of women or men, goddess or god, or anything like that. I’m certainly not going to any system that’s based on patriarchy; I distrust a lot of psychiatry for that reason. At my age I’ve been through a lot of theory, and I see no reason to surrender all the rather complex thinking that I’ve learned over the years. The simplistic part I have no interest in. But the two people I’m working with in this area are quite incredible. I regard them as teachers. There’s one woman who works with corporate executives doing counseling therapy, but on the side she works with past lives and so on. She quite amazing. She’s starting to teach me things.

JACKSON: Do you write down her stories?

ACKER: No. It doesn’t enter my work that way. But it’s certainly working with fictions, working with myths. If she says “These are past lives,” I think, Well so what? I’m not attached to that; what I am attached to is that the sense of identity is the same as that which a lot of post-structuralists talk about, not an individual enclosed identity that has no relations to people. This work is about how you have relations both to living and to dead people, and what those relations could be. It’s about an empowerment which is not like some selfish “I’m going to take control” but which is more like “I’m going to learn to listen and find out exactly what I’m listening to.” That I love.

JACKSON: Do you think that sexuality, that in people’s sex lives, there’s a fundamental area for taking control? My feeling is that a lot of people never really confront those sexual issues.

ACKER: I agree with you, and I think women are learning a lot about what sexual pleasure is. But I think beyond that, that we’re barely learning what sex could be. There’s a lot to do with the imagination, with wholeness, and it means a long journey to go into that one. It’s just beginning for many, and there’s a lot farther we can go and it’s difficult. The whole culture is going against anything that isn’t separation between mind and body. We’ve relegated the body, its pleasures, to minimal. So we just think orgasm is it; if we can have an orgasm, that’s sexual pleasure. I think there’s a lot to be done about this. I think a lot of wisdom lies in the sexual.
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The Spice Girls are the biggest, brashest girlie group ever to have hit the British mainstream. Kathy Acker is an avant-garde American writer and academic. They met up in New York to swap notes—on boys, girls, politics. And what they really, really want.

Fifty-second street. West Side, New York City. Hell’s Kitchen—one of those areas into which no one would once have walked unless loaded. Guns or drugs or both. But now it has been gentrified: the beautiful people have won. A man in middle-aged-rocker uniform, tight black jeans and nondescript T-shirt, lets Nigel, the photographer, and me through the studio doorway; then a chipmunk-sort-of-guy in shorts, with a Buddha tattooed on one of his arms, greets us warmly. This is Muff, the band’s publicity officer. We’re about to meet the Girls…

They are here to rehearse for an appearance on Saturday Night Live. Not only is this their first live TV performance, it’s also the first time they’ll be playing with what Mel C calls a “real band.” If the Girls are to have any longevity in the music industry, they will have to break into the American market; and for this they will need the American media. Both the Girls and their record company believe that their appearance here tonight might do the trick.

There is a refusal among America’s music critics to take the Spice Girls seriously. The Rolling Stone review of Spice, their first album, refers to them as “attractive young things…brought together by a manager with a marketing concept.” The main complaint, or explanation for disregard, is that they are a “manufactured band.” What can this mean in a society of McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, and En Vogue? However, an e-mail from a Spice fan mentions that, even though he loves the girls, he detects a “couple of stereotypes surrounding women in the band’s general image. The brunette is the woman every man wants to date. Perfect for an adventure on a midnight train, or to hire as your mistress-secretary. The blonde is the woman you take home to mother, whereas the redhead is the wild woman, the woman-with-lots-of-evil-powers.” So who are these Girls? And how political is their notorious “Girl Power”?

Even though I have seen many of their videos and photos, as soon as I’m in front of these women, I am struck by how they look far more remarkable than I had expected, even though Mel C is trying not to look as lovely as she is. I had intended to say something else, but instead I find myself asking them: “If paradise existed, what would it look like?” Geri speaks first, and she is, I think, reprimanding me for being idealistic. “Money makes the world what it is today,” she says, almost before I have time to think about my sudden outburst, “a world infested with evil. All sorts of wars are going on at the moment. Everyone’s kind of bickering, wanting to better themselves because their next-door neighbor’s got a better lawn. That kind of thing.”

“Greed,” Victoria adds.

Mel C: “Instead of trying to be better than someone else, you have to try to better yourself.”

In a few minutes, they are explaining to me that the Spice Girls is a type of paradise, Spice Girls is a lifestyle. “It’s community.” That’s Geri again. She and Mel B—one in a funky, antique Hawaiian shirt, the other in diaphanous yellow bell-bottoms and top—do most of the talking. Mel C, in her gym clothes, is the quietest. Geri: “We’re a community in which each one of us shines individually, without making any of the others feel insecure. We liberate each other. A community should be liberating. Nelson Mandela said that you know when someone is brilliant when having that person next to you makes you feel good.”

“Not envious,” adds her cohort Mel B. These are the two baddest Girls. At least on the surface. I suspect otherwise. “It inspires you.” Geri again. “That is what life’s about. People should be inspiring.”

I can’t keep up with these Girls. My generation, spoon-fed Marx and Hegel, thought we could change the world by altering what was out there—the political and economic configurations, all that seemed to make history. Emotions and personal—especially sexual—relationships were for girls, because girls were unimportant. Feminism changed this landscape; in England, the advent of Margaret Thatcher, sad to say, changed it more. The individual self became more important than the world.

To my generation, this signals the rise of selfishness; for the generation of the Spice Girls, self-consideration and self-analysis are political. When the Spices say, “We’re five completely separate people,” they’re talking politically. “Like when you’re in a relationship,” Mel B takes over, “and you’re in love, you feel you’re only you when you’re with that person, so when you leave that person, you think ‘I’m not me.’ That’s so wrong. It’s downhill from then on, in yourself spiritually and in your whole environment. In this band, it’s different. Each of us is just the way we are, and each of us respects that.”

“As Melanie says,” adds Geri, “each of us wants to be her own person and, without snatching anyone else’s energy, bring something creative and new and individual to the group. We’re proof this is happening. When the Spice Girls first started as a unit, we respected the qualities we found in each other that we didn’t have in ourselves. It was like, ‘Wow! That’s the Spicey life vibey thing, isn’t it?’”

Geri turns even more paradoxical: “Normally, when you get fans of groups, they want to act like you, they copy what you’re wearing, for instance. Whereas our fans, they might have pigtails and they might wear sweatclothes, but they are so individual, it’s unbelievable. When you speak to them, they’ve got so much balls! It’s like we’ve collected a whole group of our people together! It’s really, really mad. I can remember someone coming up to us and going, ‘Do you know what? I’ve just finished with my boyfriend! And you’ve given me the incentive to go Fuck this!’”

At this, the Spices cheer.

Giving up any hope of narrative continuity, I ask the girls if they want boys. “Some of us are in relationships.” Mel B: “I live with my boyfriend. For three years now, yeah.”

I tell them that I’ve never been good at balancing sexual love and work. “Of course you can. It doesn’t make me a lesser person; to be in a relationship makes me a better person. Because I can still go out and…flirting is natural.” I’m listening to Mel B, but all I can think, at the moment, is how beautiful she is. “I can stay out all night and come in when I want. Your whole life doesn’t have to change just because you’re with somebody else.”

“It depends on the individual,” says Geri. “I think whoever we would chose to be with should respect the way we are…and our job as well…” Mel B: “The way we are together. None of us would be interested in a man that wanted to dominate, wanted to pull you down, and wanted you to do what he wanted you to do.”

I wonder what man could handle all this. “If one of us was to go out with a dweeb of a man,” says Mel B, “he would probably feel threatened by the five of us. Because we do share things about our relationships, so it’s like a gang. Like a gang, but we’re not. We can have relationships, but they have to be on a completely different level.”

Emma talks only about her mother, and Mel C is very quiet. What hides, I wonder, behind that face, which appears more delicate and intense than in her photos? Victoria, I learn later, is upset about an ex-boyfriend’s betrayal of her confidence; throughout our discussion she looks slightly upset. Several times she says that, above all, she wants privacy. Perhaps paradise is not as simple as it seems.

I know that, to find out more about these Girls, I must change the subject, but instead, I just blurt out: “Let’s stop talking about boys!”

“Yeah,” agree the Girls.

Do they think the Spice Girls will go on forever? And if not, what will they do after it ends? What do you really want to do? “We talked about that the other day, didn’t we?” Geri, sitting on the floor, turns around to the three girls sprawled on a black sofa. Emma, in a white from-the-sixties dress, perches on a high chair. Their hair has been done, their faces powdered, and they’re ready for the photo. “I want to own restaurants,” Victoria takes the lead. She wears a skin-tight designer outfit, perfectly positioned Wonderbra, and heels seemingly too high to walk on. Unlike the other girls, she never lets her mask break open.

“The entrepreneur,” remarks Mel B fondly.

“Restaurants and art,” Victoria continues. “I’ve always liked art. Ever since I was…” She pauses. “And I’d like a nice big house, and to fill it with, you know…”

“Sculptures!” Mel B.

“Nude men.” That’s Mel C.

All the girls are laughing. Victoria admits—and her emotions finally start to show—that she’s always fancied doing art. A few years ago, she and Geri were going to return to college, but they didn’t have the time. Now the others are teasing her about her shoes.

I like these girls. I like being with them.

“I don’t know what I want to do.” Mel C. The Spices who haven’t yet said anything are now talking. “At the moment I am completely into what I’m doing, and I find it hard to think, right now, what I want to do later on.” Mel B.

“I want a big family, like the Waltons,” Emma admits. “I like taking care of people, I love kids.”

“You can look after mine.” Mel C.

Everyone’s saying something. Victoria wants to live with her sister, and maybe her brother; Emma’s thinking of her mother. I’m beginning to realize how different from each other the Girls are. Mel C says she likes living alone, but wishes she were geographically closer to her family.

“Me and Geri,” pipes up Mel B, who’s rarely silent for more than a minute, “come from up north. It’s like living in a little community, isn’t it? And moving down into London, it’s like moving into the big wild world. I don’t even know my next-door neighbor, do you?”

“No,” answers Mel C.

I like these girls. They’re home girls.

“I’d be in a cult, or join a naturist camp or something, and just live there, like back in the sixties in the hippy days,” Mel B is gesticulating, “where everything’s just One Love, everything’s free, and there are no set rules, where nobody judges you…”

Geri tells me that she is a jack-of-all-trades. After speculating whether she might do her own TV show, or go into films, write a movie script, she announces that her model is Sylvester Stallone. I think of Brigitte Nielsen. “I’ll tell you why.” He couldn’t get a part in Hollywood, she explains, so he wrote, directed, and produced Rambo himself. “I just think that’s what it takes; I always love it when the underdog comes through.”

The Girls have been in show business for years. Emma started when she was three. All of the others were professional by the age of seventeen or eighteen. I’m beginning to understand why these Girls have been picked, consciously or unconsciously, by their generation to represent that generation. Especially, but not only, the female sector. In a society still dominated by class and sexism, very few of those not born to rule, women especially, are able to make choices about their own work and lifestyle. Very few know freedom. None of the Spices, not even Victoria, was born privileged nor, as they themselves note, are they traditional beauties. Christine, a student of mine, watching them on Saturday Night Live, remarked to me: “They’re not even slick dancers or exceptional singers! They’re just the girl-next-door!”

And they are—they’re just girls; as more than one of them remarked to me, “We never really had a chance until this happened!” They’re the girls never heard from before this in England; look, there are lots of them; ones who’ve known Thatcherite, post-Thatcherite society and nothing else, and now, thanks to the glory and the strangeness of British rock-pop society, they’ve found a voice. Listen to the voices of those who didn’t go to Oxford or Cambridge, or even to Sussex or to art school…

Geri: “I didn’t really know that much, you know, history, but I knew about the suffragettes. They fought. It wasn’t that long ago. They died to get a vote. The women’s vote. Bloody ass-fucking mad, do you know what I mean? You remember that and you think, fucking hell. But to get back to what Victoria was saying about us, that we never got anywhere, you know, the underdog thing. This is why I feel so passionate. We’ve been told, time and time again, you’re not pretty enough, you’re too fat, you’re too thin…”

All the Spice Girls are now roaring…“You’re not tall enough, you’re not white, you’re not black. What I passionately feel is that it is so wrong to have to fit into a role or a mold in order to succeed. What I think is fan-fucking-tastic about us now is that we are not perfect and we have made a big success of ourselves. I’m swelling with pride.” But you are babes. They all protest.

“We were all individually beaten down…Collectively, we’ve got something going,” says Geri.

“Individually, I don’t think we’d be that great.”

“There’s a chemistry that runs through us and gives us…Where I’m bad at something, Melanie’s good, or Geri’s good at something at which the rest of us are bad,” says Victoria.

Look, I say, I’m feeling stranger and stranger about these politics based on individualism. There are lots of girls who have the same backgrounds as they do, right? “Right.”

So what is holding those girls down? Keeping them from doing what they really want to do? They start to discuss this. I can hardly make out who’s saying what in the ensuing commotion. I hear “society and conditioning”; another one, Emma perhaps, is talking about being in showbiz, receiving job rejection after job rejection; she’s saying how strong you have to be to keep bouncing back. Geri mentions Freud, then states that parents’ beliefs often hold back a child, parents and then the child’s reception in her school.

“When you go and see a careers officer,” ponders Mel C, “and you sit down and say, ‘I want to be a spaceman,’ instead of responding ‘Go study astrophysics,’ they go, ‘Yeah, but what do you really want to do?’ That is so wrong. I think there should be a class in—what do you call it?—self-motivation. Self-motivation classes, self-esteem classes.”

I still feel that a bit of economic realism is missing here, but I can’t get a word in edgewise. Not in all the girl excitement. These females are angry.

“I think it all goes back to everyone wanting to feel that they’re part of an ongoing society,”

Geri tries to analyze. “The humdrum nine-to-five, you know what it’s like…What do you do when you leave school? You go and get a job to have money to pay off the mortgage, you get a flat and have a nice boyfriend, pay off your bills, you go to work with your briefcase and your suit, and that’s it. That’s people’s normal, everyday thing, isn’t it? And if you branch out from that, it’s…well, What does she think she’s doing? It’s going against the grain a bit—which not many people do. It’s not even going against the grain; it’s just clinging on to the bit you want to do and thinking I’m going to do it, who cares?”

The Girls, including Geri, tell me that they’ve got an American philosophy, an American dream. “But me,” says Mel B, “before I was in the band, I thought I’d like to be a preacher. I still do. Something like that. They’ve actually got this place in London which is called Speaker’s Corner. You get up on your stand there; you can speak about anything. I’d like to speak about people, the emotional or mental blocks people have, especially regarding other people, things like that. That’s what the tattoo on my stomach means, ‘Spirit, Heart, and Mind,’ because that’s what fuels me; communication fuels me. You learn about yourself, about other people and life in general, through communication.” She says that she’s been writing since she was eleven, writing everything down, “why the world is this shape, what would happen if everyone on earth died…”

“Stoned questions…” murmurs another Spice.

“I’d love to go back to the sixties,” Emma says in her clear voice. “I’d love that. I wouldn’t wear headbands though.”

What about some of the politics of the sixties, I ask. Malcolm X? The fight against racism?

“The other day I watched The Killing Fields.” Now Geri’s doing the talking. “That was in the sixties, Vietnam. I think it’s very healthy that there’s an element of that today. Through the media today we can see people demonstrating for human rights. In Cambodia, on the other side of the world. I think it’s brilliant when you see people standing up, when they have a voice, it kicks the system, a little bit, into touch.”

But what about in England today? I mention that in the U.S., racism is still a big issue.

Mel B and Geri start talking about racism. Geri tells me that she’s learned about racial prejudice from Mel B, who says, “The thing I find really bizarre about America and England…You say that the racism thing is worse in America, yet if you look at television here (in NYC), they’re really scrupulous about making sure, for instance, that they have a black family in an advert. On the adverts in England, you wouldn’t find that.” Suddenly all the Spices are talking among themselves. I can’t understand anything. Then we’re on the subject of Madonna, of people who have inspired us, and Geri starts speaking about Margaret Thatcher. Why she admires her. “But we won’t go down there!”

“Don’t go down there!” advise the Girls.

“We won’t go down there, but…” and Geri, who never seems to listen to reason, begins.

She says that when politicians discuss the economy, they’re just talking about shifting money from one spot to another, and someone always suffers. This is the same distrust of government that so many Americans, both on the right and left—and especially among lower- and working-class people—are feeling and articulating.

Mel C says softly, “We talked about suffragettes and getting the vote to women, and all that. But a lot of women don’t vote; a lot of our generation doesn’t vote. I don’t. I don’t feel I should because I don’t know anything about politics…”

“That was what I was going to say,” adds Emma.

They blame the lack of political education in schools. Whether they like or dislike Margaret Thatcher or Tony Blair, they distrust both the political industry and the related media.

“Intellectual people chatting in bathrooms,” comments Mel B.

“We are society,” exclaims Geri, “so really…”

“We should be running it,” Mel B finishes the statement.

“I’d like to run it for a day,” says Victoria, looking directly at me.

“But Victoria, who’s going to let you do such a job?” Geri reminds her.

“The only way to go is growth,” says Mel B. “I think everyone’s turned a bit to the spiritual life.”

“You know,” interjects Victoria, “if you believe in evolution, we only use 20 percent of our brain…if that. So it’s natural that we can evolve to the next level. We’ve got to, really.”

“Nowadays, people do sit down and ask themselves ‘Why am I doing this?’” Mel B continues. “They question themselves and what they’ve got around them. I know I do it, and you find your own little mission. And you fucking go for it. A lot more people are like that now.”

Do they all feel like that? There’s a general quiet, then a “Yeah” all around me.

I ask the Spices to describe themselves. For a moment, they’re lost for words.

Victoria: “I love what I’m doing. I’m with my five best friends, and I’ve seen some great countries. I’m happy, I’m very happy. I care a lot about my family. Regarding my personality, I’m private. There are things for me to know and no one else to find out.” She hesitates. “I just accept the way I am. You have to make the most of it, make the best of yourself. I’m a bit of a fretter. If I’m going to do something, I want to do it properly. I want to do the best I can. I’m a perfectionist.”

Emma: “Me, I’m definitely a bit of a brat. I worry about what other people are feeling, that sort of thing.”

Geri: “I have quite an active mind. Quite eccentric, really. A conversationalist. I believe in fate in a big way, a very big way.”

Mel B: “I’m always asking inward questions about things. I live off the vibes, I do, that people give me. If I don’t like someone then I won’t speak to them, even though something might be coming out of their mouth that I should listen to. I like to think I’m a bit of a free spirit. I don’t run by any rule book. I live on the edge a little bit. I always think, well, at least I’ll die happy today rather than worrying about it tomorrow.”

Mel C: “I’m very regimented. I really enjoy my own company, although I love being with other people.”

I’m watching the Spice Girls perform “Wannabe” on Saturday Night Live, but not seeing them. In my mind, I’m seeing England. When I returned there in July last year, lad culture was in full swing. Loaded was running what had once been a relatively intellectual magazine culture.

Feminism, especially female intellectuals, had become extinct. “Where have all the women gone to?” I asked. Then came a twist named the Spice Girls. The Spices, though they deny it, are babes—the blonde, the redhead, the dark sultry fashion model—and they’re more. They both are and represent a voice that has too long been repressed. The voices, not really the voice, of young women and, just as important, of women not from the educated classes.

It isn’t only the lads sitting behind babe culture, bless them, who think that babes or beautiful lower- and lower-middle-class girls are dumb. It’s also educated women who look down on girls like the Spice Girls, who think that because, for instance, girls like the Spice Girls take their clothes off, there can’t be anything “up there.”

The Spice Girls are having their cake and eating it. They have the popularity and the popular ear that an intellectual, certainly a female intellectual, almost never has in this society, and, what’s more, they have found themselves, perhaps by fluke, in the position of social and political articulation. It little matters now how the Spice Girls started—if they were a “manufactured band.”

What does this have to do with feminism? When I lived in England in the eighties, a multitude of women, diverse and all intellectual, were continually heard from—people such as Michèle Roberts, Jeanette Winterson, Sara Maitland, Jacqueline Rose, Melissa Benn. Is it also possible that the English feminism of the eighties might have shared certain problems with the American feminism of the seventies? English feminism, as I remember it back then, was anti-sex. And like their American counterparts, the English feminists were intellectuals, from the educated classes. There lurked the problem of elitism, and thus class. I am speculating, but, perhaps due to Margaret Thatcher—though it is hard to attribute anything decent to her—a populist change has taken place in England. The Spice Girls, and girls like them, and the girls who like them, resemble their American counterparts in two ways: they are sexually curious, certainly pro-sex, and they do not feel that they are stupid or that they should not be heard because they did not attend the right universities.

If any of this speculation is valid, then it is up to feminism to grow, to take on what the Spice Girls, and women like them, are saying, and to do what feminism has always done in England, to keep on transforming society as society is best transformed, with lightness and in joy.
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I interviewed Acker at her basement flat at 14 Duncan Terrace in Islington, near the Regent’s Canal. She was very welcoming and hospitable, keen to talk despite being very weak. She told me she was ill because she had been poisoned with parasites from the canal; her Evian bottle had fallen in, and her lover Charles Shaar Murray had retrieved it. Our conversation took place in September shortly before she returned to the States. She died in November.

BODDY: In an interview published after you lived in London in the 1980s, you said that you felt both the lack of a literary underground in Britain and misunderstood by British press. Can you say more about that, especially now that you’re living here again? Is this still true?

ACKER: I don’t think you have an underground here. By underground I don’t mean young writers who aren’t known yet. What I mean is a recognizable alternative to what we call commercial literature, that is really as public as anything else. And no, I don’t think you have that.

BODDY: You missed it?

ACKER: It’s changed here, so now I’m talking about how I felt back then. I felt that it was easier for a writer to get published here, especially for a writer who was slightly, or more than slightly, unconventional. But you couldn’t go too far because there was no underground. William Burroughs would have never survived here, and certainly wasn’t published here until he was famous enough. In the States there is a true underground, in which people like Burroughs, of course, are published. It was both good and bad. In one way, it was easier for writers here, and in another way it was harder, because you had to stay somewhat within the norm.

BODDY: So you stood out.

ACKER: Well, I was American. It’s very different. And I was brought over with a big bang. Sonny Mehta, who was head of Picador at the time, did a number, and for whatever reason things caught on. They had never seen—“they,” the English—had never seen anything like it, but I don’t think that there was ever any sense of where I came from. I was seen as a loner. There was more of a cult around my image, around my personality, than there was interest in my writing. And certainly there was no interest in where the writing fitted in in any history of writing. The sectors of the American underground that I come from are fairly well known in most countries—most people know who the Black Mountain poets are, or the art scene. Process writing would mean something. They just don’t mean very much here.

BODDY: Why do you think that is?

ACKER: I don’t know. This is just a guess: there is a position that literature has in English society that really has to do with properness, with class. One speaks properly: whatever the subject matter, the elegance and the proper use of irony shows that one fits properly, one upholds the class structure. There is something different with the Irvine Welsh thing…but then I wonder. The Scottish writers are closer to American writers—like James Kelman and Alasdair Gray. So there are ties. There is a certain network. There are very few writers here [in England]—Ballard, but that’s very peculiar, Iain Sinclair—who’re very well known to the American scene—and some poets.

BODDY: So how did you fit in?

ACKER: I don’t think I did. I was seen as the oddball wild woman. So I was fitted in to places that said, “We like wild women.” To my mind I was in a little cage in the zoo that instead of “monkey,” said “female American radical.” So whenever they wanted the female American radical to comment on anything, to make a token appearance, they’d pull me out of the cage and give me some money. It was quite lucrative, I must say.

BODDY: How have things changed now?

ACKER: England on the whole has got very American, and I think the publishing industry has changed a great deal. When they consider now if they’ll take a book, trendiness is the name of the game. I’m not sure it’s better to tell you the truth. On the one hand, I like the way Irvine Welsh and friends have gone against proper language. On the other hand, there’s a kind of interest in surface spark, surface lightning, and little interest in anything else. It’s very conservative in a way. I think literature is deeply about lineage, and there is nothing to do with lineage here. Basically it’s realist writing. Okay, so it’s grungy realist writing and it talks about toilets or dope.

BODDY: In the Nelson Algren tradition?

ACKER: Well, I take Algren to be not just a realist. I love Algren. Next to Faulkner, he’s my favorite.

BODDY: In In Memoriam you speak of Faulkner as “the American writer.” What is it about Faulkner that makes him “the American”?

ACKER: First of all, there weren’t any novelists around then who weren’t just realists. The way I see it is that it starts off with Hawthorne and Melville—you have Cooper on one side, the realist telling fairy tales (realism has always looked like fairy tales, even Dickens). For me, the American novel starts off with Hawthorne, Melville, Poe—and it’s not a novel, it’s a reaction to the novel, it’s a romance. The novel, as Roland Barthes would say, is deeply about bourgeois life. Hawthorne and Melville and Poe are revolutionaries in lots of ways. So you have the novel in America starting off being radical, not being real. Just in literary terms, the fight is against realism. Moby Dick is not a realist novel, and Pierre just makes fun of the whole idea—it’s the first genre-fuck novel. But then you don’t really have the tradition continuing. You go through a lot of radical writing that is mainly poetry. And nobody is that interesting until Faulkner, who just shines. He does something interesting—he does a novel that is both realist and radical. He keeps narrative, and yet it’s absolutely radical. What I take to be radical is that interest in America in something called guts—a heart. What does Poe say? That if you wrote the truth of the heart you’d set the whole world on fire. It’s like fuck you, the rules, that’s what you do. That’s what Faulkner did. Algren’s like that for me, but I can’t think of anyone else.

BODDY: What about Stein?

ACKER: I don’t think of her as a novelist.

BODDY: What about The Making of Americans?

ACKER: Well, you definitely get the experimental novel. And you have Djuna Barnes—Nightwood is totally radical.

BODDY: Lots of people have acknowledged your own radical influence.

ACKER: Oh yes, and the academic industry on me is getting fairly large.

BODDY: What do think you’ve given other writers? Do you notice that influence?

ACKER: I think I’ve freed other writers. I think it’s different with men and women. But I broke rules. I said you’ve just got to write however you want to write. What’s said to me most often is that people felt freed by my writing to do what they want to do rather than what they were told to do. Here I’m guessing, but I think for women, there’s this real empowerment. Coming out of sixties and seventies feminism, women so felt that they had to write in certain ways, that they couldn’t talk about certain things, have certain attitudes. I think I gave a lot of women the freedom to say I can still be strong and yet I can talk about this. I can see the influence most strongly with women. Dennis Cooper is another. We are about the only writers of our generations who crossed over—who didn’t compromise at all, but crossed over to some extent.

BODDY: Your recent work seems more interested in the idea of its audience than perhaps you used to be. Is that fair?

ACKER: I’m more interested in narrative—that’s for sure. Being ill, having the cancer, has changed a great deal for me. So I’m rethinking everything yet again. In some ways, it’s just a continuation of my work. The cancer wasn’t devastating; it was more like a fabulous school which I went to, where I learned a lot. I don’t know how all that is going to churn out.

BODDY: You’ve always rejected the idea of writing as self-expression.

ACKER: I’ve certainly said that. On the other hand, I’ve always felt that you have to write what you have to write. I don’t have an idea of a reader out there, in my best moments. That’s certainly true of what I’m writing right now. I write what I have to write. And then there are the moments—because you can’t do that every day—when you’re doing your technique stuff, theory. But you just have to do what’s coming through you. In that way, I’m close to Robert Duncan, who talked a lot about inspiration and the muse. I do a lot of drafts, and I certainly think of the reader towards the final drafts. I make my money still by performing, and I can’t afford to lose audiences. So I can’t afford to have too many chapters in a book that I can’t read aloud.

BODDY: What do you do in that revision?

ACKER: I first of all make it clear, whatever the intent is. They may or may not be interested but at least they can get it. This will be about this problem and you will all get it. There is a certain clarity that is necessary, even in the most experimental of texts. I didn’t think this when I was younger, but now I think there is a kind of pacing. You can’t go too fast for a reader. You can’t have too many characters, or people won’t be sure who the characters are. Technical stuff.

BODDY: What do you mean by pacing? You’ve spoken before of breath.

ACKER: I read all my texts out loud as a final draft. In terms of breath, I mean the same thing that poets mean. I was trained by poets, not by novelists.

BODDY: The idea of the line seems central to poetry.

ACKER: With me too.

BODDY: How does that work in prose?

ACKER: Let me get a copy of Pussy and I’ll show you. [She reads the beginning of the abortion sequence on page 79.] You see how the rhythm works. I hear the very simple rhythm. It goes for the jokes. It’s a very straightward, limpid rhythm that will close up at the moment you want to close the meaning. But it won’t do so obtrusively. I can see the rhythm is almost transparent. Whereas something like “Antigone’s Diary”…[She reads the beginning of that section on page 163.] So it’s that long sentence which just gets the anger out. That to me is a very oral rhythm, where you get the emotion of who the person is—as opposed to the transparent rhythm, where there is no emotion, no character. And there are times when there is something like a poetic rhythm. This is from the second chapter; this is what Louise Vanaen writes to the whores. [She reads from pages 30–31.] So there it gets to depending on each word and sentence. It’s more poetical.

BODDY: Do you think when people read to themselves they get these rhythms?

ACKER: People say to me it’s very different to hear me read aloud.

BODDY: William Gass has said that he doesn’t want his readers to speed-read and so he tries to slow them down. How do you slow the reader down?

ACKER: You just increase the tension in language. The first section I read is very open language, and you read it fast. The more poetic it becomes, the more density there is, you slow it down.

BODDY: It’s also punctuation.

ACKER: Well, a comma’s a breath, and a sentence is a thought, and a paragraph is an emotion. This is just pure Charles Olson. You’re always working the paragraph against the sentence.

BODDY: Writing your work to be read aloud means in some ways you are emulating the techniques of oral storytelling as well as poetry.

ACKER: I think I’m totally into storytelling. My interest in narrative is an interest in myth. That’s what I do, is tell stories; I just don’t tell one story, I tell lots of stories and they all intertwine. I mean now, in the later novels. I have very little interest not in storytelling; what I read is mainly storytelling. But it’s an oral tradition.

BODDY: In his 1934 essay “The Storyteller,” Walter Benjamin claimed that storytelling was dying out.

ACKER: I think now the novel is dying out, and the big question is: What is needed? What is necessary? The novel is irrelevant in a way.

BODDY: Benjamin linked storytelling with community life; the novel was the genre of solitary individuals.

ACKER: Now people don’t have the kind of lives where they sit and read a novel. Except the most commercial stuff, what you read on a plane just to get through the plane ride—which is when most people read novels. But there is a real need for performative stuff, for oral stuff. In America the oral tradition is huge now, the spoken word is very lively. Dennis [Cooper] is very involved in all that stuff.

BODDY: Does the internet provided a kind of community?

ACKER: I think there was a golden age of the Net, when people were suddenly just allowed to write and they wrote incredible amounts of stuff. People felt free to write however they pleased. One thing that doesn’t go on the Net is punctuation, proper grammar. I think it’s all changing; the Net’s changing. Right now all the publishers want all the rights whenever you do anything for them. And the reason is that they want Net rights. What are they going to do with them? I never sell Net rights. I put everything up on the webpage. But I think Grove can go fuck it. They’re not going to make money out of Net rights, but they just want to own what you do outright.

BODDY: You’ve described yourself as coming out of a poetry tradition—the Black Mountain poets, who were all concerned with finding individual voices. You’ve said that you moved away from them because you couldn’t find your own voice, you didn’t have a voice. Now your novels are certainly recognizable as yours. Do you think you have a voice, or is style different from voice?

ACKER: I guess something’s developed that sounds like me. I would say it’s narrowed. I can’t answer that. I think I’m probably fairly identifiable, but I don’t know what it is. For me, voice meant I want to express this—what Jerome Rothenberg thought was that voice meant “This is my stance in the world, and therefore I’m going to write the piece from this stance.” I think that was what I was revolting against. Do I think that I have a certain stance? Probably one’s developed because there certainly is a kind of history now. I think the main problem when I write is that you get into these troughs where it is too easy, you’ve done it already and could easily do it again. Worse than that is that you build up expectations.

BODDY: How do you resist that?

ACKER: God, you just have to search for new material that’s free, that hasn’t been touched. That’s difficult, because it is so easy to go where you’ve gone before, and it’s such a bad mistake.

BODDY: I was in Brighton two years ago when you spoke about “languages of the body” that you find, and which you distinguished from language about the body.

ACKER: I little knew how that idea would escalate, that’s all I can say! That’s what my whole life has become, because that’s what the cancer was—literally language coming out through the body. It was totally transformative in that way. That’s what I’m writing about now. I don’t know how to say this theoretically—the connections between my body, language, and meaning, if you like—myth or narrative. One thing I learned working with cancer is—and we’re talking metaphorically now—that it’s as if there are different emanations. Only the physical emanations are visible, and behind the physical lies what’s called the emotional body. You can regard cancer as a physical disease and treat it accordingly, or you can go back and search for the roots of it in the emotional, causal body. It has to do with various turnings of meanings, and it has to do with how energy works. So suddenly story, meaning, and energy are very closely intertwined. Now we don’t think that really because we are big old rationalists; we think story basically doesn’t exist—it’s something we make up. But to find out that story lies there, behind material reality, is something incredible. For instance, this parasite thing—I haven’t been able to get well—and then I realized that the thing that led to it was an incident that for whatever reasons was like a little window to something that happened before I was born—that is my father left my mother before I was born. And suddenly I saw the reason I wasn’t getting well. I thought what was it to be in my mother’s womb and have my mother lose her husband. I think it is what Benjamin meant when he was thinking of Karl Kraus, by “breath,” or “in the beginning was the word.” In the beginning was me, “causality is perfect”—it all means something. And that is absolutely antithetical to what we’ve been taught; we don’t really think it means anything. The novel’s all based on “you make it up.” I’m finding the opposite. You don’t make it up. It’s sitting there. The universe is meaning.

BODDY: How does what you are doing, not necessarily now but in the past, link to modernist writing about the body? A sense that when other value systems break down, there is a refuge in the body, in sexuality. Do you feel a connection?

ACKER: Absolutely. I think that is an ongoing tradition. The turn to sexuality is a basic. That’s very American, I think—that kind of physicality: Emerson, Thoreau’s body in nature, Margaret Fuller saying the best thing is waves. I work with my fascinations, and sometimes I don’t know why I’m fascinated—and I’ve always been fascinated with sexuality. Some of the time I was just goofing or parodying; I wasn’t trying to find a meaning there until the later work. I guess that alternative tradition in America is very strong. Sex is something very weird in Britain. It’s always seen as something satanic.

BODDY: How much is coming to language through the body like automatic writing?

ACKER: It’s about language and the body. Coming through the body can also just mean speech; it doesn’t have to mean cut-up or poetic. If you hear it, it’s coming through the body.

BODDY: The Surrealist experiments with automatic language were all to do with the mind and the unconscious, rather than the body.

ACKER: To an extent I was influenced by the Surrealists, but they were Descartians, they were Freudians: they weren’t interested in the body. The body deals with narratives. I don’t mean stories. The knee gets hurt and then it gets better.

BODDY: Narrative is about chronology, which was one of the things Surrealism rejected. It was also a rejection of rationalism.

ACKER: Which was really valuable, and a lot of their experiments were certainly behind a lot of the stuff I learned as a kid.

BODDY: Do you see a turning point in your work, from destroying in some way, to building?

ACKER: I think it’s both building and finding meaning. The way I think of it now, and I guess I’m totally influenced by having gone through all this stuff, is that you don’t build—because that puts you in the position of maker—but you find. You free the energy, and in that way you build. That’s what literature would do; that’s the old idea of catharsis. That’s one of the well-springs of literature for us: that it’s the healing that’s done prior to the ceremony. That’s what those Greek dramas were. One thing literature can do is healing. It’s the old stuff—prior to the novel.

BODDY: How much is the finding of meaning individual, and how much is it something like the Jungian idea of tapping into archetypes?

ACKER: I’ve been reading Jung all summer. I haven’t put this together theoretically at all. If you’re asking how individuality fits into all this, we’re probably going to posit a whole other idea of what it is to be a self, and the self/other relationship. In this way, the work Blanchot and Bataille did was seminal. Blanchot, talking of Bataille, shows how consciousness comes from intercourse with another person. We’re going to find that we’re related to each other in ways that we didn’t imagine. I certainly don’t question individuality. Reading this book about Emerson and his friends, I was thinking how writers really come in clumps—not that there’s a group soul, but there are certainly times when energy is there, and other times when it doesn’t exist.

BODDY: Do you feel then that you’re part of a clump? Of a group?

ACKER: I do and I don’t. I feel very close to two writers—to Iain Sinclair and to Jeanette Winterson. I feel that we are on the same wavelength. I feel very close to the healing community. There are writers I am close to in America, but they are not novelists.

BODDY: Would you define your books as novels?

ACKER: To tell you the truth, not terribly. There’re big chunks of prose. But are they novels? More groups of stories. Some of them aren’t even that…somewhat philosophical treatises. They’re hotchpotches, aren’t they? I don’t know how you’d define them. They’re romances. They’re really that American strange thing. Melville was always my great hero.

BODDY: You describe yourself sometimes as a pirate—finding things, taking things—but also as an explorer. Explorers discover new places, whereas pirates always go where someone else has been. Are these two roles different?

ACKER: They’re not different for me because everything under the sun starts from stuff that’s left. I don’t see how you go somewhere new without going through detritus, garbage. You have to have ways of understanding the thing or you won’t come back. What did Cixous say about Moses? Most people who go into the wilderness don’t come back; they’re transformed. To come back, there has to be something of the old system of meaning. Otherwise how can Moses talk to the people?

BODDY: What have you taken with you in your explorations into, say, the languages of the body?

ACKER: In my case, I’m really linked to certain lineages. I’m a very traditional writer in certain ways. I come so definitely out of Burroughs and Miller and that group of writers. You can see where I’m coming from. I go my own steps further—added a bit of theory, added a bit of Black Mountain poetry. If you’re asking what I take with me, I couldn’t have done what I’ve done, whatever that is, if I hadn’t come out of those lineages.

BODDY: It’s a very male tradition.

ACKER: Extremely.

BODDY: The only woman you talk about in your book of essays, Bodies of Work, is Colette.

ACKER: Those essays are just what people asked me to write. But it’s true, I do come out of male traditions very strongly. Men have had the power, the language, the voice.

BODDY: Yet there have been many women writers, and women’s traditions. Was there something there that you didn’t want?

ACKER: Well, the feminist sixties and seventies turned me off because it was really strident. What I was given when I was growing up was the women’s tradition of writing…was fairly staid realist writing. Ellen Friedman, when she published that book Breaking the Sequence, about radical women writing, she turned me on quite a bit. Until then I didn’t think it through, but it’s very obvious that the strong radical tradition in America in prose is female. But that’s not the accepted story—especially after The Madwoman in the Attic—because that book was the canon, and everyone thought the most radical you’d get was Willa Cather. I actually like Willa Cather a great deal. But that’s it. I grew up hating that stuff. I’d rather be one of the bad boys than be a good girl. Feminism, when I grew up, was restrictive. I remember going to them in the early days and saying “Hi, here’s my writing,” and them saying “You’re a man, get out of here.” I just didn’t fit at all.

BODDY: Some critics argue that nonlinear writing—breaking the sequence—is particularly female—that women don’t live linear lives, think linearly as men do. Do you agree that a particular way of writing like that can be particularly male or female?

ACKER: I wonder if there is a woman’s experience. I would say that if I thought of anything being a woman’s experience it would be like Cixous taking about the spectre, and the spectre talks about stealing. And she says the thing is to steal and not know you’re doing anything wrong. It would be to just write the way you do and not know how radical it was. What would women’s writing be like? I guess that part of me does feel that there is this flow that’s spiral and undulating and has to do with female writing. It comes down to the question of whether there are essentially women and men. What would non-difference look like?

BODDY: In Written on the Body, Jeanette Winterson explored the idea of androgynous language. Do you think there can be androgynous language, language without gender?

ACKER: Actually I don’t think so. I know Jeanette thinks so, and I wonder if she’s preserving certain territory when she says that. I used to think so until last time I was pregnant. I knew it was the last time I was ever going to have a chance to be pregnant. There was no way I could keep the child. It was a very painful abortion, emotionally, and it made me think that like it or not, there is a very deep way in which we are connected to wombs, to childbearing. It’s there. One can’t discount the physical. I have friends now who are changing genders, and I know it’s very big. I know there are probably mid-genders but, in my experience, there is something about having a womb that can’t be discounted.

BODDY: Do you think you can identify a piece of writing as being by a woman?

ACKER: No, I don’t at all. Partly what a novelist does is write in other voices. We don’t write ourselves. Henry James is one of the great writers of women. In that way, I agree with Jeanette that the writer is truly androgynous. The writer is a channeler. In a way, the writer doesn’t exist; you’re as good as what comes through you, and God knows what comes through you. I guess I think both—that there is something about having a certain body and maybe that has its imprint on the writing, but there is also the fact that one isn’t writing oneself. Although in the transmitting, one is writing a self.

BODDY: I was reading an interview in which you described In Memoriam as a turning point in your writing: that before that, form was determined by theory, and that now form was “coming more organically in the sense that it’s based on theme.”

ACKER: I did an interview with Iain Sinclair, and Iain said it very precisely: that what you do when you write is go out and find. You’re looking for the story and you find it. It’s organic in the way that you’re not making the story up; the story is already there and you’re letting it come through.

BODDY: And the form in which the story comes is in some way natural?

ACKER: It’s in whatever it’s in.

BODDY: Do you think your earlier work was imposing forms on stories?

ACKER: No, I think I’ve always written this way. I don’t think I ever imposed a form. I’ve always written organically, except for Kathy Goes to Haiti—that was totally different, there was nothing organic about that book. I just wanted to write a porn novel so I could make money. It was a calculated grab for money, and I lost. There was a porn company which was giving poets $800 for a porn novel. All my friends had done one, and I thought I could use $800. So I went ahead and it was really boring. I got totally bored and I started making jokes and messing around. But it was planned. By organic, I mean it forms itself as it proceeds, as opposed to you sit down and you plan it out.

BODDY: Do you think you’ve always been more interested in form than content?

ACKER: I’ve always thought more about form than content. I never thought about content. And now? Probably not. It’s hard to think about content. Now it’s just voices, I look for the energy. I’m a process writer; that’s all I’ve ever meant.

BODDY: What’s the new book?

ACKER: God knows. I’m just starting it. I was going to write a book about healing, and I got through the introduction and about fifty pages and thought I really hate nonfiction—I’m totally bored. Why write about what you know already? So I thought it does have to be fiction, but I definitely want to use a lot of the material. It’s great material. I’ve written quite a bit, but the beginning is just starting.

BODDY: The humor in your work is something that I think tends to be overlooked.

ACKER: I think my sense of humor is very black. It’s goofy. For me to write and be satisfied, there has to be something outrageous. I have to have the feeling that nobody could possibly do this, it’s too stupid. And then I feel comfortable with it.

BODDY: So it’s not that you’re trying to shock?

ACKER: No, I don’t have a sense of an audience that would be shocked. I live in my own baby-crib to a large extent. When I first came over here and all these people were shocked, I was in shock! “It’s just words, what’s your problem?!” I had been in New York and I was in a baby-crib with poets and artists, and they’re not shocked. I had no sense that what I was doing was shocking.

BODDY: Is that something that distinguishes writing today from earlier avant-garde work—that it’s no longer possible to shock?

ACKER: My stuff still upsets people. I can’t get Pussy published in this country. Looking for junk down toilet bowls is okay, but girls having good sex isn’t!

BODDY: To get back to the idea of humor…

ACKER: I think I’ve got a quirky sense of humor. The beginning of Blood and Guts in High School, making it about a father and daughter, was just my idea of a joke. Basically, it was stuff to do with the breakup of my second marriage and I thought it was really boring—I do think of an audience!—so I thought I’ll make it about a father and daughter, that’s more interesting. That’s just my sense of “Why not?” I didn’t mean anything. Underlying it there was a great deal of myth about fathers and daughters, but it was just a bad joke.

BODDY: And no one got the joke!

ACKER: No. No one even thought it was funny. Everyone was asking me about deep meaning. In San Francisco a lot of the dykes came out of incestuous homes, and a number had told me “You were the first person to write about it!” I think my novels are bloody goofy. I don’t think In Memoriam is terribly funny, and My Mother: Demonology is kind of a serious book. But I think there are sections in Empire of the Senseless that are goofy—the last section. I get on a roll. I thought in Pussy, the girls are goofy, and all the rat stuff. And everyone got very shocked—“Oh, these girls are so dirty. They’re such violent, filthy girls.” I just thought it was fun. I had a good time writing that. After all, they’re pirates. It was just a boys’ book I turned into a girls’ book. I was ripping off Treasure Island, obviously, and I really thought Pussy was less violent. There is a scene in Treasure Island where there’s an actual killing, and I turned it into a girl throwing a stone at another girl. When it came to girls, it didn’t feel that right to be that violent, although God knows, I know enough cases of lesbian battery. People get offended awfully easily, I think. Even the bloody queen who writes the astrology column in the Bay Times went on a rant about how of course he didn’t believe in banning books, except in one case—me!

BODDY: What do you think of the way publishing has latched on to identity politics to market books?

ACKER: Identity politics took over the States. Very dangerous. I think it’s repulsive. Even though it comes out of postmodernism, it’s a backlash to postmodernism. I can see the point. I can see why ye olde black lesbian wants to assert black lesbianism—for all sorts of political reasons. But I think that you have to be really careful that when you’re asserting identity you’re only asserting in a certain time and place, and that you don’t make an absolute. And writing, novel writing, just isn’t about that. It can be for a moment. If you’re going to just write about yourself, you have to do what Emerson and Thoreau did, and go through the I to something else—something deeper. You have to end up somewhere that doesn’t just go “Today I went to the bathroom five times and ate an apple.” I think that my work is extremely difficult given this sign of the times because I don’t fit into any identity. I can’t be marketed as gay, I don’t even look good in the feminist sections, and yet I’m not ye olde straight novelist. There’s no way to categorize the writing.
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