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An Interview with Joshua Marie Wilkinson 

by Jon-Er ik Means and Theodore Keeley 

 

Q: I notice in the descriptions of your books many other artistsÑ writers, painters, 

filmmakers, even sculptorsÑ are mentioned.  Could you talk about how other arts 

influence your work and what artists helped to inspire the poems in The Book of 

Whispering in the Projection Booth? 

A: For this book, I wanted to make a series of little haunted environments.  ThereÕs 

something about the box of the prose poem that felt right for this, you know?  Maybe itÕs 

because I had written two book-length poems before this. I wanted to force myself to do 

something different. So itÕs prose poems and conjoined fragments. But itÕs my first 

collection of discreet poems with titles. 

Q: So, it was a conscious decision before you started writing? 

A: In a way, yes. And IÕm drawn to constraints (certainÑ you knowÑ external 

requisites) that help shape the frame of the work.   

Q: Did you tire of the book-length poem? 

A: Not at all.  I still aspire to write a book of poems or single long poem that 

somebody can pluck off the shelf and read in a single evening.  My favorite collections of 

poetry are this way.  They are so short that you want to go slow. 

Q: Like what, for example? 

A: Like NiedeckerÕs Paean to Place, OppenÕs Discrete Series, little books.  Their size 

asks you to slow all the way down.  You make tea. You read and re-read.  BarthesÕ little-
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known Incidents, CelanÕs books.  Those chapbook-length works.  Thirty or forty pages of 

poetry.  ThereÕs something about the economy of Òthe bookÓ that (and, donÕt get me 

wrong, IÕm implicating myself here too) is so much less interesting than these little folios 

or assemblages of work.  More like a ten or twelve song record. The Dickinson fascicle. 

The City Lights pocket editions.   

Q: LetÕs get back to the new book.  Why Òhaunted environmentsÓÑ as you said 

earlierÑ for the impetus for The Book of Whispering in the Projection Booth?  

A: Well, I think I spent a lot of time watching AntonioniÕs film La Notte [The Night], 

whichÑ unfamiliar with Italian and not very good at looking things up, apparentlyÑ I 

always thought translated into ÒThe Note,Ó as thereÕs this note in the film that becomes 

the marker of this disintegrating relationship between Jeanne Moreau and Marcello 

MastroianiÕs [charactersÕ] relationship.  Anyways, there is just a haunted way that 

Antonioni has of filming the domestic, the natural. He sort of deliberately holds the 

camera for too long on a scene to see what the actors will do after a shot is Òover.Ó  ItÕs 

this borderline documentary thing (itÕs actually not documentary at all, you know, 

because everything is staged)Ñ but itÕs whatever comes through in the excess, I suppose, 

that fascinates me.  

 So I set myself the task of watching this moving once a week for a year, and I 

think I got almost half wayÑ it broke down after about 23 or 24 weeks, but thatÕs when I 

started working on the poems that would become this book.  It was in this period that I 

also watched The Spirit of the Beehive about a dozen times, and I finally went back and 

spent time with the original Frankenstein film, and got into Robert Mitchum and old Val 



Joshua Marie Wilkinson: A ReaderÕs Companion  
for The Book of Whispering in the Projection Booth  

 
 
 
 
 

3 

Lewton horror filmsÑ I Walked with a Zombie, Ghost Ship, and stuff like that.  So, 

maybe some of that trickled into the writing too.  I wrote it in my kitchen, at 27 South 

Grant Street in Denver.  At least the first drafts, on this little yellow 50s kitchenette table. 

Q: I read that you do most of your writing on big huge sheets of presentation paper. Is 

that how you wrote this book? 

A: No, I wanted to break with that. The waste is considerable, though it was a lovely 

process. Just much more visual.  And my handwriting is less atrocious when itÕs 

enlarged.  Or, if not less atrocious, then slightly more legible.  I wrote this on my laptop 

in the kitchen, actually, but much of it still changes in the handwritten edits and whatnot.  

Q: The jacket mentions Charles BurnettÕs Killer of Sheep and Charles Brockden 

Brown, too.  

A: The picture of Los Angeles that Burnett delivers in Killer of Sheep is one I just 

hadnÕt come across before.  His obsession with the quotidian, with childrenÕs games, with 

letting a scene slowly unfoldÑ seemingly improvised, you knowÑ it reminded me so 

much of growing up in this weird way. 

Q: You grew up in LA? 

A:  No, not even close. I grew up in Seattle, but thereÕs something about the way the 

film is composed of montagesÑ a scene of kids throwing rocks at each other in the road, 

defending themselves with garbage can lids cut to a scene whereÉw hateverÉt hese two 

guys are trying to put a busted engine of a car into the bed of a truck on a hillÑ it just 

reminded me so much of this otherÉ  

Q: Era? 
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A: Yeah, I guess so.  I havenÕt had enough to drink here to wax nostalgic about 

growing up pre-internet. And BurnettÕs movie was done before I was born, if memory 

serves. SoÑ like many writersÑ maybe IÕm nostalgic for an era I wasnÕt alive in.  And, 

speaking of bygone eras, Edgar Huntly or, Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker (by Charles 

Brockden Brown)Ñ one of the first ÒnovelsÓ written by an American in the late 18th 

CenturyÑ was just the book I needed when I was composing these poems. The 

protagonist is a sleepwalker and sort of has these insane adventures and crises in that 

state.  So, IÕm sure that bled in there. 

Q: What about other poets? 

A: I discovered a lot of stuff while at this time, while I was studying in Denver, stuff I 

might not have found on my ownÑ or not as quickly. Bin Ramke was wonderful. I would 

say, can we do an independent study on Alain Badiou? And Bin would say sure.  So, I 

wrote about Badiou and Rae Armantrout; I wrote about various philosophical approaches 

to Paul Celan; Bin and Julie Doxsee and I read Dickinson for a term, where weÕd meet 

and talk for an hour or two about three or four poems; I wrote about the figure of beasts 

in Shakespeare.  I read a lot of H.D. and Basil Bunting.  I discovered Ann QuinÕs novels, 

Robert WalserÕs stories, Bernhard, Lydia Davis, Diane Williams, and CalvinoÑ itÕs hard 

to keep track, but it was a pretty fun time.  I would just go to the campus bookstore and 

pluck stuff that other grad students were teaching: thatÕs how I found Kelly LinkÕs first 

book, I think, and how I got a hold of Elizabeth WillisÕs Turneresque. And her bookÑ

both really important to meÑ Meteoric Flowers appeared shortly thereafter. And Paul 

Fattaruso got me into Tomaz Salamun. And on and on. 
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Q: It doesnÕt sound like graduate schoolÉ  

A: Whatever. Probably other programs arenÕt as free. I donÕt know.  Denver was a 

great place to be at that time for what I needed.  Freedom and direction are hard things to 

come by simultaneously. It allowed all this new stuff to filter into the writing of a new 

book, after a year of making movies and reading Joyce, in Ireland. Time to read and teach 

and write and the propulsion to go toward things you didnÕt know were out there.  It can 

be a bit tricky to get below the surface of Òthe contemporaryÓÑ and to try and find other 

textsÉI  spent a lot of my time in Tucson reading theory, as I thought IÕd go to grad 

school to write about cinema history. 

Q: But you did, right? 

A: Well, yeah.  I mean, I went to film school after I got my MFA in poetry, but when 

I was in Dublin I fell in love with filmmaking too and was drawn to work on my second 

book.  By that time, my patterns were too ingrained and all the time screening films and 

working on little short moviesÑ I directed a short adaptation of a Kafka storyÑ just made 

me want to make poems and be solitary again.  So, my second book, called Lug Your 

Careless Body out of the Careful Dusk, stemmed from all that.  When I got back to 

DenverÑ after a sort of year off from reading poetry (I read a lot in Ireland, but I just re-

read Ulysses and a lot of Nabokov and Zizek), I was thirsty for other kinds of poetry. 

Q: Was it WillisÕ books that helped you get into the box of the prose poem? 

A: Yeah, and Eric BausÕs The To Sound, Karen VolkmanÕs Spar. There are others, 

too.  My friend Noah lent me all of his favorite books, and I fell in love with many of 

them: Renee GladmanÕs work, Christopher NealonÕs The Joyous Age, Ceravalo, and 
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others. Eleni Sikelianos got me into Claudia Rankine and Hoa Nguyen. Julie Doxsee 

turned me on to Michaux, and the poems from Plume and The Night MovesÑ I still return 

to those when IÕm stuck. 

Q: When are you stuck? 

A: All the time! [laughter]  I have a lot of projects, so itÕs been tricky lately to get 

back to work on the new book.  There are slow days and there are impossible days.  Take 

your pick. 

Q: Was the process of your collaborative book with Noah Eli Gordon an influence on 

this new book? 

A: No. Not at all, actually.  The Book of Whispering in the Projection Booth was 

totally finished and on Jeffrey LevineÕs desk (or in a pile near his desk!) by the time 

Noah and I were writing that book.  Figures for a Darkroom Voice just got released a lot 

more quickly, so yeah.  But my new projectÑ a linked work of five short booksÑ bears a 

lot of the trace of what got left out of Figures.   

Q: The stuff that didnÕt pass muster?  

A: Exactly!  [laughter]  I mean, Noah and I were building these strange poems and 

sometimes IÕd write something that wouldnÕt work, but I just kept it allÑ and later went 

through it and cut a lot, but salvaged things too. It was mine, you know, and I was glad it 

didnÕt fit with Figures so I could use it for my own devices! 

Q: IÕm wondering how you work on all your projects? Really, how do you have time? 

A: Me, too! I mean, itÕs just everything all the time.  But I love that.  Most of the 

time.  I always want to be working on things that deepen the landscape of poetry, beyond 
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just my own books and poems.  IÕve become less interested in getting into this or that 

journalÑ though I still send stuff out, just very occasionally.  I try to just hold onto work 

for longer now.  And I edit a little chapbook press called Boxwood Editions with Lily 

Brown; Christina Mengert and I worked for 4 or 5 years together on an anthology of 

conversations between younger poets and their mentors, just published, itÕs called 12x12: 

Conversations in 21st Century Poetry & Poetics.  There are other projects tooÑ a house 

reading series I do (Abraham Smith and Tim Yu are reading next week), a video poetry 

journal called Rabbit Light Movies, another press and corollary journal with Noah, and 

on and on.  IÕve been working for the past year on an anthology of essays about teaching, 

which has been really fun if very time consuming. 

Q: You grew up in Seattle, now teach in Chicago, and have lived a number of places 

in between; has your work changed significantly based on where youÕre living? 

A: Well, thatÕs why I use the word ÒstintsÓ in my bio, I guess.  I think I saw that on 

one of Peter OÕLearyÕs books and really liked it.  You know, since I moved around so 

much in my 20s, I lost track of how many addresses I hadÑ upwards of fifteen or sixteen.  

Even now I split my time between Chicago and Athens, Georgia.  

WhatÕs the effect? The placesÑ landscapes, faces, train stations, markets, 

languagesÑ all filter into the work in unexpected ways, mostly without warning.  IÕve 

done a lot of train travel in central Europe.  IÕve spent months in cities like Barcelona, 

Prague, Ankara, BratislavaÑ and have traveled through Vienna a lotÑ often staying a 

night or more on one end or another of a trip, when I lived in Slovakia.  I lived in Dublin; 

I lived in Tucson.  I never know it when IÕm writing it, but now looking back I can see 
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these places in the poems, especially in The Book of Whispering in the Projection 

BoothÑ which was started, really, at the beginning of slowing down after so much travel.  

In a way, maybe itÕs a catalogue of all those little towns I lived in or passed through. 

Q: Now the cinematic references seem obvious, but why did you call the book The 

Book of Whispering in the Projection Booth? 

A:  Well, the projection booth is that strange space in a theatre, you know? You donÕt 

have to whisper in there, obviously; youÕre sealed off from the audience. I like things 

thatÑ as with Killer of Sheep or La NotteÑ produce this split between the mundane (the 

average, ordinaryÑ even hum drumÑ stuff) and the mysterious (peculiar, arresting, 

uncharted, etc).  The projection booth is that, I suppose. Potentially a mundane space to 

work, right? But the whole apparatus in there is spinning, humming to throw light and 

images onto the wall.  It seemed like a lovely place to want to be for a while, between the 

covers of a book, I suppose. 

Q: Do you think of the poems as little films? 

A: Yes and no.  Not to be on the fence, but both:  I like getting lost in the world of the 

images, but I always want to jar myself out with the materiality of the text: the sounds, 

the music, the moments of abstraction. So, both really.  I think that that can work in a 

little loop, you know? To be jarred out and spun back in. IÕm not interested in making a 

hermetically sealed off world within the poem; and yet I love the propulsion of linked 

images that lures a reader into the dream-like filmic space, too. 

Q: What about Jab•s? Is this a nod to him, too? ÒThe book ofÓ this, Òthe book ofÓ 

that? 
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A: Yes, of course.  ItÕs hard trusting that a fragment is ÒenoughÓ for a poem.  This is 

Jab•s, through and through. And other so-called minimalists, like Oppen or Foust or 

ArmantroutÑ even though itÕs facile to link them, since theyÕre all totally different from 

one another.  Jab•sÕs works have been important to meÑ The Little Book of Unsuspected 

Subversion and another that Keith Waldrop translated: if there were anywhere but desert.   

Q: What other poets do things that youÕd like to incorporate into your work? 

A: I love how certain folks handle the abject (Sawako Nakayasu, Farid Matuk), the 

humor of identity and the body (Chris NealonÕs Plummet), the daily or quotidian collapse 

of the political (Hoa Nguyen), the fantasmagorical (Lara Glenum).  The way that C.S. 

GiscombeÕs prose poems in Prairie Style draw on landscape in this casual, yet probing or 

hunting voiceÑ itÕs just wonderful.  He makes it seem so easy, and yet those poems 

continually surprise me. I love Alice NotleyÕs In the Pines bookÑ its voice seems to sort 

of hold you by the face while it talks to you. And the tender playfulness of the voices in 

Joshua BeckmanÕs Take It. I canÕt quite encapsulate what I so love about Fred MotenÕs 

HughsonÕs Tavern, but itÕs one of the best books IÕve read this year.  ThereÕs a rawness, 

an intimacy, a ferocity, a lovingness that crushes me.  The scale and minutia of Jay 

WrightÕs longer recent poems (MusicÕs Mask and Measure, Polynomials and Pollen, and 

The Presentable Art of Reading Absence). I have an essay on syntax in Lily BrownÕs 

poemsÑ and G.C. WaldrepÕs line breaksÑ both of which IÕm jealous of.   

Q: Do you feel that poetry will eventually become a mostly digital medium?  What 

would you most like to see happen?   
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A: I hope IÕm dead before poetry becomes Òmostly digitalÓ as you say.  My hope is 

that more and more fine art (and just handmade) book-making comes into the fold, in the 

vein of Flood Editions, Ugly Duckling Presse, Corollary Press, Effing Press, Black 

Square Editions, the other small presses IÕve been lucky enough to work with, especially 

Octopus Books.  Mostly, IÕm bored by digital chapbooks, e-books, kindleÑ all that.  

Without the physical object to holdÑ to carry with me on the train, to pull out of my 

bookbag, to hand to a friend or student, to open and close, to place on a shelf to admire 

the little spineÑ I feel like IÕm just clicking around on a screen, and not engaging with 

the work in a material wayÑ even if the screen is comprised of more materials than a 

chapbook! I think (or, I hope) that poets will always take interest in the materiality of the 

word, the materials of the object that doesnÕt just house the work, but is formed along 

with it. Perhaps IÕm wrong, and the print medium is already outmoded.  I donÕt think so. 

Not for poetry, anyways. WeÕll see. 
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Introduction 

Ñ  Joshua Marie Wi lkinson 

 

There is a scene in V’ctor EriceÕs film The Spirit of the Beehive (El esp’ritu de la 

colmena) where a young dark-haired girl, Ana, finds her older sister on the floor, face 

down near a rocking chair and a cracked pot. Six-year-old Ana moves slowly toward her 

sister, Isabel. It is as though she knows that Isabel is playing dead and has not really 

suffered an accident.  But because a scream brought Ana into the room, and because 

Isabel is deadly still, she cannot be certain of how to respond.  If it is a game, it is a 

convincing one. If it is not a game, we would be devastated to watch Ana sniff and prod 

her lifeless sister as though she were not really gravely wounded. 

This peculiar moment in the film arrests our attention for a moment; we are 

not equipped to read it, and we watch it through AnaÕs eyes, but we also watch it 

from behind, from over her shoulder. Ana finally leaves the house, runs to the garden 

for help, yelling for the maid, and returns back through the four doorways a minute or 

two later to find the room empty, her sister gone. There is a kernel of both trauma and 

playfulness which makes the scene so effective, so moving. Isabel creeps up behind 

Ana, with her fatherÕs beekeeping gloves on, and smothers her face, moaning like the 

monster in FrankensteinÑ and even though we can see that Ana knows that it is her 

sister upon her, AnaÕs eyes still fill with fear and puff up with tears; Isabel just 

giggles awkwardly once Ana has freed herself. 



Joshua Marie Wilkinson: A ReaderÕs Companion  
for The Book of Whispering in the Projection Booth  

 
 
 
 
 

12 

Ana has been disturbed by having seen James WhaleÕs Frankenstein (1931) a 

few days earlier at the local movie house where the great black projector sat in the 

room, surrounded by a hodgepodge of children and adults seated in chairs and on the 

floor. She has been mesmerized by the monsterÕs murder of a little girl on the screen. 

And everything Ana does after the film is haunted by its images, especially her games 

with her older sister. Of course, Isabel cannot resist playing on her younger sisterÕs 

fear and her inability to dissociate the trauma of the film from anything else in her 

life. 

I begin my preface with V’ctor EriceÕs film because The Book of Whispering in 

the Projection Booth is a collection of poems which seeks to affect this split between the 

games of children and the peculiar severity of the world which these games themselves 

produce through a complex of images and scenes. That is, in the spirit of na•ve play and 

improvisation, something else fully other toÑ yet inscribed withinÑ childish innocence 

emerges.  Drawing on cinematic moments like this one from EriceÕs film, this collection 

of poems utilizes the forms of the lyric fragment and the prose poem. Thus, the writing in 

this collection explores two things: how a prose poem can utilize the techniques of the 

lyric fragment (i.e., an associative structure based on music and images, lyrical circuits of 

address, and the prevalence of the signifier over the signified); and, on the other hand, 

how a lyric fragment can exploit some of the methods of literary prose (narrative, 

character, scenic description, and conflict). Further, the goal was to produce a work 

wholly different from my first two books, both of which are single book-length poems 

developed from ekphrasis, collage, and epistolary modes of composition 
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The Spirit of the Beehive is the story of Ana and her older sister Isabel who 

seek to find FrankensteinÕs monster in the rural areas surrounding their village in 

southern Spain. Rather than a coming of age narrative, the movie reveals only lyric 

moments, even fragmented scenes, of the sistersÕ games and activities, brief moments 

of the family at dinner, or their parents imaged in isolation: their father tending to his 

bees or pacing around in his office at night; their mother writing cryptic letters or 

riding a bicycle alone to the train station.                         

                                   

                                            

The film culminates when Ana discovers and aids a wounded freedom fighter 

who has been hiding out in a nearby shed.  After Ana has been found out by her 

father to have helped the injured soldier, she escapes into the woods, and there she 

dreams an encounter with FrankensteinÕs monster, mirroring the famous scene in 

WhaleÕs film where the monster and the little girl meet on the shoreline of the lake. 

 

Òdrunk with nounsÓ 

  The world is clanking: noun, noun, noun.  Ñ Elizabeth Willis 
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In her lecture ÒPoetry and GrammarÓ Gertrude Stein remarks, 

Nouns are the name of anything. Think of all that early poetry, think of 

Homer, think of Chaucer, think of the Bible and you will see what I mean you 

will really realize that they were drunk with nouns, to name to know how to 

name earth sea and sky and all that was in them was enough to make them live 

and love in names, and that is what poetry is it is a state of knowing and 

feeling a name. I know that now but I have only come to that knowledge by 

long writing. (233) 

It is this intoxication with nouns, an excess which produces some shift in relation to 

the world, which fascinates me and scores my work in poetry. In his ÒTechnical 

Manifesto of Futurist Literature,Ó Filippo Marinetti takes SteinÕs formulation even 

further: ÒImages are not flowers to be chosen and picked with parsimony, as Voltaire 

said. They are the very lifeblood of poetry. Poetry should be an uninterrupted 

sequence of new images, or it is mere anemia and green-sicknessÓ (57). A history of 

the poetic image is not possible in the space of this preface, but a brief discussion of 

images should help to articulate the relation between the poetic and the cinematic.  

Film, of course, gives us this immediacy of images, the rush of the material 

world: a yellow door flung open; a child tying a manÕs shoes; trees shuddering; a little 

girl sitting at the edge of a pond in moonlight, her teeth clattering. The following 

poems are also obsessed with nouns, with the objects and names of the world.  But, as 

Paul Celan noted, in a survey distributed by a Parisian bookstore, ÒReality is not 

simply there, it must be searched and wonÓ (16).  For this collection of poetry, the 
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question was never merely how to get a hold of images, but how to temper them, how 

to formulate their scenes, how to throw a variegated light onto them, and how to 

develop a prose poem and a lyric fragment for new yields in the poetic image. 

Wallace Stevens cautions that, ÒThe subject-matter of poetry is not that 

Ôcollection of solid, static objects extended in spaceÕ but the life that is lived in the 

scene that it composes; and so reality is not that external scene but the life that is 

lived in itÓ (25).   This is particularly prescient if we think of CelanÕs remark, from 

his Bremen speech, that the poem is Òracked by reality and in search of itÓ (35).  

Therefore, poetry is both fixed in reality while also pursuing realityÑ or perhaps the 

poemÕs project is to articulate some other unknown aspect of the reality in which it 

finds itself entrenched.  

In this way, I will chart out some useful parallels between EriceÕs The Spirit of 

the Beehive and the project of the poems in The Book of Whispering in the Projection 

Booth. Perhaps any exploration of an obsession, as with my obsession with nouns and 

images, is only an articulation of that obsession.  For Ezra Pound, famously, ÒAn 

ÔImageÕ is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of 

timeÓ (84).  And I read Tristan Tzara as a kind of corollary to Stevens and Pound 

when Tzara writes, ÒThe poem pushes up or hollows out the crater, remains silent, 

kills or shouts in an accelerating crescendo of speed. It will no longer depend on its 

visual image, on sense perception or on intelligence, but on its impact, or capability 

of transmuting the traces of emotionsÓ (93).  For Stevens, Pound, and TzaraÑ albeit 

in different waysÑ the work of the poem is to radicalize the image through its context 
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(as a lived scene, a complex, and through its impact), to shift the visual into 

something palpable and beyond what a reader is able to visualize.  

Perhaps it is here where we encounter a link between the poetic image and the 

cinematic image, and it should come as no surprise when V’ctor Erice, in a 

documentary about The Spirit of the Beehive entitled Footprints of a Spirit (Huellas 

de un esp’ritu) concludes:  

If something in the film lives on today itÕs the universal element within it. 

That is, what belongs to the realm of poetic experience.  Forgive me if I speak 

of the film as poetry. ItÕs not a statement about its quality, just a description of 

its nature. Taking historical time as its starting point, it seeks to take us back 

to our source in time. And what is that? ItÕs when a childÕs gaze takes in the 

world for the first time.  

 

An Opening Made You Indelible 

The form of The Spirit of the Beehive is a remarkable, if peculiar, one.  The film is 

comprised of exactly 1000 individual shots.  Of these, exactly 500 shots are filmed 

outside (in the woods, in view of a field, in the village, at the edge of a lake), and 

exactly 500 shots are filmed inside (in the girlsÕ house, in the makeshift movie 

theater, in the schoolhouse, etc.).  It is a mystifying if subtle constraintÑ one that is 

almost impossible to notice, for who, other than the filmmakers themselves, could 

keep track and count?  
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It is this initial constraint that casts The Spirit of the Beehive in a new light for 

me. The architecture is a rigorous point of departure, and it has everything to do with 

the end result of the film, yet its presence as the structuring element in the narrative 

of the film, in the progression of events, is invisible. 

After having finished my second collection of poetry, Lug Your Careless Body 

out of the Careful Dusk, a constraint-based work seemed like a fruitful approach to 

wrest my practices out of the patterns I had evolved in the four years I spent on that 

book (which overlapped with the years spent writing my first book). Thus, The Book 

of Whispering in the Projection Booth was conceived from taking the form and 

structure of Karen VolkmanÕs collection of poetry Spar as its template. Spar is 

comprised of prose parts and poems broken into various stanza lengths. The Book of 

Whispering in the Projection Booth took the architecture of VolkmanÕs Spar as its 

ownÑ as a template to write into or ontoÑ and with the added constraint of having to 

write the entire length of the manuscript in no more than five days. While this 

manuscriptÑ over the last several years of editing, adding, and revisionÑ didnÕt keep 

the structure of Spar, VolkmanÕs book was the guiding work that helped to create a 

markedly different work of poetry than I had previously composed. 

Beyond that initial constraint, The Book of Whispering in the Projection Booth 

is an exploration of forms, and in that spirit it is comprised of eight alternating 

sections, four sections each of prose poems and lyric fragments. A kind of 

equilibrium that breaks down in the center of the book, when two sections of 

fragments appear side by side. For me, the poem, or the series of poems, is nothing 
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more than scenes of desire developed through their own vocabulary, images, and 

logic.  And it is the frame (the form, or the constraint) that becomes a fascinating and 

productive imposition. As Lyn Hejinian points out:  

the act of writing is a process of improvisation within a framework (form) of 

intentionÉB ut the emphasis in poetry is on the moving rather than on the 

placesÑ poetry follows pathways of thinking and it is that that creates patterns 

of coherence. It is at points of linkageÑ in contexts of encounter, at what 

AndrŽ Breton called points sublimesÑ that one discovers the reality of being 

in time, of taking oneÕs chance, of becoming another, all with the implicit 

understanding that this is happening. (3) 

Thus, the constraint functions less as a limitation on the possibilities of the work and 

operates instead as a point of departure toward new points sublimes, a new framework 

(as with Spar or EriceÕs 1000 shots) through which to discover some new aspect of 

reality through poetic images. In this way, improvisation and formal constraint can be 

aligned. And the invisibility of the structuring featureÑ of the workÕs architectureÑ is 

the trace upon which the work itself is imaged and made manifest. Further, these 

formal devices are also a way of thwarting received forms in order to develop a new 

context (a complex, indeed a life, a set of scenarios) through which the images might 

body forth. 

 

Each Little Adventure Adumbrates our  Picturebook  

In his Prologue to Kora in Hell, William Carlos Williams writes,  
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By the brokenness of his composition the poet makes himself master of a 

certain weapon which he could possess himself of in no other way. The speed 

of the emotions is sometimes such that thrashing about in a thin exaltation or 

despair many matters are touched but not held, more often broken by the 

contact. (114) 

What I take from Williams is how to follow the ÒbrokennessÓ of the composition out 

of the constraint to some other place.  In other words, for these poems, what 

interested me was the use of a rigorous constraint and then remaining open to where 

that constraint was less productive to the workÑ and to follow that to somewhere 

else. Slipping out of the rigor of the formal architectureÑ once the constraints from 

VolkmanÕs book and the allotted time limitation were fulfilled exactlyÑ was the real 

exploration of composition as a formulation of its Òbrokenness.Ó 

Indeed, The Spirit of the Beehive broke with its initial constraint as well. 

Originally, it was to be the story of a 33-year old woman, a mathematics teacher in 

Madrid, who gets a call to come home to her father on his deathbed.  The Òback-

storyÓ of her childhood, growing up in this Castilian village under FrancoÕs fascist 

government, took over, and Erice concluded, ÒI realized that narrative device wasnÕt 

necessary because that was precisely the journey the viewers needed to make 

themselves.Ó Discussing their process behind the camera, in an interview from the 

same documentary, co-writer ç ngel Fern‡ndez Santos says,  

We realized we had strayed outside the norm, that we couldnÕt rely on 

traditional guidelines. We needed others but didnÕt know what they 
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might be. They came forward bit by bit, instinctively, out of our daily 

work. Instead of Òscenes,Ó I called them Òemotional spaces.Ó V’ctor 

called them Òpoetic unities.Ó Actually, they were neither. They were 

chords, because the script is like a musical score, a circular score that 

begins exactly where it ends and ends where it begins. This circular 

structure is in turn made up of a series of tangential but autonomous 

circles, each of which can stand apart and tell its own story. In fact, the 

film begins and ends with this image [he holds up the still photograph 

from Frankenstein where the monster and the little girl are sitting at 

the edge of the lake]. 

 

                                    

 

V’ctor Erice discusses the importance of this image from Frankenstein on 

his film: 
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From the moment I started the project, I had a clipping of this image 

from James WhaleÕs film. I think it captures one of those fundamental 

scenes, at least for a certain type of cinema. I think itÕs the Òsource 

image,Ó and itÕs present in oneÕs first experience of cinema as a viewer. 

So much so that one day, pondering that image, I sensed that everything 

you could say was contained in that image.    

For Erice, the point of departure for a new work starts not only with another film as a 

kind of specter, but with an image that has already said Òeverything.Ó In a chapter 

entitled ÒIs there any Poetic Writing?Ó Roland Barthes contends that images (in the 

classical sense) Òdelight us because of the formulation which brings them together, 

not because of their own power or beautyÓ (45).  In this sense, the job of the 

filmmaker or poet is not merely to discover new images, but to wrest them into new 

contexts, complexes, and lives.  To be, in CelanÕs sense, simultaneously entrenched 

inÑ indeed, racked byÑ and in search of reality. 

 

&  the Children Grew a City around the Hutch 

                The old camera refused to penetrate the unknown. Its heart 
was soft, 
  unreliable.               ÐBarbara Guest 
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There is another scene in the film where Ana and her sister Isabel are watching 

Frankenstein, and we see young Ana watching the monster befriend the little girl by 

the lakeÕs edge and, eventually, killing her by throwing her into the water.  AnaÕs 

look is one of awe, utter captivation, and terror.  The director, Erice, elaborates:  

ItÕs probably the most important moment IÕve captured in my work as a 

director. Paradoxically, it was filmed in a documentary style. ItÕs the only shot 

filmed with a handheld camera. Luis Cuadrado shot it sitting on the floor in 

front of Ana, while I supported his back. And he captured Ana in the act of 

discoveringÑ It was an actual screening. She was really seeing the movie. He 

captured her reaction to the encounter between the monster and the little girl. 

So it was an unrepeatable moment, one that could never be Òdirected.Ó ThatÕs 

both the paradox and the wonder of cinema. If we think a bit about this film, it 

was made with a very premeditated style. Nevertheless, nevertheless, what I 

consider the most essential moment of the film is a moment that goes beyond 

all that formal planning. I think thatÕs the crack through which the aspect of 

film that records reality bursts through into every kind of  
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fictional narrative. This dimension of documenting reality hasÉnour ished the 

best stories this ability film hasÑ or hadÑ to record reality as it happens. But 

without the substratum of fiction, it would fail to acquire its fullest sense as an 

image recording reality. But thatÕs truly the moment I find most moving even 

today. I sincerely believe itÕs the best moment IÕve ever captured on film. 

It is this documentary momentÑ this staged moment perforated by the kernel of an 

authentic responseÑ that grounds the character of Ana in the film. Precisely because 

of the filmÕs premeditated structure, some other aspect of reality breaks the fold of the 

narrativeÕs fiction. And for Erice, it is this rupture, this gap in the fiction (that is, 

filming Ana actually watching Frankenstein for the first time) that structures the truth 

of the filmÕs story. It is also one of the most haunting cinematic moments I have ever 

come across.  

 

ÒThey will always have been phantomsÓ 
 

In the filmÕs climactic scene, Ana has fled her family and found herselfÑ in a 

dream?Ñ at a shoreline in moonlight. She looks into the black water and finds the 

reflection of her face looking back at her. The water ripples and the reflection of 

FrankensteinÕs face emerges in place of her own. The monster himself emerges from 

behind (paralleling the earlier scene where Isabel played dead).  Frankenstein seats 

himself beside Ana, creating an exact copy of WhaleÕs famous scene, pictured above.   

For co-writer ç ngel Fern‡ndez Santos, this is the filmÕs one crucial mistake, 

and he explains: 
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If we could have used Boris Karloff, that would have been perfect. But we 

couldnÕt, so we had to rely on a double, a figure to stand in for him. I asked 

V’ctor never to use a frontal shot of the stand-in, because it would be too 

obvious, but he didnÕt listen. I donÕt think we should have seen that face, 

because itÕs not the real thing, and at that point the story turns into mere 

imitation.  For KarloffÕs faceÑ already a maskÑ it substitutes a poor imitation. 

ItÕs a mask of a mask. So the myth falls apart in those few seconds. 

But it is the seam of this scene, the peculiarity of the stand-inÕs faceÑ what irks 

Santos as the Òmask of a maskÓÑ that is, for me, one of the richest moments of the 

film.  An imitation of KarloffÕs monster is much more disturbing and much more 

ÒrealÓ in that his visage has transposed itself differentlyÑ weirdlyÑ with the seams of 

the transposition itself. Thus, it is the monster from the projected light and it is 

simultaneously another monster, more real because it is less assimilable to the 

phantasms of the projector that have been haunting Ana. 

Indeed, the film risks appearing shoddy in its production values, and this is 

what Santos deplores. But this scene succeeds because this moment is not seamless, 

because it does not mach up exactly with the picture in AnaÕs (nor the audienceÕs) 

mind. In this sense, the phantomÕs ÒrealÓ manifestation is double: it is haunted by 

AnaÕs memory and haunting in its discrepancy with that very same memory. 

If for Santos this is the most ÒuncinematicÓ moment of the film, for me it links 

curiously with Philip Lacoue-LabartheÕs writings on Celan: ÒThe interruption of 

language, the suspension of language, the caesura (Ôcounter-rhythmic rupture,Õ said 
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Hšlderlin)Ñ that is poetryÓ (49). It is this space of interruption, where the 

seamlessness of the cinematic apparatus breaks down, which (like CelanÕs poetry as 

the interruption of the ÒpoeticÓ) produces a poetic cinema par excellence. And what 

Jacques Derrida calls the Òspectral returnÓ (58) is a useful corollary to articulate the 

connection between the montage of images in the cinematic apparatus and the 

absence or architecture which haunts language as an a priori.  Derrida, in his work on 

Celan, writes: 

Spectral errancy of words. This spectral return does not befall words by 

accident, following a death which would come to some or spare others. The 

spectral return is partaken of by all words, from their first emergence. They 

will always have been phantoms, and this law governs the relationship in them 

between body and soulÉi n other words a certain experience of language, of 

the mark or of the trait as such, is nothing perhaps but an intense familiarity 

with the ineluctable originarity of the specterÉI t is experience, and as such, 

for poetry, for literature, for art itself. (58) 

 

Earlier in the film Ana has asked Isabel why the monster killed the little girl in 

Frankenstein.  Isabel, sensing an opening through which she begins haunting her 

sister, says, ÒI told you he was a spirit.  If youÕre his friend, you can talk to him 

whenever you want. Just close your eyes and call him. ÔItÕs me, Ana. ItÕs me, Ana.ÕÓ 

The closing shot of the filmÑ Ana out on the veranda at night, her sister IsabelÕs 

voice (repeating ÒÔItÕs me, Ana.ÕÓ) haunting herÑ brings us back to this passage by 
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Derrida.  What Ana hears in her mind is not her own voice and not the monsterÕs 

voice, but her sister Isabel saying, ÒÔItÕs me, Ana.ÕÓ  It is IsabelÕs voice which repeats 

ÒÔItÕs me, AnaÕÓ in AnaÕs own mind, and in this way AnaÕs own identity, the reality 

of her own world, is structured by this moment: hearing her sister Isabel repeat, 

imitating the monsterÕs voice, ÒÔItÕs me, Ana.ÕÓ And Ana stands in the darkness on 

the balcony hearing this repeated, this Òintense familiarity with the ineluctable 

originarity of the specter.Ó In this closing moment of the film, we encounter a scene 

as a complex beyond the impact of the cinematic image itself. What haunts Ana is no 

longer the images of Frankenstein, nor is it the voice of the monster.  What haunts 

Ana is the eerie repetition of her own name whispered by her sister in a very real 

game. It is entrenched anew in AnaÕs reality, and as it haunts Ana, its shadowy, 

spectral impact betrays, if only momentarily, the uncanny link between the cinematic 

and poetic image. 
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