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rachel blau duplessis:
a translation proposal

Anny Ballardini – Bolzano

T3
The contribution proposes two of Rachel Blau Du-
Plessis’s poems along with their rst Italian trans-
lation. The poems were chosen by DuPlessis and
translated by Anny Ballardini. The rst one is an
excerpt fromWriting (1984-1985), while the second
is DuPlessis’s celebratedDraft 5: The Gap (August-
September 1988). The parallel texts are introduced
by a brief explicatory note.

Il contributo propone la prima traduzione italiana
di estratti dalle opere della poetessa americana con-
temporanea Rachel Blau DuPlessis, scelti dall’au-
trice stessa e tradotti da Anny Ballardini. Il primo
estratto è tratto dalla Writing (1984-1985), mentre
il secondo estratto è da Draft 5: The Gap (agosto-
settembre 1988). La traduzione è preceduta da una
breve nota introduttiva.

The world that revealed itself in the book and the book itself were never, at any
price, to be divided.

Walter Benjamin,A Berlin Chronicle, in Reflections, trans. by
Edmund Jephcott, New York, Harcourt Brace Javanovich, 1974, p. 55

Feminist essayist, critic, and poet, Rachel Blau Du Plessis stands out on the Amer-
ican scene as one of the major authors of our times. Her greatest accomplishment in
the poetic eld is undoubtedly Drafts, a series of 114 poems she wrote based on a grid
that starts with 19 Donor Draf s, out of which another ve ensue in a horizontal read-
ing; the vertical order is chronological. As argued by Ros Zimmerman in Incomplete
Closur ,Drafts «addresses issues of history, gender, politics, philosophy, ecology, iden-
tity, boundary and scale, […] a collage of writings that [faces] what is, for DuPlessis,
the inadequacy of the lyric poem to express the political and social struggle of the poet,
poetry, and poetics».1 Daniel Bouchard mentioned the spherical dimension of Drafts,
with «the recurrence of its themes, its interrogations, glosses, and commentary; its bor-
rowings, appropriations, and writing through old draf s. […] each draf in the work is
autonomous and capable of standing alone» although it is only «through a collective
reading of Drafts» that the «reader [will] attain the enormously rich, unquestionably
challenging but inevitably satisfying experience it o fers».2

DuPlessis’s work-in-progress can be traced back to the 1960s, initially to the New
York School, but one of her two actual turning points took place in 1968: «So the fer-
ment of the 1960s exploding in spring 1968 and beyondwas a combustible politicization
that made me both ‘68er and feminist».3 She also gave the date of her very rst poem,

1 Ros Zimmermann, Incomplete Closur . A Reading of ‘Draft 84: Juncture’ by Rachel Blau DuPless , in
«Journal of Poetics Research» (September 2016), poeticsresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/
2016/02/zimmermann-drafts.pdf.

2 Daniel Bouchard, A Little Yod and a Rocking Enormity, in Jacket 2, ed. by Patrick Pritchett, 14
December 2011, jacket2.org/article/little-yod-and-rocking-enormity.

3 Rachel Blaud Duplessis, Blue Studios: Poetry and its Cultural Work, in Tuscaloosa (AL), University
of Alabama Press, 2006, p. 23.

poeticsresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/zimmermann-drafts.pdf
poeticsresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/zimmermann-drafts.pdf
jacket2.org/article/little-yod-and-rocking-enormity


270 Anny Ballardini

or better, as she stated: «on January 2, 1973, I awoke to my own poetry», through a
re-visitation of Orpheus and Eurydice’s myth, «he the gure of the poet, she a dead
nothing» who, re ecting DuPlessis’s fears and disappointments, is not only receptive
to Orpheus’s wish to come back, but at the same time «wants to go deeper into the un-
derground cave».4 Her other veering arrived with her meeting with George Oppen in
1965 that projected her onto the Objectivist scene. Alan Golding inMacro, Micro, Ma-
terial writes ofDraf s as being a «major experiment in post-Objectivism»by explaining
how «macro, micro, and questions of gender» together with «concerns with monu-
mentality and its shattering into rubble»5 return us to her Objectivist roots. Naomi
Shulman points out At the critical/poetic boundary6 while analyzing DuPlessis’s Draft
52: Midrash (2004), her attempt to o fer a sustained response to Adorno’s famous state-
ment that«towrite poetry af er Auschwitz is barbaric.»7 She quotes the same poetwith
the following:

His statement comes from the most wrenching revulsion, grief and human
anguish. Therefore, because it was so absolutist, I respected it as such. However,
because it was so absolutist (plus annihilating, as morally wrong or uncivilized,
my desire to write poetry), I felt it had to be discussed. Not answered, discussed.
Opened out. Exfoliated. Looked at again and again from any number of angles
or facets. That is what my serial poem does. Each time I approach the statement,
in the 27 sections of this poem, I try to honor the level of ethical revulsion and
grief from which it came. So each of the sections tries to invent an answer to the
question why did he say this in the immediate post-war context. What was he
getting at by singling out poetry.8

In Drafts and Fragments, Golding highlights DuPlessis’s debt to Ezra Pound right
from the title she has given to her vast work, taken from Pound’s late book of Cantos,
Drafts and Fragments of Cantos CX-CXVIII, and shows how she turns and returns to
his work. Golding underlines that Pound «wanted things settled once and for all», to
which he opposes DuPlessis’s own use of the fragment and quotes her from Blue Stu-
dios: «Drafts is pleased to be an unclean, female-penned poem lled with jots and tit-
tles and thoroughly contaminated by traces of the Hebraic. Drafts is a poem lled with
debris, rot, fragment, corners in which collages of trash collect».9 Golding adds: «We
know what the ‘Poundean mytho-informational model’ demands of its readers. The
‘notational’ mode of Drafts will not only operate via brief, contingent observations –

4 Ibid., p. 24.
5 Alan Golding,Macro, Micro, Material: Rachel Blau DuPless , in Blackbox, ed. by Alex Houen and
Adam Piette, 2006, www.manifold.group.shef.ac.uk/issue16/AlanGoldingEssayBM16.
pdf.

6 Naomi Shulman,At a Critical/Poetic Boundary, in Jacket 2, ed. by Patrick Pritchett, 14 December 2011,
jacket2.org/article/criticalpoetic-boundary.

7 TheodorW.Adorno,Cultural Criticism and Society ,trans. by SamuelWeber and ShierryWeberNichol-
son, inCan One Live After Auschwitz? A Philosophical Reader, ed. by Rolf Tiedemann, trans. by Rodney
Livingstone, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2003, p. 162.

8 Shulman,At a Critical/Poetic Boundary, cit.
9 Alan Golding,Drafts and Fragments: Rachel Blau DuPless ’s (counter-) Poundian Project, in Jacket 2,
ed. by Patrick Pritchett, 14 December 2011, jacket2.org/article/drafts-and-fragments#1.
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Rachel Blau DuPlessis: a Translation Proposal 271

notations or notes – but will also provide notes to its notes».10 Her writings have been
developing by mirroring the Judaic Midrash. In fact, the Hebrew Bible, Tanach, is not
only read, but literally annotated on the margins of the text.

Ron Silliman inUn-scene, ur-new setsDrafts in the history of the long poem andun-
derlines howDuPlessis questions rather than answers by«sensing that the right answers
need tobe further questions».11Hequali es it as being«one of themajor poetic achieve-
ments of our time».12Her ‘poethics’ (coinageDuPlessis uses, taken from JoanRetallack)
«involves investigation, examination, critique, resistance», as the same poet explains in
«Gender Arcades».13 The same concept of seriality has to be analyzed. It is the poet
who de nes it: «Seriality accounts for itself by a heuristic sense of even-in-language that
becomes a rhythm of thought, accountability via accumulation».14

The rst extract from her vast work suggested in the present context is taken from
Writing (1984-1985). Hank Lazer asserts that «the palimpsestic overwriting ofWriting
[is] a provocative poem of considerable genius».15 The second extract is Draft 5: Gap
(August-September 1988), which has been chosen for its formatting.16 The poem runs
in double columns and acknowledges DuPlessis’s note taken from «writing on Writ-
ing» on how the reader can be dislocated in not knowing how to read the poem: «the
reader», she states, «as much as the poet» is «at large, we are strained companions».17
Draft 5 refers to the death of a relative, as DuPlessis indicated. In perfect agreement
with Maria Damon, «[DuPlessis] is more Dante’s pilgrim, than Milton’s God».18 She
expounds further:

DuPlessis asks us to take seriously Olson’s call for the poetry-page as a wide-
open eld on which historical, theoretical, social and aesthetic problematics un-
furl, twist, evolve and mutate dialectically and/or dialogically, bouncing o f each
other in collision or play, interlocking in agonistic intensity or a fectionate rap-
prochement.19

The translations I propose below have been revised by the same author, Rachel
DuPlessis, who also selected the poems to be translated into Italian.

10 Ibid.
11 Ron Silliman, Un-scene, ur-new: The History of the Longpoem and ‘The Collage Poems of Drafts’, in
Jacket 2, ed. by Patrick Pritchett, 17 November 2016, jacket2.org/article/un-scene-ur-new.

12 Ron Silliman, Silliman’s Blog, http://ronsilliman.blogspot.it/2004_04_18_archive.
html.

13 BlaudDuplessis, Blue Studios: Poetry and its Cultural Work, cit., p. 53.
14 Rachel Blaud Duplessis, Considering the Long Poem: Genre Problems, in «Readings: Response and

Reactions to Poetries» (3 March 2009).
15 Hank Lazer, Travelling many direction’d crossings: The Poetry of Rachel Blau DuPless , in Opposing
Poetri , Evanston (IL), Northwestern University Press, 1996, vol. ii, ronsilliman.blogspot.it/
2004_04_18_archive.html, p. 35.

16 Rachel Blaud Duplessis, Draft 5: Gap, in Drafts 1-38, Toll, Middletown (CT), Wesleyan University
Press, 2001, pp. 28-32.

17 Rachel BlaudDuplessis,Writing, in Tabula Rosa, Elmwood (CT), Poets & Poet, 1987, p. 84.
18 Maria Damon, Pledge, with Draft Unnumbered Prec ; Review of Drafts 39-57, in «How2», ii (2006).
19 Ibid.
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272 Anny Ballardini

Imbedding some extruding some the interplay between selection,
Imbedding, and loss. Some few words, chosen, and why; but are also
Chosen from, once the day was awash in pinpricks, a pull in the back
Muscle, overlay and no experience. No experience because all. Say.

Saw. Operations. Addictions. And no shadow and it was dark within
This icy one knows brightness all disappearing all intense
Writingwhat; does it save it? “diaristic” in impulse, but
Unbargained, imponderable. Over written. Written then over written,
Over ridden, the selection is one thing, this (the globule, clot) another.
Di ferent plans and di ferent pictures.

Uneven picture patterns,
Most poetry something- irregular blocks, a rebus
imagery, structure. Trued, held in a rose-pink

border.

Dreaming I’m crying
it’s she’s crying.

Draft 5: Gap

Notes to Draft 5 by Rachel Blau DuPlessis: Gap. The deleted and blackened
materials suggest the FBI les of George Oppen, received under Freedom of Informa-
tion Act when I was editing Oppen’s Selected Letters. “The little child sel ” fromMal-
larmé’s The Tomb of Anatole, speci cally Paul Auster’s translation. “An Activity…” is
Regina Schwartz explaining interpretation; the notion of memory as interpretation re-
cently in Mary Jacobus. ”It is proper” from Irigaray. The black books are by Anselm
Kiefer. ”Someone” is the dancer Sharon Friedler; “the form” occurs in Japanese music:
“jo”–introduction; “ha”–the scattering; “kyu”–the rush to nish.

Ticontre. Teoria Testo Traduzione – vii (2017)
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Rachel Blau DuPlessis: a Translation Proposal 273

Includendo alcuni escludendo alcuni l’interazione tra la selezione,
Inclusione e perdita. Solo poche parole, scelte e perché; ma sono anche
Scelte da, appena il giorno era inondato da punture di spillo, uno strappo al
Muscolo della schiena, strato e nessuna esperienza. Nessuna esperienza perché

[tutto. Dì.
Vidi. Operazioni. Dipendenze. E nessun’ombra ed era scuro dentro
questa gelida conosce la brillantezza tutto sparisce il tutto intenso
scrivereCosa; forse lo salva? “diaristico” nell’impulso, però20
Non negoziato, imponderabile. Scritto sopra. Scritto e poi scrittovi sopra,
Superato, la selezione è una cosa, questo (il globulo, grumo) un’altra.
Diversi piani e diverse immagini.

Modelli d’immagini non livellati,
Gran parte del poema qualcosa- blocchi irregolari, un rebus
immaginazione, struttura. Ravvivato21, contenuto in un con ne

rosa.

Sto sognando di piangere
lei sta piangendo.

Bozza 5: Divario

Note a Bozza 5 di Rachel Blau DuPlessis: Divario. Il materiale cancellato e anne-
rito riporta ai documenti dell’FBI di George Oppen, ricevuti grazie all’Atto sulla Libertà
di Informazione quanto stavo editando la raccolta di Lettere Scelte di Oppen. “Piccolo
io del bambino” è tratto da Per una tomba di Anatole di Mallarmé dalla traduzione di
Paul Auster. “Un’Attività…” è di Regina Schwartz quando spiega l’interpretazione; la
nozione della memoria come interpretazione viene ripresa recentemente da Mary Jaco-
bus. “Conviene ritornare” da Irigaray. I libri neri sono di Anselm Kiefer. “Qualcuno” fa
riferimento alla ballerina Sharon Friedler; “la forma” avviene nella musica giapponese:
“jo”—introduzione; “ha”—la dispersione; “kyu”—la corsa al nale.

20 By using “però” instead of “ma” for “but” I respected DuPlessis’s request: “The ‘ma’ at the end of the 7th
line−could it be ‘però’? (this choice might showmy Umbrian aspect).”

21 In lack of a better word, I chose for “Trued” “Vero“. DuPlessis suggested the following: “It means ‘squared
o f properly’ − exactly as measured. […] ‘centrare’ or ‘ravvivare’. ‘Un rebus/ Ravvivato’?” I accepted her
suggestion also for the alliteration.
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1.

xxxxxx photograph.
A man within a day
of dead

estranged in light, that
at
ash struck,
half-holds his present

Strange Strange
Strange Strange
Strange Strange
Strange Strange

eyes whitened behind glass
enamel a “modern” kind of minimal
mural: indelible black rectangles;

Right on the edge. who coded the deletions,

lets a child giving
rip it open

special numbers, o fering a sheet of
… explanations to translate

“I guess I’ll never see you again” I had almost said
why the deletions had occurred.

“little child sel ” but I meant “I guess I won’t see
folds child soi(e) it was careful and exacting work
pink silk, tan silk
stroked electricity. many entirely black pages

many black squares framed by

grids of half-chucked writing
had been created

you for a while”
–dried– by xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

make golden “needles” engaged.

Ticontre. Teoria Testo Traduzione – vii (2017)
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1.

xxxxxx fotogra a.
Un uomo in un giorno
dei morti

alienato nella luce, così
appiattito
colpito dal ash,
a pena stringe il suo regalo

Strano Strano
Strano Strano
Strano Strano
Strano Strano

gli occhi bianchi dietro il vetro
smalto un tipo “moderno” di murale
minimale: rettangoli neri indelebili;

Proprio sul bordo. chi ha codi cato le cancellature,

permette a una bambina nel dare
di aprire il pacchetto

numeri speciali, o frono una pagina di
… spiegazioni da tradurre

“Temo che non ti rivedrò mai più ” dissi impercettibilmente
il perché delle cancellature.

“piccolo io del bambino” ma intendevo “temo non vedrò
piega bimba piega era un lavoro preciso e minuzioso
seta rosa seta noce
dissecata nell’elettricità. molte pagine annerite completamente

molti piccoli quadrati incorniciati da

griglie di scrittura mezze-rigettate
erano state create

tu per un po’”
–colpito– da xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

fa che gli “aghi” dorati siano a fascinanti

issn 2284-4473

http://www.ticontre.org


276 Anny Ballardini

but I had spoken the truth
some pages you can’t tell anything

hoarded. that aborted opening. one peers at those blackened.
an electric current trying to read what cannot be read
not to touch
especially
with the “wet hands of tears.” “have been lef out o ”

2.

Black megaliths of memory
Are they too empty or too impacted, protected

Deciphering “they evoke for me BODY” a dark
shimmer within a square “activity of repressing
that might be refabricating of making and

losing” if this is memory

a rocking I have an excellent memory.

of light
is it light? is it leaves? leaven? a place?
a dissolution opens a scattering of the lighter shadows
of shadow but if it means actually remembering…

within darkness the darker wall…

Every mark to touch a nerve
in a backwash
of silence a cicadian roaring “it is proper to go back

of silence: covers and articulates
the bugs crying to each other to the shadows”

a close packed sound, their
impastos of uctuating
distance.
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ma avevo detto la verità
di alcune pagine nulla puoi dire

ammassate. quell’apertura abortita. si sbircia quelle annerite.
una corrente elettrica che cerca di leggere ciò che non può essere letto
da non toccare
soprattutto
con le “mani bagnate dalle lacrime.” “sono state eliminate”

2.

Megaliti neri della memoria
Sono forse troppo vuoti o compattati, protetti

Decifrando “evocano per me CORPO” un oscuro
brillio nel quadrato “attività del reprimere
ciò che potrebbe essere il rifabbricare del fare e

perdere” se questa è memoria

un’oscillazione ho una memoria eccellente.

di luce
luce? fogliame? lievito? luogo?
una dissoluzione apre una dispersione delle ombre più leggere
dell’ombra ma se davvero signi ca ricordare…

nell’oscurità il muro più scuro…

Ogni segno deve toccare un nervo
in un ri usso
di silenzio un ruggito di cicale “è giusto ritornare

di silenzio: ricopre e articola
gli insetti si lamentano tra loro alle ombre”

un suono ben compatto, i loro
impasti di distanza
uttuante.
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The poem’s poem Black pages of gigantic books, tarred
a secret glutinous with erasure as if
voice muttering porous you asphalt food were spread

on burlap bread.

sprawled and fragrant

in a webbing of the gaps Something read that cannot be
woven disclosure… deciphered.
Low late pre-dawn freight
moans, or seems to
“J-w”
as it rushes the grade crossing

its track shining ahead
and away into un llable

space.
I said I had spoken the

On which plot

half wrapped in a sweaty sheet

a sheer drop:

one small point, one of the smallest,
if points had sizes,
yet such, that still
can barely imagine its densities and extensives
if all could be factored and scattered over the breadth
that is

and that
it is.

3.

Someone said this form: but where is it?
one, start
two, “the scattering”
three, a “rush to nish”
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La poesia della poesia Pagine nere di libri giganteschi, incatramati
un segreto colloso con cancellatura come se
una voce borbottante porosa tu asfalto cibo fosse spalmato

su pane di canapa.

liscio e fragrante

in una membrana che unisce i divari Qualcosa di letto che non può essere
divulgazione intessuta… decifrato.
Lento, sordo, prima dell’alba, treno
geme, o sembra
“Eb-i”
nel suo correre al valico

il binario brilla davanti
e lontano nell’incolmabile

spazio.
Dissi di aver parlato

Di quale trama

mezza avvolta in un drappo sudato

una caduta a strapiombo:

un puntino, uno dei più minuscoli,
se i punti avessero dimensioni,
pertanto, immobile
a malapena se ne immaginano le densità ed estensioni
se tutto potesse essere fattorizzato e disperso oltre il ato
ciò che è

e così
è.

3.

Qualcuno disse che questa forma: ma dov’è?
uno, partenza
due, “la dispersione”
tre, un’“accelerazione al nale”
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xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
even xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
metal link- xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
knot’s unfathomable xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
ecliptic xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
swerving xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
stars– xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
Call that point “R” on some xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
scroll of unrolling: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx the there–

under a black square
that I “was once there” cannot be read or found
all right

and in what language of uneasy rapture.

Grass stars, tree stars, dog stars
misty labyrinth
sores, spots, pocks, fats, jolts
teeming
constellations, and fecund milky spore
of galaxies on darkling sky

or pinked by the city
which dims the stars by local plethoras of light:

There, with

little swinging words knots
bits bugs
bite or shine

little guttering words…
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xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
pure xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
legame di metallo- xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
eclittica insondabile xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
del nodo xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
divulgando xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
stelle– xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
Dato il punto “R” su qualche xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
pergamena da srotolare: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx il là–

sotto un quadrato nero
che io “fui una volta là” non lo si riesce a trovare o leggere
va bene

e in che lingua di scomoda estasi.

Stelle erba, stelle albero, stelle cane
labirinto nebbioso
piaghe, macchie, butteri, protuberanze, scosse
pullulano
le costellazioni, e spore lattiginose feconde
delle galassie sul cielo che si volge al nero

o al rosa nei pressi della città
che oscura le stelle con pletore locali di luce:

Là, con

piccole parole oscillanti nodi
pizzichi bestiole
mordi o brilla

piccole parole vacillanti…
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