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INTRODUCTION
If you’re not scared of us, you should be. What was accomplished in The Philadelphia Renaissance,
marked roughly by the ten year period 2000-2010, or “the Aughts,” covers so much ground, from
the popular arts through the higher arts and into the humanities in general, and breaks with so
many American cultural traditions, from the rejection of European classicism to a preponderance of
fame-and-profit motivated forces, that it is difficult to believe that forces could’ve coalesced so
serendipitously. Yet, the aesthetic favored by Philadelphia Renaissance artists is dark— eerie,
chiaroscuro, steeped in multiple meanings, secret passageways, many of them extending back
over centuries of European high art and culture, and the secrets there unearthed of form and
theme. Conversely, part of the miracle of The Philadelphia Renaissance is that, distinctions and
classifications aside, it brought an entire generation of younger Philadelphia artists together, in
every personal capacity imaginable— rock musicians, poets, painters, journalists, novelists, DJs,
hipsters, and literary theorists mixed and mingled, sans restraints, of vanity or otherwise. Put
simply, the Philadelphia Renaissance years were generous ones, and the ferocity of the forces
unleashed, from Dirty Frank’s and McGlinchey’s to Woody’s at 13th and Walnut, bound us to each
other with passion, joie de vivre, sometimes antagonism but always engagement. No one who had
a stake in this Renaissance was ignored, and even when we fought, it was from ideals, principles,
and whatever ethos came under discussion to ignite them, and us.
In the Philadelphia Renaissance, it seems to me, everyone was queer. This Renaissance involved a
conglomeration of individuals, and individual sensibilities, so at a tangent to normative ones that
even walking down Broad Street, PR participants got stared at. Some of us were literally queer,
some of us were not— but the mentality which arises from severe, ineluctable difference, which
sets individuals apart from the standard or typical, was a sine qua non to join the extremely
unlikely squad which constituted our ranks. It also needs to be said that, within our constraints of
freakishness and extremely developed individuality, most PR artists maintained a streak of
frankness and candidness, sans bluster, braggadocio, and empty “fronting,” which separated and
still separates us from what is typical in New York, L.A., San Francisco, and the rest. In Philadelphia
in the Aughts, thoughtfulness was cool— so was actual bed-hopping, actual drug-taking, and
actual mythologizing out of these behaviors. Where class was concerned, there was wide variation
in our respective backgrounds, from working class right up to upper middle; but none of us, not
one of the important PR core, were raised rich, and none of us had trust-funds, either.
It should be clear why this congeries of complexes and circumstances around culture, a city, and a
period of time would and will be frightening to the entrenched cultural intelligentsia of America,
particular in vulnerability-laden 2014. The typical lynchpins which hold American cultural
movements together— old money, wheeling and dealing, flim-flam, media buy-outs, gallery buyouts, print press buy-outs, venue buy-outs, are not where we were or are at. Strictly speaking, no
one has bought us anything. Yet, the space cleared for us, especially on Internet Archive, in a
locked, permanent account which no amount of money could buy out, proves to me that, slowly but
surely, we are making the right ramparts fall towards a full-scale cultural revolution from within
the United States; and, for the first time, a cultural revolution born out of art and art-impulses
which are durable enough, formidable enough, imaginative enough, and headstrong enough about
adherence to individualized sensibilities to last more or less forever. So, be afraid. Be very afraid.
Adam Fieled, 2014
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DEEP NOIR
What "noir" connotates, in popular culture, is an aesthetic condition of extreme stylization.
Look at the elements which configure, say, the average Raymond Chandler novel, and which
do not change from book to book; stylized elements- a hard-bitten detective (Marlowe)
pursuing a treacherous villain, encountering a standard cast of characters. There's the coy
femme fatale, attached somehow to a criminal underworld or with underworld connections;
dirty and double-dealing cops, who may or may not be trustworthy, and in on certain hits;
and innocent bystanders drawn into matrixes of crime and hustle against their will. What
stylization implies, as a kind of mold for artistic forms to fit into, is homogeneity, and the
solidity of homogeneity- we, as readers, never need to wonder what to expect from Raymond
Chandler. To the extent that more serious artists develop individual and individualized
aesthetic concerns and formal-thematic, consistent topoi, stylization in their work becomes
inevitable- this is how we know Picasso from Manet, Manet from David; or, in literature,
Milton from Byron, and Byron from Browning; etc. If I am interested in "noir," and in poaching
"noir" from American popular culture and granting it another context, it is because the stylistic
elements of my Apparition Poems series shares, in the kinds of moods, impressions, and
ambience generated, something with noir, and noir stylistic conventions. All three major
Apparition Poems collections cohere around a set of imperatives, which lean towards the
revelation of shadows rather than light, dark tones and hues rather than bright ones, and
labyrinthine complexities rather than scintillating clarities. Levels of cognitive awareness,
represented in texts which seek to boast some philosophical import, particularly in regards to

ontological awareness in the midst of extreme (even pornographic) vulgarity, separate the
Apparition Poems drastically from the rote, pop culture consonant facility of Chandler's
books.
Indeed, the chiasmus between noir and serious, sustained intellection is, as far as I know, a
novel mode of stylistic inquiry and exploration. My equivalent of Chandler's shocking plottwists and peripeteias are linguistic innovations which multiply meanings and make key
words and phrases serve dual, or triple, ends; so that these words and phrases are set in
place, figuratively, to "split the heads" of their audience, towards recognitions of hidden
semantic-thematic depth, and against surface ("surface-y") orientations and sensibilities.
That's why I call my version of noir "deep noir"- the Apparition Poems are crafted, on some
semantic levels, from similar molds- towards chiaroscuro and the enchantment of multiple
meanings. It is also easy to notice that the Apparition Poems are, in fact, haunted by coy
femme fatales, dirty-dealers, and an interrogating, interrogative protagonist ("I"), who
attempts to sift his way through mazes of psycho-cognitive, and psycho-affective,
complications. The poems shudder towards satori-like head-split semantic inversions; and
whether any give satori ends its poem or not, the ultimate stylistic effect is to startle, unsettle,
and re-wire the minds of the audience who reads them. Chandler, in a pop culture context
sans intellectual heft, is far less unsettling. The Apparition Poems create mysteries and
remain centered in them, in a negatively capable fashion, while Chandler's level of stylization
insures easy, unchallenging comprehension. Still, I like "noir" as a stylistic formulation
around the Apparition Poems nonetheless, because they do create and maintain a "shaded"
ambience, which is recognizably itself from poem to poem and book to book. I have spoken
of the "body heat" passed from the twentieth to the twenty-first century, in spite of the new
century's reservations- and, as one level of inheritance which takes the Apparition Poems to
a secure hermeneutic locale, "noir" and "deep noir" both work surprisingly well.
As to the issue of why, in 2014, a "noir" aesthetic, inclusive of formal-thematic depth, would
be of wide interest once placed into circulation- the reason is fairly simple. On many levels
and in many variegated contexts, few sensibilities other than "noir" could be generally and
widely representative in America, against the facile breeziness of post-modernity. The
Recession has created a climate, both within and without aesthetics, of entrenched
circumstantial darkness and shadowy languor. Untold, unreported catastrophes may have
wiped out entire sectors of the population- yet the media chirps away as though nothing has
changed. American pop culture is in an advanced state of erosion and deterioration- there
are no new rock stars anymore, and new American cinema not only isn't selling but is
divested, for the populace, of the perceived glamour which used to enable it to sell. The
secret passageways which used to make America interconnect have largely been severed;
even as the Internet has created new labyrinths and passageways which often amount to a
subversive conspiracy against the normative. The truly noir facet of the Internet is that it
allows the American public to understand how and why its been duped; and what's left of a
thinking American populace is cognizant of these things. The Apparition Poems were written
to hold down a cultural fort radically on the side of haute culture and high art, scribed by a

single author from within the bounds of the United States. For those watching closely, and
who know how the American literary landscape has largely been configured over long and
short periods of time, this congeries of circumstances is a rebellion and an innovation. That
the Apparition Poems are not only indigenously American (if standing, aesthetically, on the
shoulders of historical Europe) but indigenously Philadelphian is another innovation- the
creation of literary Philadelphia, in the twenty-first century, has to do with the noir elements
already built into Philly as a mythological construct.
Philadelphia, much more so than New York (which offers, to my eyes, nothing labyrinthine
beneath a bold, brusque surface) is perpetually ravaged by contradictions and conflicting
internal imperatives- the Main Line surface/patina is all about the prestige of old money;
South Philly prizes blue-collar, ethnic simplicity, but falsely and disingenuously (against the
complex and baroque machinations of the South Philly mob); the mob also runs at least
partly other suburbs supposed to be middle-class, and standardized to American suburban
norms, which they are not; and the "noir" sense, at the end of things, is that Philadelphia is a
shadow-plagued city, and what you see is certainly not what you get here. The
representatively Philadelphian surface/depth tensions are what make the city fertile ground
for high art, rooted in formidably intellectual narratives, slanted towards the stylized
chiaroscuro of noir symbolization and signification. Make no mistake- Philly makes a more
than reasonable microcosm of the United States, because Philly has many things to hide.
Every thoughtful Philadelphian has their own Philadelphia narrative. That Philadelphia is
often represented as simple is one of its noir allure-features. Philadelphia, in fact, may be
taken as the secret capitol of America, and much of America's internal darkness is
exteriorized/embodied with precision in our labyrinths here. From a certain angle, for
Philadelphia to produce representative American high art is no stretch at all- higher art
requires higher faithfulness to complex human truth. Because complexities are difficult, both
to perceive and to assimilate, they are, or can be, dark. If my version of noir borrows
stylistically from the likes of Raymond Chandler, the substance of the art is uniquely set
within its own thematic manner/mode of confused, perplexing darkness. Yet attempts to
unearth deep truth, when performed skillfully, are always cathartic, as pitiful and terrible as
the deep ("noir") truth can be, and in this, this art finds its strength and metier.
***Photograph is of Philadelphia City Hall, taken from its West entrance***

ENLIGHTENED ELITISM, ENLIGHTENED CLASSICISM
Living with the remnants of the twentieth century, and twentieth century culture, still around
us (in the press, art press and otherwise, and even online to an extent), it is easy to see in
what manner my art (and the work of the other PFS artists) can and will be dismissed. For
reinstating a demarcation between low and high art, against the imposed confines of postmodern theory, thought, and practice, and radically against the grain of what is acceptable to
the American press corps; and for reinstating, also, a historical sense which deals with art
century by century, rather than living in a radically circumscribed, perpetually "present"
moment; the Philly Free School must needs be attacked by accusations of extreme/extremist
classicism and extreme elitism simultaneously. I would like to opine, however, that what we
have built into our body of work is a highly advanced, thoughtful, scrupulous, and one might
say "enlightened" form of elitism and classicism. Neither I nor my friends had any problem
looking the twentieth century, and twentieth century culture, dead in the face; its just that we
were catholic enough in our tastes not to limit ourselves. Not working at the behest of
spurious, frivolous motives, directed in our tastes by authentic impulses, proclivities, and
sympathies, it was obvious to us that the high/"haute" art in century XX seemed constricted,
narrow, and vulgarized in its essence into tiny forms and expressions. Maintaining a
historical sense, and an ability to make choices owing not to circumstances but to our
individual temperaments, we migrated back to the nineteenth century over the twentieth and

stayed there, judging century XX to be a cultural regression, while having, by sheer proximity
and "body heat," to allow some twentieth century influence in regardless.
Thus, the language of our symbolizations and significations is polyglot; and if I am forced to
answer accusations of elitism and classicism, simply owing to historical depth and diversity
of influence, I will state that we made our aesthetic choices very carefully, and had the
courage of our convictions to assimilate what moved us the most, from the inside out, rather
than acquiescing to internalize what was presented to us as what was most contemporary,
representative, and praiseworthy. The pejorative connotations of "classicism" and "elitism"
have to do with retrograde, reactionary attitudes, bent into stuffy dismissals of anything new;
what PFS has to offer is set at a perpendicular angle to those definitions. We, all of us, have
lived and created under intense, group-centered pressure to conform, if conventional,
substantial rewards (publication, sales) were to be ours; always with the knowledge that the
adjacent post-modern group norm, to stay grounded in a twentieth century ethos at all costs,
against any form of historical sense which would challenge this group norm, was configured
to delineate what was and what was not acceptable, either theoretically or in practice; and
our collective response, from Philadelphia in the Aughts, was to rebel, and to do so publicly,
which we did, with panache. As of the initiation of our practice, enlightened classicism and
enlightened elitism were both (and largely remain) rebellious stances; and the tyranny of the
"present-minded," the vulgar, the thoughtless, the formless, the formulaic, and the
insubstantial (to our eyes/ears) has been both a terrible weight for us to bear and heavy
shackles for us to attempt to cast off. In the realm of the post-modern, what's "new" is never
really new anyway- just as Koons reprises Warhol reprising Duchamp, it is a fraudulent
simulacrum of the "new," which disguises the essential nature of genuine artistic innovation
(that which creates new formal-thematic contexts, nexuses, and matrixes) in order to
advertise its own inversion-heavy (nothing into something) paucity.
The question arises, for myself and others of my ilk, whether our creations are made to
subsist as "foster children of silence and slow time"; in other words, whether or not it will be
a long, slow haul towards establishing ourselves and our art in a major way, and a way which
would be satisfying and gratifying for us. How staunch, as a tightly knit collective, are the
post-modernists in 2014? From the evidence my daily life has presented to me, I have
induced the knowledge that post-modernity, as a capitalistic, profit-counting institution, has
lost ground and momentum in our current Great Recession. My assumptions in this context
must, of necessity, be modest- PFS have demonstrably had a significant amount of space
cleared for us, but we remain largely unknown to the general public, and no visible chiasmus
exists between ourselves, our work, and the American or any other press corps. Yet if raw
online numbers are any indication, there is certainly a receptive sector of the American and

European public ready to greet our work with appropriately receptive hearts and minds. This
is why the reference to Keats is both interesting and provocative- what we have written and
painted must, owing to its depth, thoughtfulness, and formal-thematic richness, take on the
sober, austere attire of "foster children of silence and slow time"- but it is intriguing,
conversely, to consider that, with our current entropic zeitgeist, in which a populace are
starved for authentic passion and intelligence in what they consume, PFS might attract some
short-term success as well.
In a contradictory sense, it both is and is not immaterial to me whether this short-term
success transpires- to the extent that our work is dealt with seriously, and we are not
trivialized, it could be a positive development; yet all of us have enough education in the
higher arts to understand that what achieves the most profound impact tends to do so
slowly, incrementally, and often imperceptibly, over decades and centuries. This is one
salient reason that post-modernity insults our collective intelligence- by reducing the higher
arts to a mere adjunct and an underling to the popular arts, it so attempts to erase, in a
brutish and militaristic fashion, the entire history of the higher arts beyond its tiny, crabbed
purview, that the entire post-modern endeavor amounts to a sustained assault of anti-art and
anti-culture on entrenched, yet often powerless, adversaries. In a very real sense, all PFS's
elitism and classicism entail is a deep-set appreciation of the entire history of the higher arts,
which we have refused to conceal or elide in an attempt to achieve short-term, ephemeral,
and extremely hypocritical success. Why it is that aesthetic progress has to come at the
expense of a reviled, demeaned, and somehow naive past is something I've never
understood- now, as the new century coalesces, I've been led to the conclusion that autodestruction of the history of the higher arts, as both a stated and a surreptitious post-modern
intention/ambition, has had nothing to do with anything but fear and greed, set lecherously
and coercively into motion to homogenize an already blasted Western cultural landscape.
The commonplace, known to art-world insiders, that post-modern artists have more
invested in pop culture imbecility and business ventures than in their own work (which may
or may not sell for enormous sums of money), is shorthand for post-modernity's rejection of
both passion and intellect, and for anything humanistically expressive at all. Confounding
this, our Philadelphia was Edenic for us. Philadelphia is known to be as corrosive and
lecherous as any other American metropolis, in some ways more so; and how Philadelphia is
sold in the media largely inverts, in classic post-modern fashion, both its beauty and its
distinctive ambience. What PFS pursued here was very unique, as we found a way to
progress while conserving, and vice versa; and the "twist in the tale" is that our myth of what
Philadelphia is may be "the keeper" for the entire length of the century to come.
***Photograph is “The Fall” or “Portrait: Adam and Mary” by Mary Harju***

Earth-World-Wordsworth

The manner in which I have formulated "Earth and World" on the Purification Chain
enumerated in "Space Between"- "Earth" as representative of pure "presence," the being
of beings, and thus a Primary Mode; a hinge, also, to durability and permanence; "World" as
representative of transient contingencies, dynamic configurations not uniquely set in place at
specific junctures, and thus a Secondary Mode; and that the two modes, in reciprocal
relationship, not only suggest each other's presence but imitate each other internally sans
effort, towards discourse or intuition; has its own way of reacting to Wordsworth's
"Prelude," as a potential signifier in the twenty-first century, not bypassing but absorbing and
discharging the nihilistic dismemberment of twentieth century humanities productions, and
establishing a meaningful chiasmus. The objects upon which Wordsworth expends his
subjectivities; "natural" objects; not only affect a catharsis of "World" consciousness and
"World" energy but establish a basis for trans-temporal nurturance as meta-rational linkage
with perfected, totalized "Earth."
We, in the twenty-first century, are not so sanguine in our relationship to "Earth" and Earthenergies; nor are we convinced that the trans-temporal is easily accessed as a circuit
into/through human consciousness; what we may substitute for Wordsworth's Naturalism
are levels of meta-engagement with our own cognitions- no exterior "Natural" can substitute
for cognitive engagement with cognitive processes themselves. The twentieth century
radically destabilized our relationship with nature, and the Natural was pilloried by
pulverizing forces of urbanization and technological encumbrance- leaving us to find
nurturance not in Wordsworth's engagement with the permanent, exterior to his own
consciousness, but with the permanence of his ability to extend cognition into
transcendental realms as a natural-in-itself. For the twenty-first century, cognition itself must
be our Earth; and the permanence perceived to be inhering in cognition, the temporal
constraints of Worldliness can purify our cognitions into refined awareness of how and with
what manner we may be able to merge into presence, the being of beings, nature.

Recuperation of Piety: Tolstoy and the Great Recession

Anna Karenina, the protagonist of Count Leo Tolstoy’s eponymously named epic
saga, has a hinge, and an unfortunate one, both to the twentieth century in general and to
America’s twentieth century. The constituent factor of her selfishness— an inability to
visualize anything but a narcissistic world, with her standing at the center of a maelstrom of
action and dynamic movement in general— shows us how prescient Tolstoy was in
anticipating late nineteenth century trends which wound up coloring and animating the
twentieth. Anna Karenina would (and has) made an excellent Hollywood goddess; her good
looks, sex appeal, willingness to transgress, emotional vicissitudes, and ultimately tragic
suicide all seem like grist for the mill which is constructed to hook in audiences with artifice,
outrageousness, and morbid fascination. Yet, by the end of “Anna Karenina,” Anna’s voice
has been lost, in the dialogues which end the book between Levin, his family and brood,
along with two other voices which bear the lusty insignia of screen glamour— Count
Vronsky, Anna’s paramour, and Anna’s brother Stiva, a bourgeois, aristocratic libertine. The
Levin family is set in place to represent virtue, piety, and the disclosure of “the good,” in a
generalized sense, from interrogation of the larger questions of human existence, through
Levin’s own free-associative musings, which we hear, from his intellectual brother
Koznyshev, and from the simple graceful devotion of his wife Kitty.
This last portion of the book can be taken, in its context, as rather jejune, in that the
conclusions which Levin comes to are jejune, or as revelatory of what human consciousness
can achieve of balance and harmony, taking into consideration the material, emotional, and
spiritual vagaries of human life. But with the elimination of the libertine element which has
dominated the text since its introduction, during which we see Stiva Oblonsky taken to task
for cheating on his wife Dolly, and Anna Karenina efficaciously intervening on his behalf,
unaware that she is about to become a hypocrite, we see the point Tolstoy seems to be
making, and it is a stern one— that those reckless and selfish enough to live their lives as a
permanent wallow in sensual enjoyments generally do not have much to contribute to

dialogues whose telos is to perpetuate useful thoughtfulness and worthy idealism among the
human race. The brilliance which separates Tolstoy from a middle-weight like, say, George
Eliot, means that he does not editorialize or pontificate; his complete and totalized
objectivism encourages us to experience the structure of the book’s final scenes in such a
way that we may glean for ourselves the author’s intentionality. Ultimately, it is not
necessarily sensual enjoyments, as pursuits-in-themselves, which seem to damn Anna, Alexey
Vronsky, and Stiva Oblonsky (who could carry the moniker the “Hollywood Trio” of the
book) to silent obsolescence— it is their inability to see past themselves, to have thoughts
which reach for higher realities, to connect their lives not only to what is base or abased but
to what is transcendent. Anna, Vronsky, and Stiva live in their moods and their senses—
though the novel presents them as very capable of social artifice, and the ability to appear to
be humbling themselves, all dote on scenarios entered into in which they can watch
themselves “shine,” above and beyond the social or romantic brilliance of others.
The desire to “shine,” above and beyond others, especially when it is allowed to
transform into an overriding passion, is one major story of America’s twentieth century. The
banality and vapidity of America’s century is that behaviors encouraged almost always leaned
towards the predilections of Tolstoy’s Hollywood Trio rather than Levin’s searching,
scrupulous devotion towards psycho-spiritual reckoning. What Hollywood was for
America’s twentieth century— an invitation to gluttonous narcissism; a cultural not worthy
to be called cultural on a world/historical level; and a lifestyle which went far beyond the
confines of movies and entertainment commodities, so that all of America was swept up into
a social morass of decoying, drug dealing, gratuitous devotion bordering on slavery to
thoughtlessness and lecherous, permanent intoxication; the sense that all of these complexes
are variegated manifestations of materialism and materialistic interest, against the possible
existence of any form of idealism, self-sacrifice, or devotion to humanistic endeavor; all
these are what make Hollywood the best and most poignant paradigm model for America’s
twentieth century. This is sad.
None of this would be relevant, either Tolstoy’s schematizations or America’s drift
into materialistic lassitude, if America in 2014 were not suffering holocaust-level
repercussions from the Hollywood century which has just passed. Like Anna, Tolstoy’s antiheroine, America has lost the thread of coherence and cohesiveness which has bound it
together for so long, and dissolved into not only incoherence but semi-dementia. What
manifests in America’s mainstream media in 2014 has a quality of being from a bygone era,
being devolved from any kind of truth-consonance into the state of, outlet by outlet, story
by story, permanent non sequiters. Anna’s final monologue, before she jumps in front of the
train which kills her, hinges on hatred; as she rides to the station, she sees around her
everywhere those pretending love but feeling hate. The psychology of this is interesting,
because it manifests the phenomenon of “projection”— Anna’s projects her own syndrome,
pretending love but experiencing ambivalence and hatred onto all she sees— but, likewise,
along a slightly different path, all the American media can do in 2014 is project onto the
public that its Hollywood value system has remained intact, and that, even during the aridity
and deprivations of the Great Recession, everyone is where they were ten or twenty years
ago, and move forward(which is actually backwards) from there. Millions and millions of
Americans are suffering the Anna Karenina syndrome— pushed into no-win situations by
years of narcissistic endeavor and thoughtlessness, and forced to watch their own minds
decay as the media world they once relied on for inspiration decays around them. One
constituent feature of the Great Recession has been specifically this— surrounded by death,
famine, and other signs of holocaust, the public looks for support from a media at least

idealistic enough to tell some of the truth some of the time, and receives nothing but “the
usual” vapid, banal blarney which sufficed for adequate consciousness-fodder in the
twentieth century. As with Anna, when we need nurturance, we find none.
The Levin family, who close out “Anna Karenina,” have recuperated a sense of piety
about their lives, for themselves and for their relation to the outside world; piety, as Levin
notes, gleaned from observing what Levin calls the “revelation of good.” Levin does
associate this nexus of moral-ethical interrelations from Christianity; and it is a thoughtful
version of Christianity, in which revelation follows from extended, sometimes torturous
cognition. It is the antithesis of Hollywood and the Hollywood lifestyle, which discourages
cognition, and embraces revelation only of the glories and exploits of the self over others.
Though Anna is briefly mentioned towards the end of the book, and of course Dolly has
separated herself from Stiva enough to be under, with her children, Levin’s aegis, it is clear
that Levin has drawn a symbolic line in the sand, and to be under his aegis the frivolity of
the Hollywood Trio need not be discussed or considered at length. At the end of the day,
there is not that much to discuss about Anna, Vronsky, and Stiva— they lived their lives
wrapped up in moments meant to glorify themselves and their fleeting passions to the most
luxuriant possible extent. Since we have now endured an entire American century of Annas,
Vronskys, and Stivas, it is no surprise that media pundits who throw the same tired semiotic
garbage in the shrinking public’s face are rewarded with plummeting sales and suddenly nonexistent prestige. Twentieth century signifiers— Warhol’s soup cans, Marilyn Monroe, John
Kennedy, The Beatles, Michael Jackson, Ronald Reagan— are all hewn from the same
thoughtless, self-gratifying material. None signify thoughtfulness in any meaningful way— as
for piety or idealism, Hollywood made these virtues seem not only unimportant but so
drastically unfashionable as to constitute an insult to the banal, vapid anti-dignity of a
century hewn not from stone but from mud. The way to recuperate some genuine piety in
2014 America, is to do as the Levins do— cognate. Use your brains, and connect yourself
and your life to larger realities, in a rigorous way. If I seem to be pontificating, it is a reflex
reaction against the scarifying moral-ethical emptiness of what could be the single dumbest
human century on record. What Tolstoy has taught us has a simple application here— if the
century opening up encourages cognition, it will have a voice that the last century could not
have. Voices worth remembering are usually considered ones.

Chop with a Machete: Nineteenth Century
Provincialism?

It is only 2014, and already a body of work has coalesced and established itself
publicly in the higher arts in America which threatens the hegemony of the twentieth
century’s accepted, dominant strains of aesthetic theory and practice. What this body of
work largely establishes is an imperative to dismantle, disorient, and, ultimately, destroy
twentieth century aesthetic ideologies, from the inside out, and towards several foundational
recognitions— that thematics, largely lost in twentieth century avant-garde formalism, must
be reinstated as a constituent element in the higher arts, to set a well-rounded standard for
twenty-first century higher art; that, for the creation of higher art and for its dissemination to
be as rich and potentially durable as possible, the entire history of high art must be embraced
rather than discarded; and that a meaningful demarcation between high and popular art,
blurred into obscurity in century XX, needs also to be reinstated in order to acknowledge,
appreciate, and reward the seriousness, thoughtfulness, and depth-consonance (formal and
thematic) of manifestly superior (even in culturally relative contexts) aesthetic efforts.
The quandary with the fulsome insertion of these foundational recognitions into
recognized, standardized aesthetic discourses is that the century XX old guard will consider
them “provincial”— that they are a retreat from the theoretical advances of the twentieth
century into the parochial, patriarchal, culturally homogenous nineteenth century, and that
the intellectually sophisticated cultural relativism which would be lost would constitute a
profound, emasculating step backwards from world-consonance, queer-consonance,
advanced gender-consonance, and genuine, responsible socio-political awareness. The
problem I have, as a practicing artist and theorist, with the twentieth century’s advanced
aesthetic theoretical apparatuses and those who espouse them is relatively simple— for all
that key texts bravely consolidate a sense of responsibility around issues of gender, race,
sexual orientation, and all facets of cultural relativism, the works of literary and visual higher
art produced in the twentieth century are so drastically inferior, both formally and
thematically (and in avant-garde twentieth century literature, narrow, hermetically sealed,
anti-humanistic formalism ruled the roost quite unequivocally), to what was produced in the
nineteenth century, that what has been produced of serious merit in the twenty-first century

smoothly and organically “skips” twentieth century literature (and visual art), and erects itself
from nineteenth century models.
Looking at the nineteenth century and the twentieth, in theoretical and practical
chiasmus, each century manifested its own brand (or manner or form) of provincialism—
and I am arguing here that, despite its outward protestations of courage and a responsible,
culturally egalitarian humanism, the twentieth century’s form and manner of aesthetic
provincialism, which eschewed the rigorous and well-rounded in practice for the facile, and
did away, in many sectors, with any serious approach to coherence, cohesiveness, and
applied thematic focus altogether, letting tiny, slight formal gestures unsuccessfully pick up
the gestalt slack, is far more steep than the nineteenth’s manner of culturally homogenous
artistic production, and makes the twentieth century both potentially a featherweight one, a
laughingstock, and one easy to “dispose of” in the new century’s ambience.
As the twenty-first century develops, many suspect that a nasty conspiracy looms
behind the vapid, vacuous fraudulence of twentieth century art, aesthetics, and other
branches of the humanities. The conspiracy has to do with narcotics, and the widespread,
flagrant trafficking of narcotics. The supposed narrative runs that high level, high
maintenance drug dealers and drug dealing conglomerates, including wealthy families, in the
twentieth century were fond, for various business reasons (of convenience and for the
purpose of subterfuge) of adopting and maintaining “fronts” for their illicit activities; and
that, by misrepresenting the business interests at hand while simultaneously creating a veneer
of cultural, humanitarian respectability, the higher arts provided both a useful outlet and a
manner or form of representing states of business affairs, backwards and sideways. If
twentieth century higher art appears to be abased and degraded beyond belief, it may be
because its primary purpose was not to symbolize or embody the heights and depths to
which human consciousness can rise or fall, but to display the wares of illicit, violence-driven
commerce— and thus, to enact the humanities’ dissolution into cacophonous nothingness.
The suspicion that, in the twentieth century, powerful drug dealers and drug dealing
conglomerates had bifurcated motivations— both to achieve maximum profit-gain and to
destroy the humanities’ integrity in the process— is a very real and compelling one, when a
seasoned intellect is forced to take seriously what was written and published under the high
art aegis in that century, particularly the second half of that century, when the flatulent
specter of the “post-modern” was shoved, by brute force and greed, into public prominence.
The narrative of the central suspicion continues, that many Modern and post-modern artists
were not authentic individuals but “characters,” assembled by drug dealing conglomerates to
represent business interests. Thus, the differentiated, distinguished figure of the twentieth
century author may prove to have been a character actor, fulfilling a specially scripted,
particularized dossier— and the foundational structures behind or beneath these characters
would include hacks specifically hired to write books to fulfill (again) dossier scripts; and
drug dealers, prepared to send messages (“decoys”) through their character’s speech, social
interactions, and published writings, whether threats, recriminations, instructions, or
affirmations of profitable conditions in different sectors.
I have hypothesized that the twentieth century may go on record as the “Hollywood
Century”; if this is so, it is because an abundance of “characters” occupying the public stage,
rather than authentic, autonomous individuals, assured that the twentieth century’s public
sphere was created and maintained in a spirit of drastically bad faith, reducing the humanities
to the dull-minded tawdriness of the cheapest, flimsiest popular culture and kitsch, and for
no good reason other than dope deals. This, if it is the case, even if only potentially the case,
or half the case, is as silly, sad, and pathetic a century dossier as a humanities century can

possibly have; and accounts for the twentieth century higher artist’s perpetual attempt, from
Duchamp forward, to degrade, abase, and destroy the higher arts from the inside out (both
of humanistic interest and of intellectual substance.) This “century sickness” is largely behind
us, though we see remnants of it in the American mainstream press, and many of us are
prepared to be objective about it— and what has been established in higher art contexts in
the twenty-first century by 2014 arguably trumps the achievements of the entire, oafish,
bastardized twentieth century. Thus, the sorrow of waste and extreme disenchantment is
tempered for many of us by wind filling new sails, the novel congeries of circumstances
around which must still seem, in their fledgling state, undetermined and indeterminate.
**Painting is “Saturn Devouring His Son” by Goya**
***This essay was featured in “On Barcelona,” ed. Halvard Johnson, in 2014***

MYTH AND THE PHILADELPHIA RENAISSANCE
How mythologies proliferate and perpetuate themselves among the human race- the
mechanics of mythology- is a fascinating issue, and involves knowledge of humanities
(sociology/anthropology) which I do not have. Yet, I begin this essay on the side of a certain
kind of knowledge- that for many years in Philadelphia in the Aughts, many young artists
were developing rapidly and in tandem. The formal-thematic concerns they shared were
easy to notice- expressed sexuality, both queer and straight, as a manifestation of achieved
personal freedom and expressive competence, and against the backdrop of a faltering
national economy and socio-political landscape; a rekindled romance with the haute culture
of the nineteenth century, particularly nineteenth century Europe, as a repository of worthy

forms and psycho-cognitive, textual or imagistic vistas; a generalized rejection of the Aughtsnormative, and post-modernity's rote, dry, unimaginative and bloody-minded cultural
stranglehold from cash-built, internally corrupt fortresses of media, galleries, academic
institutions, journals, and presses; and the city of Philadelphia itself as a muse and fetish,
specifically owing to the city's manifest complexities, exquisite architecture (aligning Philly
secretly with Paris and other embodiments of haute-European appearances, and against
American media cliches), and the spirit of socio-sexual freedom and aesthetic daring which
reigned as a zeitgeist for many years in the Aughts here, and which, once descended,
animated affected lives with a perpetual sense of liberation, release, and intoxication.
This congeries of complexes and circumstances constitutes, for me, the backbone of what I
call the Philadelphia Renaissance- but as, in the midst of text-creation, I interrogate myths,
mythologies, and processes of myth-making, it occurs to me that for a genuine, cherished
myth (or series of myths) to take root in Western consciousness around what happened in
Philadelphia in the Aughts, some form of collective will need to develop for the
aforementioned proliferations and perpetuations to occur- in other words, myths cannot be
created completely in a vacuum. I have failed to enumerate what we were (and are) up
against, which is formidable- a shadow-Philadelphia (and America) of faux-cultural sectors,
set in place only to coerce awful, inferior, thoughtless and formless art into entrenched
positions of demonstrable power and prestige; the "deep pockets" able, for subterranean
reasons, to buy out these contrived, inauthentic positions, and which can and will be willing
to block attempts to consolidate Philadelphia Renaissance art. Our art, of course, was not
created or placed into circulation from "deep pockets" but by young artists living on, and
from, their wits, instincts, and impulses; and we must also face the collective will of local and
national press to bury the Philadelphia Renaissance, whose organic, sexualized, and
aesthetically emancipated approach disrupts normative practices and conventional American
myth-making mechanics. The most enduring kind of high art, whenever and wherever it
erupts, is always disruptive, because a genuine, tearing edge of innovation is in it, which is
perceived by average minds as strange and threatening- and the best pieces of Philadelphia
Renaissance art are no exception; are, in fact, representative of this phenomenon, because
initiated and disseminated from an unlikely locale, at an unlikely time; our very creation myth
is an unprecedented one. I consider my own attempts to disseminate Philadelphia
Renaissance art, and the myths which inform it, as a kind of humanities experiment over a
long period of time. My formulated supposition is not a particularly modest one- that we were,
and will likely remain, sui generis in the history of American (and Western) art, and that what
we created deserves wide attention and comment.
To get right to a home-truth about the Philly Free School, and how we might be sold and
mythologized- we were a clan of younger artists for whom sexual magnetism was no issuewe had it, and used it. We were sexy. Because our sex appeal was is and is backed up by
many years of exteriorized sexual behavior, and the many soap operas attendant on this
behavior, there is nothing about our lives which would not satisfy a public carnivorous for
such exploits. PFS were no slouches about intoxicants, either- our "dissipation skills" were

very well-honed. Even a small amount of research into the bar and club circuit of Aughts
Center City Philadelphia will reveal this to be the case. Thus, the mythological antecedents
to the Philly Free School artists cannot be the most vaunted haute-culture stalwarts of the
twentieth century (with the possible exception of Picasso), who led tame personal lives in
comparison (particularly acute with myself in relation to the likes of William Butler Yeats and
T.S. Eliot)- our lifestyle would seem to be more normative for pop culture heroes like The
Rolling Stones and Marilyn Monroe. Indeed, PFS's pin-up potentialities are extreme- and, to
revise Kenneth Anger, that the Philadelphia Renaissance also included a version of
Philadelphia Babylon is not only true for us but obvious and beguiling right on the surface.
It's the criss-cross mesh of valuations and sensibilities which creates conflict, cognitive
dissonance, and the current American media black-out against us- we were filthy dirtydealers between the sheets and in our creative exploits, but not literally dealers ourselves,
and backed/funded by no power-block family conglomerate; and the obvious debt our art
owes to nineteenth century Europe, against post-modern America, also makes for a loopy,
jagged, uncomfortable fit with American media and cultural outlet paradigms.
So, the whys and hows of marketing the Philly Free School artists as potential cultural
figureheads/icons- with the renegade Stones/Marilyn sex appeal on one side and the
European classicist sensibility on the other- are very contorted against the whole process
being easy or open to rapid, combustible progression. However, I would not be writing this if I
did not believe we have more than a fighting chance of winning out in the end, on all levelssimply because I do have faith that, once the press embargo has ended, a substancestarved American public will "go for us " in a major way. It's an interesting and very singular
congeries of circumstances around a group of younger artists- numbers on the Internet
indicate strong grass-roots support for us, and the Internet Archive "lock-in," which includes
the best of our collective oeuvre, demonstrates some government support as well- while the
media black-out against us, in favor of a sleepy and very rote Hollywood/L.A. paradigm,
demonstrates the American media's ferocious hatred both of complexities, and of anything
extreme, threatening, thoughtful, or generally "new." I have no convincing way of imploring
the American press corps to get off their flabby behinds and do anything- its just that the
Internet itself has created its own egalitarian power-block against them, which is gaining
momentum and brawn, towards a black-out of American public confidence in said press
corps. Many sectors around American culture are standing, it would seem, at a Robert
Johnsonian crossroads here- and part of the fate of public/cultural America hangs in the
balance. I want to state with confidence that, willy-nilly, myths will be made of the Philly Free
School and its exploits- our work is already securely set in place, and with enough authority,
that the crowds around it will continue to gather, and mythologies beyond my ken establish
themselves. Conscious myth-making is what I'm up to here- a risky venture, and one for
which middling batting averages, even for the hyper-articulate, are the norm. Yet, if I
continue, against this limitation, its because I think that, despite our profligacy, we'd be a
decent cultural influence on the United States, and a fine long-term bet as well.

***Painting is “Meeting Halfway” by Abby Heller-Burnham; photo is Adam Fieled and Mary
Harju in the Montreal Botanical Gardens in 2003***
***Painting on the cover of the pdf is “The Waiting Room” by Abby Heller-Burnham***

THE WALLS HAVE
EARS: NOTES ON
AUGHTS PHILLY
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NOTES ON THE PHILLY FREE SCHOOL AND
PHILADELPHIA IN THE AUGHTS
About PFS and class- most of us were raised middle-class. The European classicism we
espoused, as one component part of our collective aesthetic, does leave us open to
accusations of bourgeois interest and prejudice. A hard-line Marxist would have to say that
any form of aesthetic classicism is inherently bourgeois. But our demonstrable downward
class mobility, inverts this- none of us inherited a serious amount of money, and we all lived
hand to mouth in Philly in the Aughts. We were authentically Bohemian- not ashamed, and
materially compelled to work retail jobs and occasionally starve. The whole catalogue of our
carousing exploits had to happen in this context- and the magic of Philly in the Aughts was
that we pulled off these exploits somewhat gracefully and unselfconsciously.
For example, during the years we spent bar-hopping, money for drinks made for an empty
fridge at home. If I wanted a midnight snack, it would have to be bread and water. Not to
mention that I met Abby and Mary, Mike Land and Nick Gruberg from working retail at the
Rittenhouse Square Barnes and Noble in Center City.
Material perks came in and out of our lives- when Abby and Mary were attending PAFA in
the early Aughts, each was granted a personal studio. They could both work and crash there.
I spent many nights with Mary in her studio, with its checkered linoleum floor and huge bay
windows, on Cherry Street. She had a pull-out couch. After PAFA, the pair maintained co-op
studio spaces, but never a completely self-run personal studio again.
All of us had good luck with people throwing drinks and drugs at us. The communal vibe in
Aughts Philadelphia was very intense; if you were on the inside, and had something
worthwhile to offer sexually, socially, or artistically, everyone was encouraged to share their

goods and services. This was especially important for Mary, who was not just a pot-head but
a fully fledged pot addict. One truly surprising thing about Aughts Philly is that all the different
sectors maintained their own classicist ethos- The Philadelphia Independent offered their
classicist form of quirky urban hipster journalism; the Making Time DJs were as classicist as
they could possibly be about what they played; and then us. Sharing your intoxicants
expressed complicity with both this gestalt sensibility and the will to get trashed beyond it
(sometimes.)
Most of us, in Philadelphia in the Aughts, felt an acute sense of being "in" something. I did,
but was circumspect about it, and about expressing this "in" from the inside, because I was
only intermittently confident that anyone would ever notice us. Owing to a stable, secure
body of artistic work having issued from these nexuses, I have more confidence now. This
confidence is a compensation for the intense socio-cultural aridity and lethargy of the
Recession and 2014 America.
Abs and I were two of the less political Free School artists. For myself, I felt that the
variegated life I was leading made its own kind of statement in Bush's America, and I'm sure
Abs would say the same, possibly with more emphatic force, owing to gender and "queer"
issues. Is that what "On the Other Hand" (affixed to this post) is about?
***painting affixed to post is “On the Other Hand” by Abby Heller-Burnham***

THE END OF OUR TROILS
I've been giving a good amount of thought to the cultural chiasmus I perceive to be subsistent
between the twentieth and twenty-first century. I've come to some radical conclusions- one is that,
to make a long story short, the issue of carnality (fucking, sex) weighs, in the balance of things, for
us (Philly Free School) against the show biz pros of the moribund communist regime. My surmise is
that, as is not generally known, rock and movie stars, and the wide range of character actors
fronting for dope deals both in Hollywood and in American society generally, were and are not
allowed to establish or maintain fulfilling sex lives. Babies (including myself) are brought into the
world in covert/illicit fashion; and those allowed to create an illusionistic simulacrum of
sexuality/fertility on film or onstage are communistically forced to be thwarted against personally
engaging in much sexualized outward behavior. Were PFS a bunch of stilted, asexual nerds, and the
family we were born out of full of bona fide players, fucking a blue streak in different directions, we
would have a substantial problem, no matter how high or "haute" our art was. But, as histories
become generally known, and it is seen and internalized that both the fucking and the art are on our
side (not to mention the good looks, sans make-up/ornamentation), the cultural twenty-first really
will chew up the lame-duck twentieth and spit it out again.
What Mary, Abby, and I had going for a while was a form/manner of "troilism"; and when Mary
painted this portrait of me in '06/'07, for obvious reasons she sculpted a visage half me, half Abby
Heller-Burnham. What happened between the three of us was rather devilish (as the portrait
indicates), but the entire series of scenes was buoyed up by a good deal of love and affection we had
for each other. Leading lives unsullied by contracts with communists, we were allowed to become
emotionally and sexually entangled. Staged twentieth century cultural romances, from Scott and
Zelda to John and Yoko, look stilted in comparison because, in retrospect, they were obviously just
that (staged), and put in motion only to initiate and perpetuate appearances ("fronts.") Historians

who will track the movements of PFS are not going to have to steer around a matrix of obvious,
embarrassing discrepancies- both the eye-witness and documentation levels exist right there on the
surface. And since Mary's portrait is both titillating and a decent work of art, PFS has a way of
fulfilling here the sense of well-rounded and consummate artistry, on every level, which was our
ideal.
***painting affixed to post is “Portrait: Adam Fieled” by Mary Harju***

CENTURY DEFINING IMAGE

One of the levels which can be read into Abby Heller-Burnham's "The Lost Twins" is a
sense of menace and/or foreboding around the pursuit of major high art consonance. If the
twins are lost, it is because high art appears, in this context, to be frozen into place, ossified
into rigid formality, and shrouded in large, long shadows. As of later in the twenty-first
century now begun, this may be what art-oriented audiences remember about Abs and I- an
age which compelled us to live and create under impinging shadows of hatred, indifference,
and supreme mistrust; an age, in fact, so virulently corrupt in relation to the higher arts that
many had given them up for dead or drastically, permanently impaired.
The closed circle of twentieth century art significations was, I suspect, set in place to
maim/discredit attempts at major high art consonance; yet Abs has the guts here to place
those shadows right where they belong- at the center of a composition so tricky, labyrinthine,
and thematically rich that it is worth a century's perusal. As a potent symbol of transition
between drastically different centuries, "Lost Twins" is par excellence enough to be, and
remain, as definitive an art-moment as this century will produce. Abs was a pretty heavy
Scorpion when she wanted to be.

CENTURY DEFINING IMAGE PT. 2
If Abby Heller-Burnham's "The Skaters" shares some thematic ground with her "Lost
Twins," it has to do at least partly with inheritance- with what the twentieth century
bequeathed to the twenty-first. The allegory presented by "The Skaters" is centered on urban
decay, specifically the urban decay of fin de siecle Philadelphia, and how a higher artistic
sense of the visionary can be both transformative and redemptive. Part of a serious artist's
potential brilliance is the fashioning of beauty (especially new modes of formal/thematic
beauty) out of unpromising or abased materials- "The Skaters" achieves this by creating a
hauntingly desolate ambience, which also comments on the nature of the spectral or
spectrality, extending its allegory to include levels and layers of signification around the
ineluctable quality of the "meta" in the higher arts to begin with. And she does this, literally
and metaphorically, without leaving North Philadelphia.
The superior achievement of Abs against the tiny, crabbed hermeticism of post-modern
visual art is this- her circles of signification include theirs' (i.e. she "walks the square" like
Bruce Nauman and is as conceptually sound as Nauman or the Neo-Expressionists), but also
expands to include narratives of form and formal mastery to create superbly well-rounded
("whole," organic) constructs which chafe against the confines of post-modernism's
motivating ethos- easy, anti-humanistic, yearned-for and achieved, nihilistic aesthetic
obsolescence. Abby Heller-Burnham's best paintings, despite their shared ambience of
desolation and eerie time-suspension, are essentially affirmative, and humanistic, both in
their formal/thematic dynamism and in their labyrinthine complexities- and "The Skaters"
affirms that a worthy eye ("I") can always fashion something out of nothing (ex nihilo), in any
context or socio-aesthetic time-zone.

PHILLY IN THE AUGHTS: BLISSFUL IGNORANCE?

I wrote "A Poet in Center City" in 2012 out of a relatively simple, innocent impulse- to celebrate the many
years in the Aughts during which my friends and I enjoyed a fruitful, organic art and social life in
Philadelphia. Even in '12, I was blissfully ignorant of the impinging forces whose goal it was to disrupt and
destroy our parties and peace of mind. That's part of what makes "Poet in Center City" an interesting
document- it recounts moments innocently lived, especially the '04/'05 explosion of the Philly Free School
into the Philadelphia art public sphere at the Highwire Gallery on Cherry Street, in the now razed Gilbert
Building. With two more years of intense education under my belt, I'm amazed at just how rampant we were
allowed to be, against structures which should've toppled us instantly. I have reason to believe that the PFS
crowd had a fairy godfather from within "The Family," clearing paths for us; and the sting of it, for our
adversaries, was that they were always forced to hold back in (they were led to believe) good faith that we
were, in fact, dealers, and that they could take us out eventually. Now, not to pull any punches ten years
after the fact in '14- I believe that most of the core PFS crowd have not survived the Great Recession. But
then, most of the L.A./Philly mob have not survived the Great Recession either. I write out of a considerable
shadow of darkness. Yet, the "light years" in Center City Philly were just that. The odd juxtaposition, for
Abby and I, is that the best of our creative efforts seemed to represent a prescient sense of the darkness
which would engulf America almost completely in the Teens. The angle of approach was slightly different
between us, and formed a chiasmus- Abs painted her masterpieces right from the passionate, carnal heart
of Swinging Philadelphia; I was otherwise occupied and hadn't really hit my creative stride yet.
By the time I struck gold in a meaningful way, and on a level with Abs' best paintings, the Aughts were
ending and Swinging Philadelphia was already a memory. That's the last time I had a prolonged interaction
with Ms. Heller-Burnham; just as Apparition Poems was beginning to take shape, in late '09. Abs was in a
despairing state, and she seemed to feel that her life was already over. I had called her to see if she wanted

to contribute to "Trish," one of the smaller efforts I had going at the time. After all, Abs and I were equally
intimate with Mary Harju. Considering our familial connections, it is amusing to me that what happened
between myself, Mary, and Abs outdoes, for pure romantic sturm und drang, the supposed shenanigans
between the Stones, Anita Pallenberg, and Marianne Faithfull in the late Sixties. I have a hunch that theirs'
was a stooge opera; ours was real, with all circuits operative and fertile. Still, I'm unable to deny that the
Recession imposed an ending of misery and desolation on almost all of us, partial or complete- our luck is a
sturdy body of first-rate artistic work set in place, which means (and as is rare) that our apotheosis of
Bohemia and Bohemian street-life was not for nothing. The pain L.A. must be in (and, in many meaningful
ways which are not always obvious, L.A. and Philly are interchangeable) involves the opposite recognitionthat, as L.A. is also ripped to shreds by the Recession, the frivolity of L.A. as an enterprise guarantees that it
was, in fact, all for nothing in the end, as all the plastic, cheaply made monuments tumble to the ground.
That the monuments were all largely constructed as fronts for dope deals makes matters even worse for
them- and, as I see what they've imposed on my community, over short and long periods of time, I'm sorry
not to be able to wish them any better.
***affixed to post is a portrait of Mary Harju taken at her house at 4325 Baltimore Avenue in West
Philadelphia in the early Aughts***

ABS AND KEATS
Here's an unlikely juxtaposition which works: Abs and Keats. Both packed a world of
worthwhile aesthetic vision and knowledge into a small oeuvre. Abs is rather more extreme
than Keats: Keats' major achievements, the "Odes," which redefined Romanticism and opened an

eternal vista onto conceptions of art, artifice, and temporality in chiasmus with them, only fill
up (depending on the volume) 10-20 pages. Yet, there's enough middle-weight and minor
Keats material to fill up a small, if compact, volume, with introduction, scholarly critique, and
endnotes. Abs' position is more precarious- she has JUST THE ODES, little else- no padding, no
middle-weight or minor jive to fill things out. So, an Abby Heller-Burnham coffee table book, of
the sort that museums like to sell with exhibitions, would seem to be an impossibility.
This syndrome, the JUST THE ODES syndrome, is what I have to work around, and it applies to
Mary too, with even more stringency. I'll spend the next five-ten years working intermittently
to overcome this obstacle, and continue to sneer, here and there, at who Pablo Picasso was,
whose high-points, for me, are no higher than Marys and Abbys, but who diddled off so much
treacle, kitsch, and other dross that coffee table book culture around the man is formidable, and
profitable for those appealing to the faux-cultural and sort of art-consonant.

CONSCIOUS SEMIOTICS

One thing I picked up, while teaching at Temple, was an awareness of, and insight it, semiotics- the study of
cultural "signs" and signage. For some reason, the First Year Writing Department at Temple thought it
expedient to use semiotics as a wedge into teaching Freshman Comp. Signs develop their own volition and
momentum over time; no one person can control cultural signs that much, collectives are generally
determinative. Yet I have made certain decisions as to what I will pursue in crafting "sign" elements into
PFS, to the extent that I am allowed. As much as I can be accused, for this particular tactic, of being
blatantly manipulative, the basis of my moves will be the literal truth about us, individually and as a group of
younger artists. I have no intention of gilding any lilies.
The basic supposition I'm working from is this- not everyone will be seduced by the European classicism of
our creative aesthetic, its expressions, representations, and assimilations into different contexts- but PFS
has something to offer beyond our art. Just as a liberated social nexus, we were unique- and as a semiotic
nuance or detail to fill out the conventional PFS picture, I want us to signify, not a kind of rehashed
Romanticism, but a collective willingness to push psycho-sexual dynamics to their absolute breaking point,
against social constraints and material imperatives. Just to pursue the ideal of fulfilled, fully explored
sexuality (straight and queer), we were willing to walk social tightropes and endure months and years spent
riding every form/manner of countercultural edge. If this were mere bravado, I wouldn't dare speak it, with
many key Philly Aughts players still alive and willing to talk (and we were by no means the only Philly Aughts
sub-group riding this edge.)
Simply put- those who are unable to enjoy our art, may be able to enjoy us, our personalities and
shenanigans. That other Philly Aughts sub-groups were just as compelling on this socio-sexual level I would
never deny- and Aughts Philly was all about the chaos, agony and ecstasy of colliding social spheres and
contexts. As Aughts Philly consolidates itself into a singular, coherent, cohesive semiotic package, it is this
sense of collision and sexualized spectacle which is perhaps most salient in distinguishing us.

FORESHORTENED ARROWS
ADAM FIELED

FORESHORTENED ARROWS
I'm very grateful to have the work I've done in philosophy, as well as literature, locked in on IA. One thing
I don't have the capacity to do, which I wish I did, is to discuss Abs and Mary discursively in a high
maintenance aesthetics context. I probably have 50-60% of what I need to do the job thoroughly and with
authority- but the big chunk of nuanced knowledge which only serious art critics and historians have, and
which I do not, assures me that my attempts (and there have been some already) could veer dangerously
close to wankery and disrespectful presumption. The little, compressed dialectical pieces I've placed into
circulation about Abs were set in place just to get the proverbial ball rolling, and the ball is rolling,
sideways/forwards; but, for now, one set of brief aesthetic surmises in Abs' direction is enough.
There are a few foreshortened arrows I wouldn't mind shooting into the air, in this more casual context. I
created the Purification Chain as a "compressed matrix" expressing my value judgments about what
constitutes both importance and durability in serious art; and the way I configure things, what I call "formal
rigor" is ranked above, and adjacent to "invention," in dichotomous balance. Art that is formally rigorous
tends to be grounded in history, and art-historical narratives of form and theme; aesthetic forms gain,
rather than lose, rigor from intense, ecstatic/agonizing relationships with the forms of the art which precede
it; competing histories, and historical narratives, build rigor into artistic forms; and worthy artistic forms
embody, comfortably or uncomfortably, both dialectics and "anxieties of influence." Invention is ranked as a
Secondary Mode on the Purification Chain, and by a spirit of pure inventiveness serious artists purify their
engagements with the rigors of formal and thematic history.
As has been mentioned, I can't discuss this dichotomy in Abs'(or Mary's) work with much authority- through
my years spent with them, and some private research, I have emerged as a half-educated intellect, where
painting is concerned. What I do want to say is what I see, for whatever it is worth- which has to do with
formal elements haunted and "spooked" in Abs' work by an intense immersion in Neo-Classicism, which,
metaphorically, "paints her into a corner" from which she can only create her way out by sheer force of will
and determination to develop a new aesthetic, and a fully/freshly contemporary one, out of the (French)
Neo-Classicist impulse; and that feminism and queerness become modes of thematic rebellion for her,
towards her invented aesthetic, and against the phallocentric voices which insist on booming through her
forms, granting them rigor. Yet, just as formal rigor is "Primary" on the Purification Chain, this combat
turning commerce Abs is engaged in may be the most enduring element of her art, with its singular
ambience of the spectral and of desolation, perhaps a byproduct of the loneliness of her fight.

***painting affixed to post is “Your Move” by Abby Heller-Burnham***

THE BATS’ COMPOUND
Here's a funny story I've never told- the night, in late 2004, when Mike Land and I acted as "roadies"
for The Bad News Bats, Abby's band with Liz McDermott. As an initial tangent, I find it interesting
that Abby's years with the Bats ('04-'06) coincided with her great period of artistic fecundity. However
rough-hewn and hard-edged the Bats' nexus was, Abs felt loved within it. That Liz ran the band with
an iron fist didn't seem to disturb this. It's also worth noting that the Bats did get a standard write-up
in one of the major Philly weeklies at the time; and that the lovely elfin Bats space cadet was also
painting "The Skaters" and "The Lost Twins" then was lost on Mike and I and (I'm guessing) everyone
else too. When Abs was painting her masterpieces, she was also playing her cards close to the vest; was,
in astrological terms, moon in Capricorning. Had I seen what she was painting, Mike and I would've
gone to great lengths to get her to show (as we had shown Mary Harju) at the Highwire Gallery in the
now-razed Gilbert Building on Cherry Street, where we were doing our Free School shows. Indeed, the
reason we were acting as roadies for the Bats on this particular autumn evening was that we were
courting them- we wanted them to do a Highwire show with us in December. Liz was perhaps the
greatest empress/tyrant in Philly rock history, so it wouldn't occur to her to just say yes- we had to
demonstrate devotion first. So, there we were at the Bats' compound, a few blocks from where they
were to play that night (at Tritone, 16th and South.) The first thing I noticed was that Abs was upset
about something, and it had to do with Liz. Liz was storming around the house, doing assorted Liztype tasks; she decided, for example, that Mike and I needed to hear Bukka White. The other two bats,
Mary-Beth and Virginia, were lounging around, and were nice enough to share their weed with us.
Once we were properly stoned, and as Mike and I later discussed, we got lost in a labyrinth of
insinuations going back and forth between the four Bats. They weren't trying to be insular, but they
were naturally, organically insular at the time. When it finally got to be time for us to move the Bats'
gear, Liz directed and monitored our movements. Luckily, Mike and I had a good amount of physical
stamina, and it wasn't difficult to follow Liz's instructions, especially as the car-ride was short. Nick
and Jeremy showed up before the Bats played, and I tried to make some introductions; but Liz was lost
in her private maze of secret huddles, pithy debriefings, and symbolic silences. Abs already knew all of
us, and Mary Beth and Virginia, both good-natured loafers, were companionable. The Bats onstage
were about equally quirky and ferocious in the mid-Aughts; Abs added layers of polish and

sophistication to Liz's she-girl/banshee approach. Tritone was mid-level crowded for the show, and at
least one other band played, who I don't remember. I do remember that the Abs/Liz "Glimmer Twins"
vibe was intense- they were good at generating tornadoes of energy around them. I also generally
noticed, in the last months of '04, and despite the awfulness of the year's election, that something was
coming unhinged in Center City Philadelphia- some kind of Pandora's Box had been opened, and the
spirit/genie of abandon and the Dionysian in general had been loosed. What redeemed all the
casualties which were to come is that whatever glue was holding us together worked- whatever we were
in, we were in together. The basic "geist" unearthed was a magnetic one, rather than the repulsive-upclose L.A. vibe around so much advertised American art meshigas. The worst thing you can say about
Abs at this time is that she was radically compartmentalized- no one, in relation to the quality of her
paintings, knew where they really fit in with her. But in this case, the art so justifies the life, who
cares?

PFS LITERARY DIARY (’04-’06)
As I have now written, Abby achieved her artistic apotheosis during the "el primo" Philadelphia
Renaissance years ('04-'06). If I didn't come into my own as a literary artist at the time, what I was
producing was better than bits and pieces. My single greatest achievement during those years (for
my money) was a poem called "Wittgenstein's Song," which I wrote sitting outside at the Last Drop
at 13th and Pine in April 2005:

Merely brilliant is no match
for being intimate. When you catch
a wave that breaks, you can only
half-determine its’ course. Lonely
is the determined man, whether
it’s he who decides his fate or fetters
the world lays on him. This
I learned from a young man’s kiss.
Thus, I’ve learned, said nothing.
To be silent is something
for the wise to practice. Words
go too far. How much have we heard
worth holding onto? How much said
that can placate what we dread?

For once, I actually used a rhyme scheme, a representatively lyric form; and the voice which emerged
was meant to be Ludwig Wittgenstein's, a queer voice (working, also, within the generic confines of
the persona poem); a unique poem in my oeuvre, for these and other reasons. The day happened to be
sunny; I remember putting my notebook into my back-pack and heading over to Gaetan Spurgin's
live-in recording studio at 13th and Carpenter to hang out and get stoned. I knew "Wittgenstein's
Song" was a winner but, like Abs, was Capricornish about bringing these things to the surface. One
of my tangents at the time was doing a low res MFA in New England; I brought "Wittgenstein's
Song" up with me for the summer residency, and debuted it in a workshop context. Carol Frost did
complement it, even as my New England adventure that summer is another tangential, tragicomic
epic. Another poem I was chipping away at was what was later to become the Apparition Poem
about myself and Mary Harju in Montreal in '03:

Wood-floored bar on Rue St. Catharine—
you danced, I sat, soused as Herod,
sipped vodka tonic, endless bland
medley belting out of the jukebox—
you smiling, I occupied keeping you happy,
un-frazzled— suddenly sounds behind us,
the bar wasn’t crowded & a patron
(rakish, whisker-flecked big mouth)
lifted a forefinger at beer-bellied
bartender bitching back, soon a real
fight, violence in quiet midnight,
I, scared, got you out of there
but you had to dance, you said,
had to dance so we paved Plateau, tense steps,
found nothing, you started crying & stamping
your feet like a child, I grabbed you & dragged
you back to our room you stripped, curled
into fetal position, beat your fists against
the mattress, in this way you danced
through the night, dozed & woke ready for more—
Mary, it might as well be said, was prone to tantrums (even more so than Abs), and the one she
threw in Montreal was particularly horrifying- we were two kids alone in a foreign country, and the
logistics of trying to get Mary to a hospital were daunting for me. Luckily, I managed to soothe her
out of it. Abs and Mary were both volatile- one reason that the year they spent living together at
42nd and Baltimore (2003) after Mary moved out of 4325 was a patience-trying one for everyone
around them, including me.
If I have to offer, in retrospect, some proof that I knew there was a grandiosity and an epic quality to
Aughts Philly, even as it was happening, it would probably be "Feel," the "Howl" pastiche I spent
two years ('04-'06) working on. Not having gained real, steady competence in inventing literary
forms yet, I liked the Ginsberg form (post-Whitmanic) to plug into to tell the story of our lives. If
the poem ends in despair and negation, rather than Ginsberg's radical (and shallow) affirmations, it
is important to remember that the current ('14) recession was already very much a looming presence
in the mid-Aughts; and, as high as we were, the darkness of the American economy's collapse and the
Bush/Cheney regime did impinge on our fun sometimes. I debuted the first draft of "Feel" at Molly
Russakoff's bookstore in the Italian Market in South Philly not long before I wrote "Wittgenstein's
Song," probably March or April '05, with all the main PFS figures in attendance except Mary and
Abs. If I recall correctly, that particular reading was rather informal, and hastily thrown together. It

was a rainy, chilly night, and Molly herself was upstairs putting her kids to bed. I also don't mind
saying that, again for my money and despite a borrowed literary form, I do think that "Feel" beats
the living hell out of "Howl" for human depth, thematic reach, formal gravitas, honesty consonance,
and narrative interest. Too much of "Howl" is candy-corn and baby-mush- and the adolescent sense
of mythology built into Ginsberg, Corso, and Kerouac grant an infantilizing blemish to their texts
and general sense of textuality. Myself, Mary and Abs were adults in our work, always; in our lives,
sometimes. It's another thing linking Abs to John Keats- she did her best, most visionary work while
still in her twenties. And, no matter what you might hear, she was not an enfant terrible; she was half
of one.

***picture on the cover of “Foreshortened Arrows” is the east wall of the Highwire Gallery, 13th and
Cherry St., Gilbert Building, as of the mid-Aughts***

