Stefanie Heine/Paul Celan Recycling (Cannibalizing?) (Ricercar)
There is much good information in Stefanie Heine’s book Poetics of
Breathing (SUNY Press, Albany,
). Some of the best comes from her
study of Paul Celan and his Breathturn is an inspiration for her studies. A
book marking a change in Celan’s poetics not long before his death by
suicide, it also has been the subject of much speculation as to its meaning.
From his acceptance speech in
for the Buchner Prize, The Meridian:
Poetry: that can mean an Atamwende, a breathturn. Who knows, perhaps
poetry travels this route – also the route of art – for the sake of such a
breathturn? Perhaps it will succeed, as the strange. I mean the abyss and
the Medusa’s head, the abyss and the automatons, seem to lie in one
direction- perhaps it is exactly here that the Medusa’s head shrinks,
perhaps it is exactly here that the autonomous break down – for this single
short moment? Perhaps here, with the I – with the estranged I set free here
and in this manner – perhaps a further other is set free?
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It could mean “the poem/ the trace of breath in our language” or could be
alluding to that. Heine uses the phrase “pneumatically touchable.” She
also goes into an interesting sub-chapter on an unpublished Celan poem,
written just after the Meridian speech (after the breathturn) and after
reading Walt Whitman and translating poems by Osip Mandlestam.

Cannabalizing! Now we get to the meat of the exercise. (If you skipped
ahead to this point, that’s ok.) Taking from others (using quotes or italics
like Robin Blaser) or borrowing (even stealing) from dead poets in the
Japanese tradition of honkadori, or from our own past poems that did not
make the cut (see Berrigan’s The Sonnets) is ok. I tend to note my sources
and put lines or phrases from others in quotes and make a note of it in
the book somewhere. Sometimes in the poem.
EXERCISE: Take some old poems of yours and write something new from
that, ideally incorporating some of the now and here (this could go in
your class poetry journal) and write two versions of the poem, like Celan
did above. Mackey tends to do this now and then; have a “second take” ala
Jazz musicians and when it shows up in his book there is a moment that
feels a little unnerving. It’s good to have that quality now and then. You
can even take a while manuscript of yours, or maybe a week of journal
entries or some other text and put it in a Wordcloud program (see: https://

As always, you will not be forced to share this exercise with anyone.
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www.wordclouds.com/) and write the two poems from the word you
recycle that way. Always keep in mind that you may get some awareness of
your own personal myth, something that may surprise you about yourself.
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