
POEMS: NEW & SELECTED



Writings by Jane Joritz-Nakagawa

books

Skin Museum (Avant Books, 2006)
Aquiline (Printed Matter Press, 2007)
EXHIBIT C (Ahadada Books, 2008)
The Meditations (Otoliths, 2009)
incidental music (BlazeVOX, 2010)
notational (Otoliths, 2011)
FLUX (BlazeVOX, 2013)
Distant Landscapes (theenk Books, 2015)
<<terrain grammar>> (theenk Books, 2018)

chapbooks

wildblacklake (Hank’s Original Loose Gravel Press, 2014)
diurnal (Grey Book Press, 2016)

ebook

terra form[a] (Argotist Ebooks, 2017)

editor

women: poetry: migration [an anthology] (theenk Books, 2017)



Poems: New & Selected

Jane Joritz-Nakagawa

selected by Paul Rossiter

foreword by Eric Selland

ISOBAR
P R E S S



First published in 2018 by

Isobar Press
Sakura 2-21-23-202, Setagaya-ku,

Tokyo 156-0053, Japan
&

14 Isokon Flats, Lawn Road,
London nw3 2xd, United Kingdom

https://isobarpress.com

isbn 978-4-907359-25-6

Poems copyright © Jane Joritz-Nakagawa 2018
Foreword copyright © Eric Selland 2018

All rights reserved.

acknowledgements

Thanks to the editors of A glimpse of, Marsh Hawk Review 
and Wordgathering, where parts of Plan B Audio were first 

published. Cover image: Fuji Sunrise Spring 2016h  by Marcus 
Grandon © Marcus Grandon 2018. Author photograph by 

Junichiro Nakagawa.



Contents

Foreword: Eric Selland  / 11

new

from Plan B Audio (work in progress)

‘courtship of empty space’  /  17
‘paramount desert’  /  18

‘a portmanteau of crimes’  /  19
‘liquid determination’  /  20

‘greying sky’  /  21
‘Impossible collapsing dialogues evict’  /  25

‘why not        swoon if ’  /  27
‘implanted deep in the breasts of all’  /  28

§

& selected (2006–2017)

poems from Skin Museum (2006)

Short fiction  /  36
News report  /  37
In general  /  38

Childhood reminiscence  /  40
Trilogy  /  41

Skin museum  /  43
The cheap dream of the moment  /  44

Prelude  /  45
Perfect  /  46



poems from Aquiline (2007)

Soliloquy  /  50
s.p. #1  /  52

Memory trick  /  53
View from the Century Hyatt Hotel, Tokyo  /  55

She  /  56
dead  /  57

poems from EXHIBIT C (2008)

Sonnet c  /  60
Evil nature 5  /  61

A Brief History of Colonialism  /  63
Ode 9  /  66

Wonder woman’s tiara  /  69
Kiss  /  69

Girl 1  /  69
Woman 1  /  70
Woman 2  /  70
Woman 3  /  70

Valentine’s day  /  71
Coda  /  71
Ode 8  / 72
Ode 5  / 73

Ode 10  /  76

poems from The Meditations (2009)

3  /  82
8  /  83
10  /  85



12  /  86
20  /  88

poems from incidental music (2010)

incidental music  /  92
13 ways of looking at terminator salvation  /  93

Elegy  /  95
Sonnet iii  / 96
Sonnet vii  /  97
Poem ii  /  98

Theoretical concerns  /  99

excerpts from notational (2011)

‘border between identity and non-identity’  /  102
‘stuck in the train station for so very’  /  102

‘i had forgotten which’  /  103
‘tissue connected to each thought’  /  104

‘thru no will’  /  105
‘found at the beginning of the next’  /  105

‘Although I lack conviction’  /  106
‘government in future poems …’  /  107
‘falling short of useful questions’  /  107

‘my eyelids became untidy’  /  108
‘awaken in machinery’  /  109

‘permanent smile of the dolphin’  /  110
‘factory doors’  /  110



excerpts from FLUX (2013)

‘A postcard which never turns up …’  /  112
‘walking my imaginary’  /  112

‘in a sealed cave’  /  113
‘The shop was a mess of confused color and noise’  /  116

‘of all in the world’  /  117
<spring>  /  119

<summer>  /  120
<autumn>  /  121
<winter>  /  121

‘dominate flattened hills’  /  122
‘the clock is flat and i want it dead’  /  123

‘tendency to reject tissue not like my own’  /  123
‘dear friend. you are finally able’  /  124
‘to turn from object to subject’  /  124

‘surviving another earthquake of absence’  /  125
‘vain in the eyes of city slickers’  /  125

‘earn easy typing income’  /  126
‘tipped pelvis. hindsight is still sight’  /  126
‘another form of militarized darkness’  /  127

‘wanting to purchase a secular democracy’  /  128
‘to ensure my existence referring to myself’  /  128

‘to exhume the linguistic body’  /  129
‘into the exact opposite’  /  130

Chapter 1  /  134
Chapter 2  /  134
Chapter 3  /  134
Chapter 4  /  135
Chapter 5  /  136
Chapter 6  /  138
Chapter 7  /  139
Chapter 8  /  139
Chapter 9  /  139



Chapter 10  /  140
Chapter 11  /  140

‘So long as the skyline remains …’  /  141
‘Walking outside, hoping the air may be better …’  /  142

‘Though my eyes are scattered’  /  142
‘awful stillness’  /  144
‘like a stranger’  /  145

poems from wildblacklake (2014)

‘goodbyes precede every hello’  /  148
‘important news’  /  148

‘the wind outside the mind’  /  149
‘elegant bird’  /  149

excerpts from Distant Landscapes (2015)

‘The breathing outside my labored mine’  /  152
‘burrowing in the earth’  /  153

<echo poetics>  /  153
‘unknown person in the person’  /  154
‘i was limited to black and white’  /  159

‘nothing rhymes with me’  /  160
‘Developing relationships’  /  161

poems from diurnal (2016)

(1)  /  164
(8)  /  165
(10)  /  166
(21)  /  167



(22)  /  168
(23)  /  169

excerpts from terra form[a] (2017)

‘slow pull towards silence’  /  172
‘incoherent forest struck by’  /  176

‘without their faces’  /  177
‘grotesque restlessness of recovery amplified’  /  178

[paperwork fantasies]  /  179
‘migrant crisis’  /  182

‘remote possibilities of escape’  /  183



11

Foreword

Over the years, most of them spent in Japan, Jane Joritz-
Nakagawa has developed a poetics that is unique among the 
generation of poets who, like her, came of age during the period 
when the Language movement was at its peak. Hers is a radically 
open form – a framework through which the data of life, and 
poetic themes and materials, freely migrate. She does not reject 
the personal, but she does not privilege it either. It is simply part 
of the data. And yet one senses a personal warmth, the presence 
of an intelligent observer in Jane’s work. What we experience 
here as readers is not ‘the death of the author’ – the poetic subject 
has simply become more complex. For Jane, as with Blanchot, 
the poem never ends. It is an infinitely open system, always 
searching for that which is unexplainable, and unattainable: the 
poem is constantly in search of itself.

After completing a Masters in Linguistics in Chicago in 1989, 
Jane felt the need to expand the limits of her thinking, so she 
moved to Japan, where she has lived, and developed a poetics, as 
a foreigner. This was neither a new nor an uncomfortable reality 
for her, because as a woman and as a thinker she already felt 
like a foreigner in her own country, the United States. ‘There 
is something foreign just about poetry in the first place, of 
course, outside conventional boundaries,’ she commented in an 
email exchange she and I had in 2012 (later published online in 
The Conversant  ): the poet is already a foreigner by definition, 
an exile. This movement away from the center, the search for 
meaning outside the mainstream continued after settling in 
Japan. She avoided Tokyo’s large expatriate community which 
had developed around the booming stock market of the 
1980s, and headed for the provinces instead. Here she read 
widely, uninfluenced by the latest fads in the American poetry 
community, and collected a broad range of influences. 

Poems: New & Selected not only displays the stylistic range of 
the work that was the fruit of these influences and experiences, but
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also reveals the consistent thinker behind the poems. Multiplicity 
and migration, both between languages and cultures, and within 
her poetic language, are the key concepts governing Jane’s work. 
It is an open process or procedure through which internal and 
external elements circulate. As a self-proclaimed ‘hardcore femi-
nist’ the political is also important to Jane, though this is often 
expressed more in the acceptance of multiple voices in the poem 
than through direct statement, or else in terms of thematic mat-
erial, as in FLUX (2013), where the many voices which emerge 
there include those of abused women and victims of rape.

The thought behind the poems, as well as the more subtle 
connections between images and observations, has attained 
more complexity in her recent work, as well as a lyric quality. 
Lines referring to the body and its connection to language and 
to the external world become more common. In Plan B Audio, 
the new work that opens this selection, we see for the first time 
reference to her recent – and ongoing – experience of cancer, 
and yet as with all other subject matter, it comes and goes. 

near a pond
a body on a road
as if replaced

suffocated by sight
the ‘e’ is silent
so must i be

my chewed vagina
a vanishing self
former namesake

In some of these more recent poems there is a tinge of ‘melan-
choly at the passing of things’ much like what one finds in the 
mono no aware of medieval Japanese literature – the awareness 
of impermanence, of the transience of things. In fact, one senses that
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there might be something Buddhist in Jane’s acceptance of all 
experience, all events, basically on the same plane. Even earlier 
on, in Notational (2011), her first book-length poem, one runs 
across lines such as ‘border between identity and non-identity’. 
But here again, the preference is to avoid any outward ideological 
leanings other than her own personal sense of what it means to 
be a feminist and an activist (this latter role performed especially 
in her work as teacher).

One source of this ever-shifting poetic landscape may lie 
in her early poetic influences. In a 2016 online exchange with 
Thomas Fink of Dichtung Yammer, Jane mentioned some of 
these, such as John Ashbery, although she immediately went 
on to add that everything influences in some way: ‘Ashbery was 
more important to me during my college years but I am sure he 
is still important for me. Everything and everybody is important 
in some way.’ And again, later in the exchange she insists that 
‘anything that takes a poet’s attention can be in a poem.’

Appropriation is another method of avoiding overly much 
focus on the author’s ego-self, a process which, as mentioned 
earlier, takes us to an almost Buddhist state of selflessness; as 
Jane puts it in her essay ‘Mistaken Indemnities’ (published in 
2008 in Jacket 38), ‘Like the actress the poet who appropriates 
may be unclear as to who she really is, whether she was really 
ever anyone, whether that matters, whether anything matters.’

However, in addition to displaying these almost Buddhist 
qualities, Jane’s poems also powerfully evoke the physical. The 
work’s frame, much like the frame of her own body, is highly 
susceptible to the environment and subject to pain, things which 
affect both the body of the work and the body of the poet. Jane 
has had a lifelong chronic illness, which establishes a particular 
ground for poetry – particular boundaries, or perhaps in Jane’s 
case a giving up on boundaries. More recently she has been 
battling cancer, which brings a heightened sense of mortality as 
well as the tendency for themes of the body and illness to come 
into the poetry, as in these lines from terra form[a] (2017):
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remote possibilities of escape
a person in pain exceeds language
inventing herself and watching herself [die]

each word its own planet
haunting the body

In conclusion, we return to the theme of migration. The 
overriding reality for Jane both as a poet and a woman living in 
the world is that she is an immigrant, a foreigner living in the 
Japanese countryside, living out daily life and communicating 
with the people around her in Japanese, while writing in Eng-
lish. In order to avoid isolation she has organized a number 
of writers’ groups over the years located in or near provincial 
cities where she has held university positions. But ultimately her 
true community may be the one she brought together in the 
anthology she edited (women: poetry: migration [an anthology], 
theenk Books, 2017) – that is, women writers who live in a 
country other than the one they were born in, and who, like 
herself, constantly navigate the boundaries between languages 
and cultures. Identity cannot be defined in simple terms because 
identity is by definition multiple. And this fact has a profound 
influence on the poetry.

In this sense, there is no way to describe definitively or to 
explain Jane’s work. Perhaps life and poetry are indefinable – 
especially as long as they are ongoing projects. Jane’s poetic 
explorations are still very much underway. The selection here 
provides an excellent introduction to a poetry whose depth in-
creases with each reading, and which draws us further in, and 
along, leaving us wanting more.

Eric Selland
August 3, 2018, Tokyo
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Short fiction

The crucial diary
His dirty breath
All that fits into the sack
(so we could stop here)
Self deflation and flagellation, defection
Fragile as your happiness
The classes of society
‘I don’t think I’d know what to do with a girl if I fell over one’
He sees her laid out in a satin-lined coffin, in the  same 

flowered housecoat instead
Of her usual sluttish makeup
Perhaps because he had already lived the scene
Out in his mind
Each black half note to perfection

And upstairs on the after deck

But never mind the accident, let us turn back again to the 
morning

That’s what the people of Mariposa saw and felt that summer 
evening
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Memory trick

Her stunned immobile
Body, eyes searching skyward, the head
Moving sideways, ears wiggling, a fuzzy

Smile, the darting eyes
Said help me help me, cars
Just kept driving by, there was

No help, there is
Never any.
The exhausted body

Of the kitten flattened
On the pavement sparkling in
The sun, the hot darkness of the day

To bring it back to life …
Why didn’t we stop?
My eyes sting, my body

Flat and immobile
I want to crush my head against
The dark sparkly pavement

My torn shirt cradled in my arms That
Night too, no one to help I ran
Home with one shoe on

I called you that
Night just to find out
Whether it had really happened
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An invisible handprint, a scar under
The furry part, a piece of the kitten’s ear
Under my pillow, my claws, crying into

The bowl on all fours, the position
You will never see me
In, my stunned immobile body
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Although I lack conviction my
spine is made of bamboo
Once in a bamboo forest I lost
my husband several years later
He turned up but

I had remarried since then

for  years we sat on the tatami

now I can make green tea using
only my belly button
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earn easy typing income. lather,
rinse, repeat. in a contest
between truth and beauty money wins every

time. model af6200 is not as good as last year’s but
costs more. i may be radioactive iodine. what
remains after the tidal wave. go ask father

nature. somebody stole my vertebrae. your
browsing is history. we are
scientists after all. i worry where my eyes will go

next. and would like to move my hand across that
continent but stop myself

tipped pelvis. hindsight is still sight except when
father time divorces mother nature but not before

begetting father nature whose rage is the length of
a continent and deeper than the ocean. i won’t be

getting out much for a while. the heaven i made on earth blew
to pieces. bank blowout. i asked

for a blow dry not a blow job. blank and
blue city. learning nothing

greater than the plumed building.
there are better ways to anger people
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than comment on their views. you could
mention their hair for instance

another form of militarized darkness. rationing my thoughts
so there’d be some left for breakfast. i was

wrong. if not so dead i’d call you immediately. even though
clouds frighten me into moving i’m stuck in

tomorrow’s tedium. collectively the seasons have much power
but individually we can smash them to

bits. i married a sexy macho man with no
emotions or thoughts. ideology alone in a back room

eclipsed by stars under homeless
lice-infested blankets. able to find no other use for

the pineapple i put it on my head. the poets have left the
building now. whether the past

or future makes me more anxious i’m no longer
sure as i can no longer distinguish them. you said run

for cover so i am hidden by trees. yet the accountant appears 
fierce when i turn on the lights. in an email to 

me beginning dear sirs
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awful stillness
hide me forever
cleave my native tongue, funeral flowers

shadow of trees
the wind is dry mist rolls
cover my head in a thick fog

failing to learn the language of
the rulers but singing the
song of the dispossessed:

oh the background is out of focus
ah men in suits read comic strips thin and wan
colonial inheritance is a pretty garden

in my rucksack hidden
in the self conscious air
where money may be time

white dust torn fields
meaning shrinks sublime
in the empty seat

at the drive in movie
the film I can’t see continues
my poem is complete to the extent i am not
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from Plan B Audio

courtship of empty space
process garden of past medals
wall of being and faded photographs
featuring thin trails of violent intentions
masquerading as frenzied farms
blue books of frozen procedures
nothingness in small white porcelain bowls
i dismount saying thank you
i dismantle saying i’m sorry
i’m speechless when the wind slaps my face
when you turn around and impeach me
i fall in your general direction
to subsequently be lifted by slow moving clouds and
straw men of the future
in my colleagues’ arguments
in a heavy whimpering meadow
near the indifferent willows
enhanced abandoned items
more transient words in space
thank you for hurting me
taken out of my thin arms
the beginning of weather crumbling into wealth
empty words are useless props
restarting the phrases which eat my organs into cheap relief


