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Olga Broumas's Body Language

Christian McEwen

Olga Broumas published her first book at the age of 18. She won
the Yale Younger Poets Award (for Beginning With O) at 29.
“After a decade’s dawdling she found herself “before a broad /
horizon-reaching mesa full of brooks.” The account she gives of
her own human geography -

Clear

From heart to mind a threshing
ground

where compassion, outrage, dignity

share breadth the sexual alone

had augured with its olive branch.

- could well stand as epigraph to her book Perpetua. Itis a lucid and
vulnerable piece of work: more autobiographical, and at the same
time more thorougly political, than any she has written up to now.
In Caritas, the first collection she published in this country,
Broumas described herself guiding a friend, flashlight in hand, *in-
side the small/ cathedral of my cunt.” She used the blunt Anglo-
Saxon word without apology, explicitly raising it to sacred status:

A woman-made language would

have as many synonyms for
pink/Aight-filled/hole as

the Eskimo does

for snow

That passage has been many times reprinted, as much for its
shock value in a prudish and schizophrenic culture as for what it
actually says. And, to this day Broumas is identified as a “cunt
poet,” a poet of things female, sexual, mystical, and mythological.
Her declamatory poems are well known -"Sleeping Beauty” for ex-
ample, with its consciously lesbian narrative of two women “Kiss-
ing/ against the light” in a public place: “This is the woman I woke

from sleep, the woman that woke/ me sleeping.” Her other work -

subtler, more richly textured, less immediately accessible - has on
the whole gone unremarked. Broumas is a poet of sexuality, of
female comings-to-power, but she is also a nature poet, a poet of
consolidation and healing, someone whose primary concern (and it
is there at the very start of her career, in Caritas and throughout
Beginning with O) is with language in and of itself. “In a different
language, things occur differently,” she said in our interview. Asa
stranger to this country, born and brought up in Greece and talking
even now with a faint Greek accent, that is something she has never
wanted to forget.

For Broumas herself, Beginning With O undoubtedly meant
“beginning with Olga™; her life, her own experiences. But the initial
also stood for “O, the O-/mega, horseshoe, the cave of sound.”
This was language as it existed prior to culture, language on its Ut-
self, its state of pure possibility. It was there, before the “mangling,”
that Broumas wanted to situate herself, In “Thetis,” for example,
she took on the voice of a goddess teaching birth control to one of
her young followers, and replaced the usual medical terminology

e

SAPPHO'S
GYMNASIUM

Rave, Poems 1975-1999
364 pgs, 1998

Sappho's Gymnasium
186 pgs, 1994

with beautiful watery metaphors:

Iniand

the women call themselves Tidal
Pools

call their water jars Women, insert

sponge and seaweed

under each curly, triangular thatch.

Even now the accuracy and unembarrassed lyricism of this sur-
prises. But that, after all, was Broumas’s explicit intention: to trans-
form the language of embarrassment, awkwardness, and felt ugli-
ness into the language of confidence and self-love. Listen, for
example, 1o the gentle earnestness of the lovers in “Rumpelstiltskin™:

I call you lovely. Over

and over, cradling

your ugly memories as they burst

their banks, tears and tears, I call

you lovely. Your face

will come to trust that judgment, fo
bask

in its own clarity like sun. Grown
women. Turning

heliotropes to our own, to our lovers’

eyes.

Language as confirmation: again and again Broumas worked to
shape the language, to set up her own words, her own judgment,
against the disapproving voices of the past. In her world, God
himself was transformed, made present and intimate in the most vital
way.

A hand

With the glide of a tongue, a hand

precise as an eyelid, a hand with a
sense

of smell, a hand that will dance
Continued on page 20
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to its liguid moan.

the small
hand of God
inventing
itself again.

“A still small voice” is one thing: a tiny live hand is something else
altogether. And yet if making love is a Good Thing and God cares
for us, as preachers say, and wants to cherish us, doesn’t it make
sense that He/She/It might decide to get more personally involved?
“Extra/ hand, extra/ pleasure” as Broumas put it, unafraid of her own
ecstatic conclusions.

There was, however, a price to be paid for such originality.
When Beginning With O was published, Broumas went from having
a readership of six to having a readership of 6000. She was cata-
pulted onto the poetry-reading circuit and “did 37 readings in'some-
thing like 30 states in three months.” On one level, she loved the
chance to read. On another, the barrage of attention, praise, and

—
A00 1apyma

MEAINA
MEPEOYPH

"] hope to see the
Marbles back in
Greece before I die.
If however, the
Marbles, are
returned afier my
death, then I will be
reborn"

Athens must build the New Acropolis Museum not only for
its citizens, for the visitors to Greece, and for the lovers of beauty,
but also to house the cultural treasures of Greece. This was the
explicit and most sincere wish of Melina Merkouri.

The Melina Merkouri Foundation was established by Presi-
dential decree. Its primary goal is the creation of the New Acropo-
lis Museum. In addition, the Foundation will coordinate initia-
tives for the return of the Parthenon Marbles (Elgin Marbles)
back to Greece. Zule Dassin is the president of the Foundation.

Contributicns toward the realization of the New Acropolis
Museum may be deposited to the following accounts:

In Drachmas
AGROTIKI 017/0100712636
ETHNIKI 040/48294765
EMPORIKI 35817280
/%Vr"% CITIBANK 5501259448

In Other Currencies
CITIBANK 5501239218

ETHNIKI 040/62026325

misunderstanding came as a burden. In a number of the houses she
visited, her goddess poems had been cut out of the book and set up
on altars, with flowers and candles in front of them. “Which should
have been an honor, but it was terrifying to me. Because my pur-
pose in writing those poems was to say, “This is our power,’ to take
it away from the deity in the sky, the externalized, and to say, ‘This is
mine.”” When such a core intention went unrecognized, her confi-
dence in a reliable audience began to falter. Small wonder that in
both Soie Sauvage and Pastoral Jazz (and later, with Jane Miller, in
Black Holes, Black Stockings), she should retreat into a more re-
fracted, private, in her terms “coded” language, one in which she
might be “understood or not understood, but not misunderstood.”

Back in the Northwest after her 37 readings, Broumas applied to
the Oregon Arts Commission for a grant. They gave her $1,000 -
“which at the time was like $4,000 today” - and she took to the road,
driving herself

through Oregon

the greeny garden looking
Jfor the heart feit heart
reviving drone -

For four months she did not speak. “I mean I went to the grocery
store and said, ‘Fill up the car,” but I really didn’t talk for four months.”
To all intents and purposes she was on a spiritual quest, and the
next book, Soie Sauvage, reflects that fact. The goddesses and
myths and fairy tales are gone and Broumas is on her own, writing
of the human body, love and sex and landscape, in poems that have
begun to lose their syntax, to break down into lists and separate
phrases:

rush hour light so delicate

in March in spring

magnolia forsythia plum cherry every
kind

of bulb

Such lines have the sketchy accuracy of journal keeping. And in
fact, much of Soie Sauvage is written as interior monologue, with
occasional forays in the direction of a few trustworthy listeners
(among them Deborah Haynes and Gary Snyder, to whom the book
is dedicated). Here, for example, is Broumas in “Namaste™:

Deborah
we didnt know
when we agreed to love ourselves well for a year
it takes just that to want to
understand,

Her own attempts to understand reached back into the past, remem-
bering the smalt Olga passed from hand to hand, and how the grown-
ups had frightened her:

Lifted

from the table thumbs

stray to your nipples lips
stray to your lips they kiss
touch fondle pass you round

This was the child that Broumas as an adult wanted to rescue and
reclaim. Love was the healer; she looked to trust of the body and
work for reassurance “against the slothful odds: fatigue/ depres-
sion loneliness.” Or to put it in the imperative of her beloved Zen

Continued on page 32
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teachers, “Sweep the garden, any size/ said the roshi.”

By the time she came to write Pastoral Jazz, Broumas was able
to turn her full attention to the old question of language. She wanted
a language that would allow her to luxuriate in words as she luxuri-
ated in the body: “A slow dilation sexual of time and grammar.” The
alternative was paralysis:

So dry inside

the landlocked boat to dreamlife.
Island

with cypress, idle tongue, cold clit.

There was the consolation of lists (*“Chamomile tea clean hair down
blanket/ black old-world chimneys against blue sky”), of certain
numinous moments (“bodies of children in an act of play/ as if in
water, hips in light/ green and white seas™), and the almost physical
pleasure of words and phrases taken from languages other than
English (very different from her old self in Soie Sauvage, where
Greek had sounded “harsh/ and foreign to my ear). “No problemas,”
she wrote. “Lindos suenos/ The sun is full today one lover says/
Swallow it whole/ Merci.”

Another tactic throughout Pastoral Jazz was Broumas’s swift
reaching for the actual, in language so straightforward 1t seems to
carry with it no burden of premeditation: “I put on your shirt be-
cause | miss you,” or “How wonderful the light is on that tree/ just
before rain.” It is as if Broumas were trying to bypass all the difficul-
ties of choice and self-expression and simply give what she saw,
unmediated and complete. Insight condenses into a tiny wry prov-
erb (“It’s like with making love/ It does no good to remember”) or a
moment of Zennish humor (“Don’t light match before filling pipe”).
But still the dissatisfaction, the lingering distrust of words was there
in the background.

Black Holes, Black Stockings, written in collaboration with
Jane Miller, was in many ways the culmination of this method. Like
Soie Sauvage, it too is the record of a journey, a strange and luxuri-
ous trip through unnamed Mediterranean countries, in which char-
acters appear and disappear with the authority of dreams. There are
many delights to be found enroute, like the magical list of blues
(“Blue of rainforest green, of moss, ultramarine of closed eyes,
evening pearl, berry black ...porpoise blue and whale gray, slate
blue of metal...blue of sighs™), the sudden beat of a nursery rhyme
(“when they were wet they were very very wet, and when they were
dry they were funny”), the delicate Songs of Bilitis, translated from
the French of Pierre Louys. But the brilliant surfaces grow wearing
after a while, and the reader tires of the snatches of exotic gossip
from which s/he is excluded: “Your aunt’s daughter married a diplo-
mat”’; “Meanwhile the countess had sent her Russian editor to ask
about our armchair.” In addition, much of Black Holes, Black Stock-
ings seems already to have found its preferred audience in the per-
son of the fellow writer, and I at least was left feeling a little let down
and unwanted in the glare of someone else’s holiday. To know the
background of the book, that Broumas was traveling on a
Guggenheim, and that she and Jane Miller had made a pact to write
together each day, and later “to take out all the ego we could iden-
tify,” did not especially help. For all the anecdotes and pretty phrases,
even the sudden potent memory of child abuse, the ultimate effect is
somewhat cold. B

Books in Brief
{Continued from page 27)

tomio: “Kiépyioov oraxtiveg v yupvoiv tov Philips apetdneicrec o
eixe néoero o, Yorepa o1 moprokaiiég n fdhacoa o Spdpog
KOTNPOPIKOG. APToa T TEVTAA CUVETRPUEVOL OKILoNE Ta Y POVID.
2o [NaveAinivio oxtdmot yuxn £piéa to nodidato oty auuo”
(“Phillips”™).

Zte XEPUKINMOTIKE TNg moinchig Tov TpocueTpéTal 1)
£EopoAGYNoT, 1) onoia ExeL TV 1316 Te 6T 81K TOV ROMATA Va
OVAKOADRTEL TIG SUVELELS TOV K POD, AOTIHOVTOD GTIV TPGTI MRTIC,
KoL 1oV kaBnuepvod. To gpyactiipitov Sev given Kai 1660 SHoKOAD
VOTEPTYPAPEL X PCIUOTOLEL Ta EPYEAEIR TG PETEDTEPPEOAOTIKTG
TOUTTIKTIG, EVIOT] LTHT EMVOTIOT) KATEY ELKLOVTT EVELIEPOC, STOVTRONO
He tov omoio avtihoufdvetot Tov
KOOUO, GOV EVE ANEIATTIKO QAGHO
dnhad), KaTACSKEVUOUEVO pE TR VAIKG
TNG KUTAVIALDGTC,

H petaineppeoiactiny ey vich
Tov 09N fEl o8 Aupikég eEKKARGEIS TV
ALEewv, amokoAGTTOVTOL TOV KpHQLO
M0 TOVG, EVED 01 PMLT EMP POES TOL
Tov BonBobv va pANGEL Y110 podpo
KOUTL TOU GUYY POVOL TEXVOAOYIKOV
KOGUov, Tov pdrig T’ avoiieig, to
kAeiverg apéowng epuntikd, yiori ot
QROKOADYELS TOU 08 KAOVILOUV.

Ta moqpata tng cviioyrg .
HETEOPILOVTOL VENESOL.OTO CUVOHGET G KoL TV s&opolo'mcm I'Iap
OA0. 0w, Pavtdlovy o LTEPOY e AURNBOVES, AUTOVOODIEVES amtd
10 O TIKO copa. AAAG wg exsi. O I'. TCavetaxng oxapet oto
Aarropeio g autoPloy paupiag Tov, RAAPVELUTONGLO TO LAKG TOL KoL
TO OLMOTUTOVEL

To eyystpnpua, icwg, va eviiapépear teprocdtepo tov idio, dtav
BAEmeLand peydAT amOCTOOT) QUTY) TNV TOIMTIKH TOL KaTdPeoT): and
16 GeAidEC ToL mepvo 0 YevEBM0G Torog, N Kahapdta, pe te
PIEELC TOL KA TIS KATOKTTIGELS TOU, GAT) 1) THOCGOAPOL TO ERCPYIEKOD
HIKPOKOTHOV, Ta SLafdopote kot To may vido piog uro SpopeasT
wute. AgvEépe g, 0AAd o TomTrg smibupe v Eavoryivel To mondi
ka0 Epnpog mov ivav kanote, g€ ov kor 1) o Tk TOL VALY
“Zro viimo pe owAS” umopei va. Bswpndei wg Biito epnBeiog, ue ™
MoT1d, GG, £vOS sviAtka.

Baoilne K. Kodouopdg (diafdalw 12/99) B

The best that is Greece
through the written word
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