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face.” The crow call together turns to a superhuman 
experience. The pages reverberate with images of 
crows “dripping and soaring, landing speculatively, 
lurching from the limbs in afterthought and then 
settling again with resolute and disgruntled shrieks.” 
The “photographs” are real-life portraits, but depict 
the world with an ideological baggage. The imagery 
enters the ritualistic and ceremonial elements of 
theatricality and dramatic scale into the narrative 
text. Both elements are not separate, but interact with 
each other, creating one meaning. 

The pleasures and terrors of Crow Call, return-
ing home after a hunting magic, is an echo from 
the past, but at the same time, the fairy tale is also 
the vigorous voice of the present: a reflection on 
families with soldiers returning from wars in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and other war zones. This picture book 
is a careful and tender book for all ages, enlighten-
ing, not a banal hunting expedition but a father and 
a daughter confronting the chaos and dissolutions of 
their life into the possibility of love.

Dinda L. Gorlée (http://www.xs4all.nl/~gorlee/) is 
a semiotician and translation theoretician living in 
The Hague (the Netherlands) with research interests 
in interarts studies. She is an associate editor of 
American Book Review.

Gorlée continued from previous page

of family members. They are together and talk but 
have no conversation and are not at ease. To change 
parental love gone awry, the parent listens to his 
daughter seriously in order to change the feeling 
of sadness into love. In Crow Call, the father is not 
deaf to Liz’s grief and her silence. Since he is both a 
real and mythological hunter, the hunting adventure 
cultivates their involvement to change the soldier’s 
absence from home to his return as a “real” father. 
Crow Call recalls the hunting episodes in the tradi-
tional fairy tales Little Red Riding Hood and Snow 

White. But here, hunting is not understood as chasing 
and killing of animals but symbolizes a life close 
to nature and animals. To transform and reconcile 
their wounded selves, father and daughter share the 
meaning of common symbols—such as the oversized 
tartan shirt, the cherry pie, the gun, the trees, and the 
flocks of crows. The “sacred” flow of the objects of 
desire cures them from “badness” and gives a warm 
emotional attachment.

This picture book is a careful and 
tender book for all ages.

The flow of the illustrations throughout the 
book by the Russian artist Bagram Ibatoulline 
embroiders the human and supernatural turning 
points with real-photographic as well as unreal-
mythical images. Young readers or listeners cannot 
or can hardly read, and attend the narrative text 
through seeing what the pictorial images mean. The 
illustrations recreate the tension and the solution of 
the narrative text: alarmed by the strangeness of the 
father figure, then he surprises his “hunting compan-
ion” with a breakfast of three pieces of cherry pie. He 
becomes a “hunter” specializing in animal calls, but 
he has “a condescending, poised, giraffe look on his 
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“I care about poetry that disrupts business 
as usual,” reads Charles Bernstein’s epigraph to 
Barn Burned, Then, Michelle Taransky’s new book 
drawing inspiration from and paying tribute to the 
Objectivist Poets of the 1930s. So, apparently, does 
Taransky. Taking up her cudgel and adz against 
conventional uses of language in poetry, she achieves 
a perfect splintering that generates multi-factorial 
images and levels of meaning and the kind of com-
pound-eye truth that can be achieved only through 
the concentrated focus of a thousand perspectives. 

Objectivist poetry emerged from the work 
featured in the February 1931 issue of Poetry, edited 
by Louis Zukofsky after he was asked by Harriet 
Monroe to articulate the basis for a new movement 
called “objectivism.” One founder, George Oppen, 
described his primary concern as “the subject of the 
sentence,” and he cautioned against “rushing over the 
subject matter in order to make a comment about it.” 
Drawing from science of optics, Zukofsky defined 
“objective” as the “lens bringing the rays from an 
object to a focus.”

The artifacts of objectivism are everywhere 
in Barn Burned, Then, beginning with the title’s 
evocation of what Oppen once said about political 
and artistic action, that “surely no one need fiddle 
precisely at the moment the house next door is 
burning.” At least three poems, beginning with the 
first one, reference the praying mantis of Zukofsky’s 
poem, “Mantis” and “‘Mantis,’ An Interpretation.” 
Also present is this image from “A Group of Verse” 

by Charles Reznikoff in the 1931 issue: “Among the 
heaps of brick and plaster lies / A girder, itself among 
the rubbish.” An objectivist “touchstone” for “the 
poem as object, sincere in itself,” the girder shows 
up in “The Event,” one of many poems that strew the 
rubble of cataclysmic destruction across the page: 

And seven barns respectively. A crying  
     falcon. You were the one 
Who told me girder. Cast the anchor in rich  
     earth. Declaration of echo is no 
Different from the fold. When weeds push at  
     the walls, the wailing 
Names names.

In Barn Burned, Then, images like these are 
repeated and expanded in later poems into multiple 
permutations, with the extreme heterogeneity of 
materials and consequent foregrounding of language 
being precisely the point. Words like “mother,” 
“safe,” “weeds,” “frame,” “tender,” “teller,” “fold,” 
“bank,” “branch,” “burn,” “barn,” and “burglars” 
repeat in the book like talismans. Subsequent 
readings morph a “teller” from a person behind a 
bank window into one who witnesses or “tells” (or 
“untells”) truths and a “safe” from a noun meaning 
a bank vault to an ironic adjective in a world where 
the vagaries of a capitalist economy level bulldoze 
entire cultures along with their historical structures. 

Taransky jettisons most of the elements of 
poetic convention, initial-capping some lines but 
omitting capitalization in others and minimally 
punctuating most poems, with the notable exception 
of “The Bank Holds” which ends each of its first 
nineteen lines with a colon. Still, a feeling or shadow 
of structure—what T.S. Eliot might call the ruins of 
form—haunts Barn Burned, Then. Neither regular 
nor symmetrical, lines are nevertheless consciously 
and carefully shaped, and often seem almost to form 
regular stanzas until they are disrupted, so reliably 
disrupted, in fact, as nearly to constitute their own 
pattern. The predominant visual statement is of stan-
zas stacked into slender verticals, like silos, towers, 
or columns in a bank ledger. Here is one example, 

in the poem that opens the book: 

Empty will take care 
Ask, can our digging 
Do the job, untell 
What crier told

Only stories grow tall 
No fossil wrote in 
Wasn’t the emblem of the whale 
Ordered from confession to cave

That stores names

That had to be fed to the children

Barn, you turned away at that  

Foust continued on next page 
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idea that subsidies in fact rob farmers of their ability 
to subsist. As in the rest of the book, the grammar here 
is aggressively recombinant, as dazzling as DNA in 
its ability to generate new possibilities for meaning.

Syntax that is broken yet at the same time 
highly complicating, protean grammar, minimal 
punctuation, obscure references, elliptical meaning—
a book like this can seem like a cryptogram to which 
only the author and her cabal hold the key. I was by 
turns impressed and annoyed by the technical virtu-
osity and difficulty of Taransky’s poetry, but what 
kept me reading was fascination with the sculptural 
integrity of the lines and with what seemed a method 
to the madness—the objectivist creed. I began to 
see the disjunctiveness as the thought-in-action of 
a quicksilver mind observing and recording images 
without trying to make them pretty. As I read on, 
the voice became a chorus observing, recording, 
and, at times, crying out in anguish about (but never 
attempting to explain) what was being seen. There is 
something real here in the objectivist’s paradigmatic 
girder gleaming among the debris, just as there is 
beauty in the strange, wild music of the sounds in 
many poems (my favorite is “Dear”). 

Reading this book is vigorous mental exercise 
because most of the connective tissue must be 
supplied by the reader. I came away pondering 
the things that make up barns and meanings, the 
remnants of a culture obliterated by progress, and a 
land of farms displaced by banks. But Barn Burned, 
Then is more than an elegy to the Midwestern farm-
ing way of life or even an objectivist treatise on the 
fallibility of language. It is in the most fundamental 
sense also an eclogue, poetry that focuses on what is 
constituent and continuous in nature, on what existed 
before and will continue to exist after all the barns 
have been raised and razed. What happens when a 
way of looking at things that has gotten in the way 
of looking at things is eradicated? Masahide, in a 
quotation that opens the second section of Barn 
Burned, Then, says, “Barn’s burnt down— / now / I 
can see the moon.” A palm held too close to the eyes 
can foreclose apprehension that anything else exists. 
But if the palm is lowered, it becomes possible to 
see what the sky holds. And sometimes, as Taransky 
shows in this remarkable and sometimes infuriating 
first book, it becomes possible to fathom a universe 
from an unflinching examination of its constellations 
and of each constituent star.

Rebecca Foust has two books of poetry coming out 
in 2010: All That Gorgeous, Pitiless Song, winner of 
the 2008 Many Mountains Moving Book Award, and 
God Seed. Dark Card and Mom’s Canoe received 
the Robert Phillips Poetry Chapbook Prizes in 2007 
and 2008.
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Lip— decreed ballads not 
Knowing the country planted itself

Felt bones in the way 
We stood for

Frontiersman meaning it 
Object over hero, cry 
Whiteness and mantis may 
Be white, proceed I am 
Burning the portrait 
That barn painted over the dig

The barn will pose  
Or translation hasn’t helped 
Pile yes with no that stall 
Means we farm moths as well 
As the chapter in chapter

Using the same procedures 
Pound headless cattle 
Cage in the open field

Establishing the aesthetic blueprint for what 
will follow, the poem eschews conventional punc-
tuation, capitalization, meter, and rhyme even as 
it embraces wordplay and aesthetic allusions, like 
“Ask, can” (invoking the early twentieth century 
“Ash Can School” of art) and “mantis” (Zukofsky). 
Irregular stanzas contain lines that are chiseled, spare, 
and radically broken. Disjunctive syntax creates 
a collage or mosaic text: fragments of fragments, 
like the sounds of many voices talking at once. The 
consonance of “confession to cave” and intra-line 
word repetition of “chapter in chapter” are typical of 
sonic figures in subsequent poems. Even though first-
person pronouns appear, the poem does not reveal a 
speaker; its voice is bodiless, Cassandra-like, neither 
individual nor human. Besides specific images and 
ideas such as “confession,” “children,” “burnings,” 
and “barns” that return in subsequent pages, the 
poem also introduces the range of images, from 
violent and destructive (“Pound headless cattle”) to 
startling, surreal, and delicate (“we farm moths”). 
What is perhaps most significant, though, is that not 
a single image is explained, justified, or the subject 
of commentary. 

Radically and deliberately dissociative, the 
line breaks and syntax achieve something close to 
maximum disjunctivity. Note how the poem’s title 
interacts with its first two lines and how the absence 
of punctuation or syntactical directive allows a word 
as seemingly inconsequential as “that” to become 
pivotal for meaning. “That” functions variously as 
an adjective showing contradistinction (that empty 
as opposed to another empty, where “empty” is a 
noun), an adverb (modifying and showing a relative 
degree of “empty,” this time an adjective), a pronoun 

(referring to the precedent gerund “burning”), and 
a conjunction (introducer of the subordinate clause 
“That / Empty will take care”). When not only the 
uses of “that” but also the words that work with it 
are so grammatically and semantically volatile, the 
possibilities for meaning multiply to such a degree 
that in the end, meaning disintegrates. This is, of 
course, the point: like the objectivists, Taransky is 
wary about language and its ability to tell the truth. 

A book like this can seem like a 
cryptogram to which only the author 

and her cabal hold the key.

Even at the level of a single word, language 
slips and deceives. Thus, in the title Barn Burned, 
Then each word is a slant-rhyme variant of the one 
preceding it, and each is a receptacle for smaller 
words that expand meaning. “Barn” holds “Ba,” a 
farm animal sound, and “Burned” holds “bur,” an 
indigenous weed. “Burned” also holds “urn,” itself 
a container for ashes. In the same way, “Barn” and 
“Then” enclose “A” and “The,” two articles with 
significance for readers familiar with Zukofksy’s 
work. But as noted above, the title also fluctuates at 
the level of phrase, achieved by means of a kaleido-
scopic shuffling of grammatical forms that words can 
take. Against this constantly shifting collage, clarity 
and fixity of phrase, when it does come, stands out 
in dramatic bas-relief, like this one from “They Sold 
the Calf. That Fall”: “In the home / the home was 
slaughtered, was divided in two parts.” Notice how 
the line break sunders “home” from “home,” vivisect-
ing the word in a way that enacts the line’s meaning. 

If this book sings an elegy to a lost agrarian 
way of life, it also acknowledges that farming in 
its time displaced a preexisting, even more bucolic 
landscape. Destructive as a barn burning is, it clears 
the way for a return to the state of nature that existed 
before the land was cultivated, something the govern-
ment tries to engineer by paying subsidies to “raise 
/ native grasses, forests, and appropriate means / for 
measure.” Again, indeterminate grammar multiplies 
meaning in these lines. If “means” is read as a noun, 
“the family” is being paid to raise not only “native 
grasses” but also a means of survival, underscoring 
the irony of government subsidies paid not to raise 
crops. In a homophonic pun on “raises,” subsidies 
literally “raze” a way of making a living. Read as 
verb, “means” shifts shape again: “appropriate means 
(i.e., signifies) measures.” That is, what is fitting, 
proper, even ethical becomes something quantifiable 
in mathematical terms. Likewise, the word “appropri-
ate” can be an adjective meaning “suitable” or instead 
a verb meaning “to steal,” reinforcing the paradoxical 

Once we are born, a tortuous path of hope and 
disillusionment stretches before us—and who better 
to blame than Mother, who has refused to keep us 
inside her body where we were contained, safe, and 
warm? Then, as a further injury, Mother turns out to 
be flawed. Tellingly, in “Jewish Voodoo,” the ovum 
mezuzah is labeled, “Extract embryos from the 
icebox.” This label is as much a description of the 
narrator’s recharacterization of her mother’s womb 
as it is a directive from a grandchild-seeking mother 
to her daughter.

coMParing craziness
Laurel Kallen
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Melissa Broder’s first book of poems, When You 
Say One Thing but Mean Your Mother, explores the 
power of human bonding and the desolation of its flip 
side, isolation. In the title poem, the narrator delves 
into her own psychological drama as a function of 
her narcissistic mother’s refusal to commit to natural 
childbirth and to breastfeeding. Similarly, in “Jew-
ish Voodoo,” where a mother buys her daughter an 
“ovum mezuzah,” Broder reminds us that we come 
from the womb, but there’s no returning thereto. 
Yet, with a delightful balance between the dark and 
the heady, the poems provide a sense that revelry in 
moments of bleakness is always both possible and 
desirable. Kallen continued on next page 


