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Cool Troubadour

Eileen Myles’ Offhanded Genius by Nate Lippens

“I WAS IN A DARK and hopeless place ~story and her own experiences together
when I decided to write the book, and I  with crosseurrents of humor and sadness.
wanted to write my way around it, Iﬂsamurdsl’nme.wiﬁch Myles aceom-

through it, and out of it,” says Eileen Myles plishes with offhand genius.
~author Eileen Myles of her  Rendezvous Maoe “Plot doesn't interest me
new book, Cool for You ($14, that much, but time travel
Soft Skull Press). H‘?;, 7pm,  does,” Myles says. Her
“I meant to write a big, shows a daring
chaotic, sloppy experimental kmdod'bwk and adventurous sensibility. “I started

' 1 sort of chuckled at the idea I was this book on the heels of Chelsea Girls. I

| writing a novel. I went back and read
Ulysses and that gave me permission to
do it,” Myles admits. “I had this idea
about very deliberately going through

within, and talking about that from the
inside, from a very female perspective.”

That idea of women and institutions
provides the novel with a flexible spine,

memories and musings. At the center of
these mingling stories is the dark heart

lwrgnnrlmuﬂmr Nﬂﬂwwhlﬁmul
mﬂun in mm‘lﬂl Imq:lh!

her gr dmother that

every institution I had felt installed

was going through an ‘I wonder if I can
still write stories’ thing. 1 made a list of
the stories I would write if I could write
stories, and I started writing them.

in the first chapter I got the
idea [ could make a novel by shuffling
the stories into each other and finding.
mwvﬂwywuldquﬁamm
Myles says.

G s B ot iowe: VSl
worked on it for six years. Over that time,
the are of the book and its theme of insti-
tutions changed. Myles had
written at length of her
experiences of sexism
during her tenure in the
early '80s as artistie di-
rector of the renowned Po--
etry?m@m at Sr.. Mark’s

tion, that's when T knew T
mamvelﬁt, Myles says.
- Cool for You is still in--
Meﬂwithnﬁemesensed
measuring: a woman's
treatment within institu-
tions. Myles worked in a
nursing home and in & hos-
pital for severely retarded
‘adult males. The small
degradations and the joys
of hard work with dis-
mﬁed,lgmmdpeogﬂem
ampmtedinlﬂyhs‘

ll’eaL hemm.lﬁylenmu

cou]dnotbeuudune,andltbmeﬁne

seemed an
Nellie Myles spent the last 17nm
of her life at the Westhorough State Hos-
pital. As a five-year-old, Eileen Myles
“wanted to visit Nellie, but her parents
‘would not let her. Her grandmother's ill-
ness became a troubling mystery, and, as
" awriter brimming with a poet's sense of
diseursive possibility, it became a shadow
hemhﬂﬂshhertnplmnh.)lﬁmm
&nmmﬁnrofmmmmuag«ﬁe—
line reel to navigate the dark and trieky
mvmofm
Like Chelsen Girls, her brilliant 1994
mﬂeehnn.m;br!buhwnumwiﬂu
ipan lyricism that reminds one of
h-nnko‘i{un.'l‘hanunllnmmodm
chapters are fragmented but not dis-
hfnbed.MﬁmbmnuhumnﬂMer’q

thing around which weryth.ing else

‘nammamnmmmmmhﬂwm

In a simple prose shard she encapsulates
20 years of experimental feminist fiction
with a sly, modernist sleight-of-hand:
mewvﬂuﬂrﬂnmmﬂ@-
nllymusl.rlw ‘A boy on her bed
in the world.”

Myles is a well-renpe_ekrl-nnder—
ground literary figure with a maverick

spirit. In 1992 she toured 28 states, eam-

paigninguﬁmenunﬁrnt “openly fe-

- male” write-in presidential candidate. In

recent years she has toured with Sister
Spit, the all-woman spoken-word trav-

eling road show. “I love reading. I love

touring. I want to do America seriously,”

Myles says. “It’s an independent book,
and I think in many ways you have to
come to your readers. I'm happy to do
that. The troubadour model is one I've
always liked as a writer.” M
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Girls, Interrupted

CHRIS KRAUS

COOL FOR YOU. By Eileen Myles. Soft Skull. 196 pp. $14.

ileen Myles's new novel, Cool for You, is much more a writing-out of female
madness than a book about it. Framed around the author’s search for the
medical records of her grandmother, who spent the last years of her life

in a state mental institution, Cool for You is about the institutionalized life in

general. Though she begins with a descrip-
non of the sanctioned squalor of the state
asylum, really Myles is looking at the big
picture: the processing of people into grades
and schools and genders. cliques and
classes. Like the writing of the late Kathy
Acker, Cool for You is a kind of fragment-
ed autobiography. Both Acker and Myles
write adventure books in which their lived
experience becomes the engine, not the
object, of a narrative. Both present an "
as large as the narrators of Heart of Dark-
ness or Tropic of Cancer, although in fe-
male hands, the use of “I” is often mis-
construed as memoir, Like Acker, Myles
values the most intimate and “shameful™
details of her life not for what they tell her

Chris Kraus, the author of the novels Aliens &
Anorexia (Semiofexte/Smart Art Press) and |
Love Dick (Semiorexte), is currently working on
a biography of Kathy Acker.

about herself but for what they tell us about
the culture, In this sense, Cool for You
makes the classic Female Madness Tale,
from Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar through
Susanna Kaysen’s Girl, Interrupted, look
like a kind of psychic liberalism.

Unlike Plath and Kaysen, and dozens of
practitioners in between, Myles has no par-
ticular belief in the possibility of a fully in-
tegrated female self. She doesn’t think her
experience will be redeemed. The circum-
stances of Myles’s life—she is the daugh-
ter of a Polish secretary and an alcoholic
Irish mail carmier in class-riddled Boston—
are no more dire than those of millions who
daily feel the disparity between their own
lives and the surfaces of upper-middle-class
life that are projected blandly on TV and
intricately probed in most contemporary
literary fiction. What's harrowing is the de-
tail in which this disparity is experienced
and recorded.



Nellie Reardon Myles entered the West-
borough State Hospital at the age of 60. Her
complaint: “[ don't feel well.” She was a
refugee of the Irish potato famine who'd
cleaned houses all her life in Boston and
given birth to seven children. Appetite: nor-
mal. Sleep: normal. Speech: normal. Nellie
was stricken with grief over the death of her
daughter, Helen. The color of her urine is
fully documented over the fifteen years she
spent before her death at Westborough.
Teeth missing: thirty-two. Economic condi-
tion upon her entry: marginal. Her mental
state: sometimes resentful. What Myles
remembers most are the Sunday outings of
her family to the asylum: “Dad went inside.
My mother stayed out with us and the cam-
era, Nellie is led out with great aplomb. The
queen mother. The camera clicks.... It was
our Buckingham Palace.”

It's fitting that Cool for You begins with
a quote from the Modernist hero Antonin
Artaud. Just as Artaud’s experience as a
wartime inmate of the Rodez asylum be-
came a launching pad and paradigm for
his rage against the military-corporate
forces that were then gathering toward a
new postwar order, Myles reads the cur-
sory entries on her grandmother’s life at
Westborough State Hospital, where she was
warchoused by the State of Massachusetts,
as proof of something she already knew:
The Poor Don’t Matter.

he writing of both Myles and Acker is

dependent on a great belief in myth, the

conduit through which we may expen-

ence the Modernist passion to be larger

than oneself. To use a very public “I" to
speak, as Myles has put it, “to her time...”
But mythification doesn’t happen much to
female writing. We have great hagiogra-
phies through which to read the works of
Jack Kerouac, Neal Cassady, Allen Gins-
berg and William Burroughs, but in the
case of their contemporary, Diane di Prima,
the twenty books she's published must
suffice. Criticism also helps create a myth
around the lives of certain male contempo-
rary fiction writers. Girls in my writing class
refer to the author of A Heartbreaking Work
of Staggering Genius as “Dave,” as if they
knew Eggers, and memorize his interview
remarks as if they were late-night phone
confessions. Female myth, it seems, is
something much more self-created.

Myles and Acker have both succeeded
in bringing difficult work that goes against
the grain of contemporary commercial nar-
rative to wider audiences through the sheer
willingness to cultivate and engage with
myth. Acker hit large in the United States
and England following Grove's rapid pub-

lication of her books in the mid-1980s. She
knew the game and cultivated straight-girl
celebnty with a vengeance: sex and motor-
bikes, tattoos, black leather. ACKER JUNKIE,
screamed the headline of her review in The
Independent. She could be seen at 10 am
hailing taxis on Third Avenue in full Punk
Priestess regalia whenever heading uptown
to meet her agent. By 1995, she knew myth
inside out. “The KATHY ACKER that vou
WANT...," she wrote to a friend in Australia,
“another MICKEY MOUSE, you probably
know her better than | do. [t's media, it's
not me. Like almost all the people [ know,
and certainly all the people I'm closest to,
all of whom are “culture-makers’ and so-
called successful ones...our only survival
card is FAME.... We're rats walking tight-
ropes we thought never existed. Oh sure,
we all look good while traveling. We're
good at media images.”

Myles, who 1sn’t straight and 1s best
known as a poet, approaches myth from a
different angle. Since the publication of
her first book, The frony of the Leash, in
1982, she's been offering audiences fleshy,
candid slices of her consciousness and life.
A friend and apprentice of the late James
Schuyler, Myles writes in a style that is
deceptively immediate and conversational,
giddily expressing a huge range of specu-
lative thought. She arrived in New York
City in 1974, a working-class butch les-
bian from Boston, and adapted the literate
candor of New Yeork School Poetry to her
needs. Her very presence at that time and
place was perceived as confrontational,
and it was a challenge she accepted. In
1992 Myles ran as a write-in candidate
for President in eleven states, memoriz-
ing her poems and delivering them like
stump speeches. In “An American Poem,”
she poses as a Kennedy and implores her
listeners:

Shouldn't we all be Kennedys?
This nation's greatest city's
home of the business-

man and home of the

rich artist. People with
beautiful teeth who are not

on the streets, What shall

we do about this dilemma?. ..

Like Acker, Myles uses “autobiograph-
ical” material, but her deployment of it is
more revelatory, less strategically concep-
tual. In Cool for You, Myles's first pub-
lished novel, she sees much of her own life
in tandem with her grandmother's mad-
ness, "It seems people go nuts,” she writes,
“from a number of things,” and then pro-
ceeds to tell us what. The trajectory of a
lost, dissatisfied working-class girl who



wants to be a boy is necessarily less insu-
lated, more wide open to a scary form of
chance than that of the Harvard Blessed,
whose lives she naively tries to emulate.
She takes a job at Harvard Coop and gains
twenty pounds stealing expensive candy
bars while marveling at her co-worker, a
girl who'd come from Beaver Country Day
School who took time off from school to
work a little job. “All these people had a cer-
tain colored skin, kind of golden peachy and
expensive. [t was leisure skin."” Meanwhile,
she was getting pimples. She attends the
University of Massachusetts, Boston, imag-
ining “images of the past—college, some
bunch of bright young people in sweaters
dashing up the steps to their astronomy
class,” only to find that it was not school.
There was no campus.” She commutes on
a string of suburban trains and buses to her
classes and sits with her fellow studentsata

seedy coffee shop called Patsio’s, as close
as U Mass got to an off-campus hangout:

We would sit...and drink our bleary
morning coffee and see the first street
people we had ever laid eyes on. An old
woman pulled up her skint for us and
showed us her bald old pussy. We were
going to school. There was an Irish bar
around the corner where we'd go after
jazz class and smell stale beer and a trio
would play there on Friday afternoons,
a really old man and a really old woman
and some third thing, I can’t remember,
but I know it was a trio. They were so
drunk the music was incredibly bad. ..
and one afterncon they weren't there
because one of them had died.... This
could not be college.

She knows she's lost. She feels the fu-
ture opening up into the present and loop-

ing back again; she sees a girl dancing to
the Doors and it is Jim Morrison’s voice
that keeps repeating in her head as if the
voice were hers, and she wants to be the
one to take the dancing girl on a ride into
a parallel universe. Like Sade's Justine,
Myles has many picaresque adventures.
She quits her taxi-driving job and starts
working as a nurse-assistant at The Fernald
School after a chance conversation with a
fare. The Fernald School is an institution
for retarded men, and there she finds three
classes: the institutionalized men; the
staff, consisting of “the slightly educated
well-meaning down and out confused,”
like her; and the Harvard-trained behavior-
modification therapists, who rarely venture
out into the wards but devise a program in
which the staff pass out handfuls of M&Ms
to reward appropriate behavior. The Fer-
nald School is as dead-end an institution
as any Myles encounters. She recalls: “All
around us was the subtle feeling of a cam-
paign for self-improvement. If we were
daily...improving these men's capacity to
live *normally” then what could the therapy
do for paragons of intelligence like our-
selves. When the buzzer went off we would
hug each other for not smoking.”

She saves up; she travels to the West.
She remembers blueness and the perfection
of the air and mountains and working lots of
different jobs. She wants to be James Joyce,
get rid of everything and write, but then
there’s nothing to hold on to. She starts
a book but can't get past line one, about
gerbils running around a cage. At night she
hears a million voices. The only thing that
held her still was taste, and she kept think-
ing if she could taste the right thing then
she would have something to hold on to.
“The day was some runs that I knew with
my mouth.” One time in the park she floats,
and realizes she's not anyone or thing. *[
was not connected. ..not in at all. Not out-
side either. It wasn’t like a movie.”

For Myles, madness is not exactly some-
thing to be overcome. It is a permanent
state, because it is a correlate of the female
struggle against poverty. Madness isn't
ever isolated from the dead-end jobs, the
crummy schools, the institutionalized fu-
ture that awaits the unconnected. Therefore,
madness is something richer, darker, more
inevitable than a way station on an affluent,
rebellious girl’s journey to success. [n one
of the book’s most temifying scenes, 14-
year-old Eileen is working part time in her
neighborhood at a nursing home. Deliver-
ing trays one night, she gets a glimpse of
a familiar body, a woman she’d known as
Mrs. Beatty. Seven-year-old Eileen had
known the same Mrs. Beatty as the most el-
egant lodger at her friend Lorraine’s moth-



er's boardinghouse. She was a large woman
with chestnut hair, joyful, with an air of so-
phistication, who wore hats with veils. But
now she's naked, no longer wrapped in an
claborate fox-fur coat, and she’s being lifted
off the potty by a nurse and she's not a
person anymore, she is a smelly shapeless
thing, “She turned or a [ saw her face and
there was nothing in it. She was gone.... |
wanted it to be someone else so | wouldn't

have to have seen what [ saw. This is Mrs,
Beatty, said the nurse, disgusted.”

Cool for You is a difficult, painful book
to read. [t is a construction of identity that's
truly public, absorbent of the lives of others.
With the audacity of Henry Miller, with-
out the protection of his bravado, Myles
lets the voice of poverty-madness-shame
speak through her and proves the past is
never operable. (]
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188712859X) “Poet Eileen Myles mansforms a slew of autobiographical

material into a narrative that is as bleak as it is redempoive. Each page 1
imbued with the kind of tone that you want to hear when you pick up the
phone late at night and it's a friend calling to catch up. Dark, hip, astonishing-
Iy bright. | cannot recommend it enough”—Tom Padilla, Posman Books
@ NYL, New York, NY

6{:{}01. FOR YOU, by Eileen Myles (Soft Skull Press, 814 paper,
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the poetry
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that flash on the page like 2

slide sh tracks her

0 to su
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“school®™ for developmental-

clean and soothe the inhabi

fantasies of being a

a sandwich becomes an

symbolic of a lifetime of a
perceived failure to live up
to expectations. “I
couldn't imagine pushing my
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Dear, eat your
ys 2 big
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en  another
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*captivity narrative.” She
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Cool for You
By Eileen Myles, Soft Skull
Press, 196 pages, $14.

A steady stream of lucid, deeply sweet,
and occasionally bitchy poetry and a
collection of stunningly blunt and per-
sonal short stories [Chelsea Girls) es-
tablished New York City writer Eileen
Myles as a literary loudmouth to be
reckoned with. With grace and anger,
Myles reveals and accuses; she's a butch
dyke Bukeowski whose confessions clear
a place at the table for her queer, work-
ing-class sisters while hurling bottles at
the larger culture that continues to
kick them to the curb.

Cool for You, Myles's first novel, isa
tour of the soul-crushing reality of the
hand-to-mouth set. The novel begins

with the 22-year-old character Eileen
—"a girl and a fuck-up” — employed
in a chamber-of-horrors state hospital
for “severely retarded adult males.”
Anxious, alcoholic, and barely keep-
ing it together herself, she rewards
“good” behavior with the chocolate
candies she shamefully binges on dur-
ing breaks. “For this | was born," our
heroine despairs, “for this | came into
the world?™ Myles's misery is achingly
familiar to anyone who's ever been
trapped in the low-pay grind, and the
working-class martyr she creates of
herselfl is grandiose and self-aware, cre-
ating a great swelling myth that oblit-
erates the regulation hopelessness.
Myles's prose is also a roomy place;
she seems lo recognize you as one of her
own, and she invites all of her people to
poin i her grand rejection of the system
and reclaiming of our marginalized
lives as desperately important. The
strength of Myles's voice is unique and
fantastic — giddy, almost bratty slang
skids across the surface of her deeply
sad, deeply intelligent prose. Cool for
You is a mesmerizing poetic novel with
surpose and wit. (Michelle Tea)
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The new feminists,
to judge from their
magazines, are not
leery of domesticity,

[ motherhood or
girliness

very sixmonths or so,
{ somebody declares fe
nism dead. Then, like Glenn
Close in Fatal Attraction, it
lurehes up out of the bathub
g n.when (and where) you least
expect it The Weh, which began
is now awash in
rl-art sites (in-

eluding the Canac
www. moxic.ca, “a women's portal
. thatisn’t about lip gloss and firm-
gy i your 7ss8”), And you can
| find on the newstand, in coj
| Curve, Bust and Biteh, a differer

of

breed of (young) women’s maga-
#ine

the feminist girl
. OF @ Womyn, or

+, She's alady.

'ms of writing that mix

c, poetry and performance.
Lady heroines include Kathleen
Hanna, former frontwoman for
the group Biki 1, Joan Jett and
the ubiquitous Melissa Etheridge.
Girl groups like The Butchies, The
Hissyfits and Le Tigre are pro-
duced by an indie record label
{two women in two rooms, ac!
ally) called Mr. Lady. The Ameri-
ean version of Lilith Fair is known
on both coas adyFest. The
band Ladytror (no surprise)
four women who play electronic
music. And Bust magazine ("for
women with something to get off
their chests™), going strong for al-
mosi 10 years now, devoted a re-

ctting and

cralts” of knitting, cre
needlepoint, One picce of art pho-
aphed in Ms, magazine, the

ulnl[‘ dame of the new-lady

knvitted over with
e same issue of Bust ran an arti-
cle extolling the virtues of house-
woirk, called A Broom of One's
Ohwm, alongside ads for mail-order
! leopand-print ironing boards and

Y READING AND WRITING
> MARNLIACKSON

BRIAN GARLE/TIHE GLOBE AN MAIL

zebra-skin brooms.

Retro need not be retrograde,
however. For the “ladies,” house-
work is part of a hands-on philos-
ophy all round. Pro-sex and pro-
fun, a blend of gay, straight and
post-punk energies, the new femi-
nism is an evolution of the once-
feminine pursuit of homemade
crafts and “do-it-yoursell” proj-

, now extended to orgasms as
well as jams and jellies. They put
out records and their own maga-
zines, and to judge by the ads, the
sex-toy industry is about to outsell
eyveshadow,

Even sexual identity isn't the big
deal it used to be. Bust reports a
trend among young Norwegian
straight girls who like to kiss, but
n't gay. Life is more compli
cated now. Howe nnhnti},‘ has
solved the povent

rines like Bitch ("A ¥
sponse (o Pop Cu J can only
afford to publish twice a vear, and
although women now outnumber
men in America by an aste i

eight million, they still earn 72

cents to every guy's dollar. It's
enough to make you . . . knit.

Tnn the new Feminist ma nes,
self-acceptance has replaced the
women's-mag manira of self-im-
provement. Even more “realistic”
magazines like Oprah's O can siill
e readers in a gloomy pall of
nakeover” envy, convinced that
erything from their apartments
to their bodies requires a major
overhanl. Insecurity drives both
the advertising and the editorial
nt. But Bust has a loyal read

fashionista reign of size twos. A
free-for-all slumber- party ethos
reigns, where corporate takeover
dreams are compatible with flam
ing nail decals.

The one faintly tiresome aspect
in all three magazines is the undis-
puted worship of the vibrator. It
reminded me of men and their
sound systems, this new fixation of
girls on their Magic Wands, One
music cril Bitch even felt com
pelled to describe a band as
"working together as smoothly as
a vibrator and a couple AAs."” This
constant hum in the background
of the lady med a nice change
from the unsexy, furrowed-hrow
feminism of yore, but | worry that
carpel tunnel syndrome will set in.
Are we never going to leave appli-
ances behind?

As for fashion, Bust has a fea-
ture called "real women in their
real clothes” that achieves a won-
derful strangeness that any Prada
ad would kill for.

Curve magazine (“The Bestsel-
ling Lesbian Magazine") featured
an interview with another new
feminist heroine, 50-year-old ren-
egade poet Eileen Myles — a sort
of latter-day lady Beat who has
mace a career out of avoiding
mainstream success. Myles talked
about her new novel Cool for You
and her approach to writing.

“Literary culture has always
struck me as being a turnofl,” says
Myles, the author of eight books of
poetry. Her new roman-a-clel
novel is about growing up in work-
ing-class Boston, where her father
delivered the mail 1o the Harvard
dorms. Her relationship with aca-
demia and any other institution
remains that of a testy, "inside”
outsider. A former pal of Allen
insberg, Myles is a true original,
an independent voice in an in-
creasingly branded publishing cul-
ture. No wonder she’s an
inspiration to the ladies.
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Myles ahead

By Gerry Gomez Pearlberg Photograph by Eric Dgden

oet Eileen Myles pulls her trademark

green mountain bike up to a patissenie

near her East Village home, and saun-

ters in with nothing in hand but a
jumbo Rand McNally road atlas. She's using it,
she explains, to plan her national book tour,
which began on November 1, just as her first
novel, Caol for You, hits the stores. It seems
particularly apt that Myles travels light, pow-
ered by her own steam, forever mapping her
next move. After all, this fiercely independent
poet’s writing style is marked by velocity, risk-
taking and adventure.

Myles, 50, says she came to New York
from Arlington, Massachusetts, "to be a
poet,” She succeeded: An active literary fig-
ure with six books of verse to her name
(she's also written articles and reviews for
The Village Voice, The Nation, Nest and Art
in America), Myles has taught poetry in
New York, California, Provincetown and at
the Boulder-based Naropa University
(poetic mecca and Allen Ginsberg's old
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stomping ground). In the early "80s, she was
artistic director of the influential Poetry Pro-
ject at St. Marks Church. In recent years, she
has toured with Sister Spit, San Francisco's
all-woman spoken-word show, and curated
“Scoul,” a reading/performance series at
NYC's Thread Waxing Space. She's just com-
pleted yet another poetry collection, Skies.
All this from the woman who, back in 1992,
went on the road through 28 states, cam-
paigning as America'’s first “openly female™
write-in presidential candidate,

Given Myles's eclecticism, it's no surprise
that Cool for You isa novel of experiment and
fusion. Part memoir, part manifesto, the
story is centered around Myles's grand-
mother Nellie, who spent her last years ina
mental ward. For young Eileen, Nellie was a
mysterious figure whose troubled life res
onated long after her death. “As a child, my
parents would not let me see where she
lived,” Myles says. "It's so scary to think of it,
even now, to be a child who weants Lo go inside

the mental hospital” Myles
uses the book to explore not
only the nature of the institu
tion, but also what it means to
be mad—both in and at Ameri
can society. In a style reminis-
cent of Chelsea Girls, her
prosaic collection of memoirs
from 1994, Myles writes Cool for
You in a deadpan style through
a series of nonlinear, often ab-
surdly funny episodes that
weave her own life experiences
together with those of her
grandmother.

“This is not a quote-unguote
real novel,” Myles notes. “It's my
kind of novel—pasted together
and funky. While writing this
book, 1 thought, It's going 1o ex-
plain more than novels are sup-
posed to; it's just going to doany
fucking thing it wants to do, and
then I'm still poing to say its a
novel when I'm done” The
book’s opening quote—"Jamais
real, toufours vrai ™ ("Never real,
always true”), from early-20th
century  artist-madman-provo-
cateur Antonin Artaud—pretty
well sums up Myless offbeat
approach,

Mot that this writer has ever
been conventional. Growing upin
a working-class town near
Boston, Myles dreamed of
becoming an astronaut. Instead,
she accepted the slightly more
down-to-earth mission of liter-
ary progenitor, artist-activist and
opponent of the status quo. “1
sort of consider myself “the pub-

i she says “Offenses to the

East Village poet Eileen Myles may call Cool for You a novel, but i imme dooy s
this offbeat collection of mini-memoirs is far from traditional

of popular culture—are offenses
tome. I'm very ordinary in a way,
but [ think the ordinary person,
the ordinary woman, is very fan-
tastic. It's a challenge to make an art life out of
such quote-unguote mundane material asme.”

Mundarne is the last word Myles fans would
use todescribe her. In jacket blurbs for Cool for
You, best-zelling author Dorothy Allison has
declared Myles "a genius” Novelist Dennis
Cooper vividly describes Myles as “one of the
savviest voioes and most restless intellects in
contemporary hit”

Like its author, Cool for You follows a
unique trajectory in pursuit of the surprising
and new. “In the writing, | gave myself total
freedom to cccupy places of memory, and to
make my own conclusions from there,” Myles
explains. “Back when | ran for presadent, my
campaign was about a poet’s right tospeak; so
18 this book. Ceol for You isa completely real
istic novel by a person who basically believes
that lifeis a dream.”

Cool for You (Soft Skull Press, $14) is in
stores now. See Books for readings by Eileen
Myles on Saturday 4, Sunday 5 and Tuesday 7.
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COOL FOR YOU
By Elleen Myles
[Soft Skull Press, 2000 ]
Cood for You is anintense first-person
v by the rock star of modem po-
etry, Eileen Mules. This book covers a
ot of ground, told mainly in fash-
hacks and short scenes, as we follow
Eileen's life from her childhood
through her fifties. It's a story of alco-
holism, uncertain sexual identity,
and petty, thankless jobs, but some-
how Myles makes the whole thing
meaningful and funny. “The summer
i5 half over, | am 18, | came here be-
cause | wiigh one hurdred and thir-
ty-three pounds and live in Arlington
with my mother and brother and sis-
teer and my father is dead and | drink
100 much. Hothing is ever right in my
life, | have no desire. | only want
clothes and to be somewhere else”
Myles has a gift for raw writing,
making you feel as if you are right
there with her. Unlike other writers
who wse this technique, her quality
never suffers for the sake of imme.
diacy. Although the form of this
novied is unusual, it is as well-crafted
and precise as amy poem, and fun
1o read, besides, Tern Griffith




