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Over the past few decades, it has become a bit of a truism that experimental
poetry seeks to make the reader more active than she has been in the past.

Whether it's Barthes's notion of the writerly text, or the adoption and
expansion those ideas by various Language writers, there seems to be a
general consensus among many contemporary experimental poets that
their works attempt to shake the reader (willingly or unwillingly) out of
passive receptivity and into an active engagement with the text.r But why
exactly is activity preferable to passivity? While it's likely impossible to
offer a blanket response to that question, looking at Darren Wershler-
Henry's the tapeworm foundry-a recent experimental poem that fore-
grounds its attempts to activate the reader-in relation to Jean-Frangois
Lyotard's theorizations of the sublime uncovers an interesting ethical and
political underpinning to active, agential reading. The fascinating correla-
tions between Wershler-Henry's poem and the Lyotardian sublime provide
a surprisingly precise set of results for what might seem to be a rather
abstract topic. Specifically, by enacting the sublime emotion in the reader
and then by teaching the reader how to engage directly with the sublime,
the tapeworm foundry challenges the habits of passive consumption that
capitalist economy requires to replicate itself, while providing the reader
with an individual-ness that remains beyond the reach of the social and so

exists as proof of the individual's humanity. Thus, although Wershler-
Henry's poem offers few political statements in its subject matter, Lyo-
tard's theorizations of the sublime explain that the very form of the tape-
worm foundry performs an important socio-political action of subversion
and affirmation.

1. The Lyotardian Sublime and the tapewormfoundry
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Darren wershler-Henry's the tapeworm foundry is an exemplary piece of
experimental poetry, one that succeeds at both challenging and entertain_
ing the reader, all the while working hard not to becom" obr.*. or overly
diffrcult. Playfully serious and seriously playful, the poem is a book_lengtii
text that consists entirely of, as the inside of the book's ffont cover states,
a "list of book proposals."z Some of these proposals are rather practical
("take photos of individual letters from neon signs and then spell out texts
in vast photocollages across the wall"), some are not so practical (.,record
everything that you say for two years and then arrange it according to
degrees of insignificance"), and some are downright bizarrely absurd:

write the regulations for more equitable blood sports like the one in an ocean-
arium between a killer whale and a snorkel diver armed only with a staplegun
or like the one in a kiddie pool between a hammerhead shark and a divorce
lawyer anned with only a butter knife or like the one in a gymnasium between
a white rhino and a gold caddy armed with only a pitching wedge. (tape_
worm)

As no punctuation appears in the text, the book proposals flow as a contin-
uous, unintemrpted stream (this sense of flow is also supported by the lack
of pagination throughout the text). The only concession towards conjunc-
tion is the nonce-word "andor," which occurs between each of the book
proposals: "andor write with your head between your hands andor posit a
novel in which a time traveller first appears at the denouement and then
proceeds backwards to the beginning through a series of non sequiturs
andor smoke your manuscript page by page when you run out of rolling
papers andor ride hard shoot straight and speak the truth andor. .." (tape-
worm). "andor" acts as both a conjunction and, due to its constant reap-
pearance, as a type of refrain, providing semantic section breaks to an
otherwise overwhelming list.

Before looking at how the tapeworm foundry enacts the sublime, it
might be helpful to explain what the term means, particularly in relation to
the poem. While this paper will focus on Jean-Frangois Lyotard's postmod-
ern conceptualizations of the sublime, since Lyotard derived his theories
by adapting Immanuel Kant's work on the sublime it is important to start
with Kant's ideas and work towards Lyotard's adaptations. According to
Kant, the sublime emotion occurs when the imagination (the faculty of pre-
sentation) cannot present a specific example of an idea to reason (the fac-
ulty of ideas); "The feeling of the sublime," he says, "is thus a feeling of
displeasure from the inadequacy of the imagination in the aesthetic estima-
tion of magnitude for the estimation by means of reason, and a pleasure




