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Maggie Jaffe was a well-known West Coast poet and teacher at San Diego State University who died 

in 2011 at age 62.   A self- -

work published in three collections in the 1990s [Continuous Performance (1992), How the West Was 

One (1997), and 7th Circle (1998), and two in the first decade of the 21st Century [The Prisons 

(2001) and Flic(k)s (2010)].   In 2014, Dragonfly Press published a generous selection of her work, 

edited by Christopher Butters, Marilyn Zuckerman and Robert Edwards, titled Continuous 

Performance. 

n and of the voice, 

stance, themes and compositional practice found there and in the books that followed.  

1992 book by that title one has to seek its meanin

a personification of America by the Flemish designer and engraver Adriaen Collaert [ca. 1590].  In 

-

breasty, straddling a fantastic / creature, part armadillo, p



, but the poem is interested in what happens next as America 

contingent on indigen

rmed 

 

reservation imprisonment and genocide is one acid irony tactic in her poetic strategy to debunk and 

-

banks, nursing homes, / copying centers, / think 

/ face of the earth,

boozing & gambling, not for being a pro- the poem 

Roosevelt, Truman, / Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Nix   

  



As one reads on in Continuous Performance it becomes clear that the title does not refer, as one 

might assume, to the  performance in writing poems and publishing books.  The creative 

activity of individual poets is not a time-bound and measured expenditure of energy but neither is it 

a case of working without a break. (4) The only type of performance that can be truly mounted 

continuously without a break is one carried out by collective entities, such as social institutions, 

capitalist enterprises, and nation-

foreign policy, the collusion of all three at the same time. (5) 

 set firmly on the imperialism of nation-states, 

primarily that of the USA, which she sees as engaged in a relentless expansion of its power to 

dominate and exploit other social formations and the geographies of the natural world.  This is her 

primary theme.  The continuous performance of Wall Street and global capitalist markets is a related 

concern which surfaces when the names of major U.S. multinationals are linked to the American 

re.  Her creative energies 

throughout her first two published books are centered on the archcriminality of U.S. imperialism 

and on the formal strategies she must devise to poetically introduce content about its murderous 

black ops, military interventions and economic depredations and to debunk the devious protective 

SCAT [state crimes against truth] it uses to manufacture and secure a dominant historical version of 

events. (6)  

In a pair of poems near the end of Continuous Performance, 

 



McCann Erickson Advertising Agency. / marketing Exxon Nestle, the San Diego Zoo, / ...General 

Electric, makers of ground-to-air missiles, / endorsed by their affiliate, NBC. / Dow Chemical, / 

s torture 

Gillette] Sandoz]. 

/  Given electric shocks to her gums,/ her vagina [AT&T]. /  Her screams are recorded on a cassette 

[Toshiba]. 

filed under the category / Subversive, Code Red [IBM]

Magic of the Marketplace  

In the 

-

phosphorus-cluster-fuel air-percussion- 

note (7),  one of a dozen appended to the 

Continuous Performance 

olent South American dictatorships, domestic terrorism backed by 

-type 

proxy wars and the occasional U.S. military invasion (8)  as a backup domination option for decades, 



State Department and NGO-seeded money and memes, covertly assisted by CIA black ops, to help 

-

containing and referencing real historical content.  History is the touchstone of her work.  Her 

poems are saturated with it. 

In the book that follows her 1992 Continuous Performance five years later [How the West Was 

One, 1997] we see Jaffe continuing the practice of debunking plot lines in the official American 

historical narrative.  Consider the second poem in the collection:  

  

   [for Ward Churchill] 
 The poster announced a Conference on Genocide 
 at a southern California university.  
 Represented were Jews, Armenians, Cambodians, 
 even Gypsies, but no American Indians.  
 I phoned the professor in charge, 

 
but the students  

 
within the dictionary  
definition of Gen*o*cide, 

 
 

 
chronic murder of civilians & the slaughter 
of 50 million bison with the intention of starving  

 
 

 
The poem is dedicated to a noted Native American scholar-activist whose many books 

nd protect what they have left. (9)   In 

seventeen lines it discloses the principal SCAT at work in the official American history cover-up 

conspiracyconspiracy



mission in the world wamission in the world wa

substitution of fantasy for fact exuberance stands in for white racism, aggression and greed. (10)   

an imperialism.  

Jaffe herself recognized this and republished the poem in unaltered form in her fourth collection 

Prisons [2001].   

About a third of the poems in How the West Was One were selected from a collection of work 

Jaffe self-published under the title Atomic Rapture  

Even in this early work what comes to the fore, disturbing the field, is the irruptions of history 

naming of names that is alien to American poetry of the same period, the title poem from Atomic 

Rapture 

- rst term 1980-84, 

Contras, god-fearing commie-hating, founding 

alist Sandinista government of Nicaragua], while he launches 

-based anti-missile 

-nuclear 

Press, titled Atomic Ghost, from which Jaffe is conspicu



 

Although the individual artist is at a disadvantage working against the SCAT produced by the 

-time-equivalent harpies, Jaffe in her first two major 

devices of satire, malediction and the naming of names in the manner of the ancient bards of Irish 

 

Atomic Rapture collection, deserves 

-

poetry was all but oblivious to the creeping chimera of born-again religion and bailed-out-again 

capitalism that morphed from its 19

- -term, born-again Presidency of 

-

collapsed i

 

 
 Words also Liquidate, 
 Pacify, Terminate. 
 Orders given / received: 
 sever a limb, excise a nipple, 
 delete a government enemy. 
 From a Salvadoran prison 
 Roque Dalton wrote of the lyric 
  
 against a prison wall. 



 
In the concluding section of How the West Was One, 

continues her poetic counter- -

-throated / songbird 

-

poem 

torture scene from Latin America, where English is spoken in a phone call, and  

everyday objects are 
catalysts of terror: 
a chair strapped to,  
a desk slammed on, 
a phone hooked to genitals. 
On this as instrument of torture 
you note (in fine print) 

 
 
The poem closes with a barbed verse that serves as a reply to the lyric poet who in the opening 

poem of Atomic Rapture questioned the purpose of her poetics: 

In white rectangular rooms  
in North America, poets 
police their poems 
deleting pointed references 
to what is done in their names. 
And yours.  
 

  tance with its unflinching historical 

disclosures was deploying the power of public naming as an antidote to the closet aesthetics of self-



censorship and ritualized de-selection.  It is an outstanding poetic effort at monkeywrenching the 

continuous perform - -based narrative.  

(18)     

7th Circle (1998), Jaffe turned to the 

related themes of suicide and the casualties of 20th Century imperialist wars (19)   It contains a 

 and 

BreathlessBreathless f a mini-interview.  It marks the appearance of the dialogue 

-content based monologues.  Dialogue is also the form of the 

following mock- ld 

Me in the bathtub, / wrists slit, white spit / on blue lips, pink water / & gray tile.  

  

 our own  

Assemblage is aAssemblage is a

with its senryu-like satirical epigraph,   

Gestapo officer pointing 
 

did you do this? 
No, you did. 

 
The six-



[h  

Two Victims of Capitalism 
She: pock-marked by the clap. 
He: wasted by mortar.  
The Nazis classed his art with Beckmann, Chagall, Grosz, Heartfield, Kandinsky, Klee, El 

 
because  
golden bodies for the Reich. 

 
 War Cripples cited as 

 
 

 the 7th Circle of his Inferno also includes murderers and 

plunderers, who in life committed violence against others.  As historian Howard Zinn says in his 

reason for this is that Jaffe does not hesitate to experiment with form.  This is clear from her next 

work, The Prisons [2001]. 

As Michael McIrvin says in his review of The Prisons,  Prisons 

drawi

 the content-base of her poems 

beyond what is possible in the strictly literary mode.  Instead of the usual grouping of poems by 



privatized and run by for-profit corporations).  In B Block we glimpse the prison of imperialist 

American Activities Committee, about which he famously said: 

 
as Nazis.  At least they let you  
smoke  
To which Jaffe adds,  
An irascible  
rumpled-looking foreigner 
in the Halls of Justice, 
hating the Jew- 
hater and the big  
boss man, he scrawls on the back  
of an envelope on his knee: 
What is the crime 
of robbing a bank 
compared with  
the crime  
of founding one?  

 
December, 1919.  When Emma Goldman 

 
did she see this as the ultimate irony? 

 
Only in death will they allow  
her back in the Imperium. 

 
lynched Haymarket Anarchists.  
 

addiction), together with the imprisonment of language, summed up in the epigraph quote from 

Bruce: 

  



D Block conveys an understanding that there are mental prisons as well as physical ones by 

gathering to

prison of fear: 

A machine invented to change people. 
Which is why I want my Prisons as finely 

 
To speak without electronic surveillance 
and a guard who permits me to touch him. 
 

- Prisons brings us to the realization that 

-

man

ability to survive.   

In her final book Flic(k)s [2010] Jaffe turns rudely on the aesthetics of the academic canon and 

institutional life- -

memory politics the task of debunking the verbal and  visually-

cinematic narratives.  Her avant- Flic(k)s: Poetic 

Interrogations of American Cinema.  It assembles poems (a few from her previous books), prose 

m interviews, incisive mini-essays and 

-mark savage irony) that 

imperialism in productions that debase cinema into an art-form in the service of profit that, as 

 



 Flic(k)s, is a tour de force.  Jaffe began exploring the 

dialogue form in her 7th Circle collecti -in-

miniature and her related brief replies to rhetorical questions to an extended form closer to ancient 

Greek Menippean satire, the entertaining art form in which weighty themes were treated (and 

debunked) under the guise of comedy.  The dialogue is set up as a bar conversation between a man 

 

- 

number of associations with genocide.  The witty exchange continues as the two light up and order 

another round:  

  
Your point? 

massacred at Wounded Knee? 
 

 
ive 

American motifs pervade the sets of "The Overlook" resort hotel isolated in the mountains, said to 

sit on a sacred Indian burial ground.  Still, ignorance of history allows it to be seen as simply another 

slasher horror movie with hoity-toity ghosts, wtoity ghosts, w

  This persistence takes us to the core of her 

faux avant g -

capitalism, Jaffe was having none of it.  She persisted in her memory politics-based poetry with its 



recovered content of historical depth and, by reversing the closet poetry of evasion and omission, 

carved out a sector of the anti-lyric as a poet-

 

 In a side box of the front cover collage for the selected poems edition of Continuous 

Performance 

 the 

-recognized cultural perimeter shows up in the fact that it took thirty years of 

applications by a prize-winning poet, doggedly submitted year after year, to get a grant from the 

National Endowment for the Arts  the year before sh

otherwise  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Notes: 



1.  In his Eros and Civilization [1955] the critical theorist philosopher Herbert Marcuse used his 

performance principleperformance principle

was 

largely surplus- [p. 154] imposed by the historical form of domination the productivity 

principle of the modern capitalist state, whose accumulationist 

capitalist state CP is not only possible, but empirically observable in the round-the-clock activity 

of global capital markets and the military, diplomatic, intelligence, and propaganda sectors of 

national governments.  It can also be observed in automated capitalist production lines.  

2. See the large reproduction online at  http://publicdomainreview.org/collections/america-a-

personification-ca-1590/].  The print is part of a series of four depicting the continents, minus 

Antarctica.  Of the four America is the one showing scenes of violence an

gaze is turned away from the traditional life of hunting and cannibalism [a human leg is shown 

roasting on a spit] and toward mass bloodshed brought on by the arrival of the Spanish.  

3. The link can also be extended to Ronald Reagan.  

North was in charge of a black op that illegally sold weapons to Iran, the cash then being used to 

y attempting to oust the socialist Sandinista government. 

   

4.  

performer or writer.  On-stage efforts are enervating.  Fatigue sets in.  A break is required before a 

http://publicdomainreview.org/collections/america-a-personification-ca-1590/
http://publicdomainreview.org/collections/america-a-personification-ca-1590/


performance artist can repeat an act or begin a new presentation.  The literary effort of a poet 

differs from the on-

 in the sense of working without a 

break.  All poets and writers, in addition to the fatigue factor, experience breakdowns in the 

communication between muse and artist and also encounter the additional stop and go of 

revisions.  Writers of prose involved in the job-

performance and the necessary breaks are more or less strictly regulated. 

5. Digital technology has greatly expanded the continuous performance of collective entities in 

conducting surveillance, for example.  The ability of the National Security Agency to monitor 

every phone call, domestic as well as foreign, was recently thrust into the news by whistleblower 

 

6. T

[State Crime against Democracy], set out in 

9/11 Toronto Report [2013], pp 

61-

or inactions by government insiders intended to manipulate democratic processes and undermine 

 



7. Jaffe supplements her books with the brief reference and background notes needed to support her 

documentary/informational poetics.  

8. 

Pan

mocked it in scale.  

9. Struggle for the Land: Indigenous Resistance to Genocide, Ecocide and 

Expropriation, and his 1998 Fantasies of the Master Race: Literature, Cinema and the Colonization 

of American Indians, which Jaffe would most likely have been familiar with.  

10. 

ons, occupations, and land theft that involved the 

Culture and 

Imperialism, 1993).  

11. Atomic Rapture is a self-published undated 62 page unbound paper-cover collection that appears 

t  

12. S

 by Jonathan Blitzer in The Nation, 1/20/14. 

13. 

Satire, Modern Essays in Criticism [1971] 



14. Atomic Rapture 

work, possibly because its content is more literary than directly political. 

15. 

conquest of indigenous peoples in the land that became the USA, but to the colonization of 

 

16. Atomic Rapture is a quote from A. J. Lan

Hidden Terrors: The Truth About U.S. Police Operations in Latin America, Pantheon Books 

How the West Was One to a 

quote from Let Me Speak! Testimony of Domitila Barrios de Chungara, a woman of the Bolivian 

mines, Monthly Review Press, [1978] most likely for its genuine first-hand report of torture.  

17. The Best of 

the Best American Poetry.  

18. In recent memory [for some] the public record is clear that from Ronald Reagan to Barack 

political- character of the 

have what amounts to the expression of a political religion.  The political ideology part can 

ary superiority, but the claim of superior 

national character is pure chauvinism with no basis in fact.  



19. Worlds of 

Hurt: Reading the Literatures of Trauma, 1996 [reviewed in War, Literature and the Arts: W.D. 

Ehrhart, A Special Issue, Vol. 8, No. 2, 1996, pp 159-   

20. The Prisons was published in Prison Legal News, June, 2000, p. 10. 

21. -written with Diane Johnson, is based on the 1977 novel by 

Stephen King.  In the ghost-horror genre there is a long line of tales about haunted hotels.  

The Shining ernatural content and 

stresses instead the psychological and symbolic aspect of the story.   

22. It is a mantra uttered by the 

young boy Danny, who while in a trance-like state scrawls it on a door.  His mother Wendy 

 

 

   

 

 

     

  

 


