














Punk no. 7 (1977): 8. “Delicate Delinquent,” a Patti Smith poem/photo spread/interview in this issue of Punk was
originally printed upside down, as it is here. Downtown Collection. Fales Library, New York University.
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down relative to the rest of the magazine’s material. In addition, the handwrit-
ten poem, titled “A Poem by Patti Smith,” combines with a photo of someone

far away in a tunnel to create a kind of surrealistic gloss. The photo, according
to the poem, is the “TRUE TEXT.” Smith (along with the magazine’s editors)
seems to comment on the possibilities of poetry as text. Broken up, unfinished,
and “fucked up,” this poem shows Smith engaging in the same conflict between
meaning as something read versus meaning as something seen that Ed Sanders
worked with in Fuck You/. Smith’s multilayered references—from a W. B. Yeats
poem, “Crazy Jane Talks with the Bishop,” to the photo, to the description of her
language as “future century / American”—make not only the words but also the
entire mishmash of quotation and requotation the subject of the page. In other
words, poetry happens here not by itself but through the interaction of a com-
munity of readers: “somebody will understand it.” Interestingly, the poem is set
against an interview that begins another system of quotation and requotation via
the spoken, recorded, and transcribed word.

This poem/picture/gloss/interview is, then, a microcosm of Punk
Magazine’s general attempt to form a community. It teaches a new language and
anew way of reading. Ultimately, other aspects of Punk’s creation of an imagined
communal space—star-creation, goofy cartoons, pictures, ironic poses, exces-
sive editorial opinion (most famously, in the “Fuck Disco” editorial in Punk #1),
and reader participation through contests and write-in ballots for the “Punk 99”
list—were built upon this “future century American” language that included not
simply words but a whole set of subcultural poses and practices for the young
and disaffected to use.

Downtown artists continued to test and challenge even these countercul-
tural conventions. “No Wave” musicians such as James Chance, Arto Lindsay,
and Lydia Lunch attacked and rethought punk, pop, and poetic language in their
own attempts to refigure the values of art. Performance artists such as David
Wojnarwicz and writers such as Kathy Acker and Dennis Cooper took punk
lessons about the invention of community and stardom and turned them on the
reinvention of identity. Great synthesizers such as the band Sonic Youth came
along and reattached many a conceptual and critical sense of stardom, identity,
and community to new and extreme musical forms. For all these artists, the
question of the proper poetic response to social reality remained fundamen-
tal. Art making and critique, both made possible in secret underground spaces,
remained interlinked. The Downtown scene slowly dissipated in the late eighties
as poets and artists found that their spaces and their practices could not remain
secret for long (even if they wanted them to remain so). Fame lured some
away from the city, capital moved into previously cheap neighborhoods, and
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the expansion of telecommunications made community no longer an interper-
sonal but an interfacing relationship. Still, the vibrant arts scene of New York’s
Downtown continues to leave its mark on contemporary music, literature,

and art. Some of the conditions that defined the Downtown scene may now be
lost, but its intellectual and experimental residue continues to affect the daily
lives of New Yorkers, a testament to the power of avant-garde ideas within a
popular milieu.

NOTES

I. Along with the mimeograph, an early form of small-scale copy-making.

2. The magazine ended when Sanders was charged with obscenity by the New
York City police. Though he eventually won the court battle, he moved on to
other projects, such as his musical performance group, the Fugs.

3. See Daniel Kane’s “From Poetry to Punk” for more on the literary roots
of punk rock.

4. See Bernard Gendron’s Between Montmartre and the Mudd Club: Popular
Music and the Avant-Garde, pp. 227-77, for a history of punk’s naming and the
conflicts between supporters of both the “punk” and “new wave” labels.
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