CRAIG DOUGLAS DWORKIN

Penelope Reworking the Twill: Patchwork,
Writing, and Lyn Hejinian’s My Life

Spin it, then weave it, and wear it out, out.

Lyn Hejinian, My Life
n the last two decades, so-called Language writing has
yielded a collection of heterogeneous but consistently—and
notoriously—“difficult” texts. With the kind of challenging
and rewarding writing that is the hallmark of that avant-
garde, Lyn Hejinian has been at the fore since the late 1970s with
works like Gesualdo and Writing Is an Aid to Memory. The editor of an
impressive series from her Tuumba Press and coeditor of Poetics Jour-
nal, Hejinian has more recently translated poems by Arkadii
Dragomoschenko and published The Cell, a collection of her own
poems, in addition to a sequence of almost three hundred “free
sonnets” entitled Oxota: A Short Russian Novel. She is perhaps best
known, however, for the book My Life, which may well be the most
popular work of contemporary experimental poetry.! In the process
of its healthy dialectic between poetry and prose, My Life is an (unconven-
tional) autobiography listed by its distributor as a “short novel,” a
novel-length text which reads like a poem, a poem which is written
in prose, a prose which is often, if not always, disorienting. The

I would like to thank the anonymous readers for Contemporary Literature who helpfully
commented on an earlier version of this essay.

1. My Life was originally published in 1980; for this essay I have chosen to use the
more readily available revised edition of 1988. One might note the two selections from an
obviously related project, “My Life in the Early Nineties,” printed in Lingo in 1993.

When appropriated and not illustrative, citations from My Life will be italicized and
incorporated without page reference.
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