Catherine Bates (University of Leeds) “‘Blurs – surrounded, often, by unintended or even embarrassing details’: The role of rubbish in the constitution of a collective biography in Robert Kroetsch’s The Hornbooks of Rita K”

Michael Thompson begins his seminal sociological study Rubbish Theory: The Creation and Destruction of Value by arguing that paying serious adult attention to rubbish is near-impossible, because the ‘normal adult response in Western culture is to disregard it’. His supposition speaks to contemporary theories and literatures of the every day in a way not always enabled by traditional academic discourse. This paper will focus upon a book of poetry by Canadian postmodern writer Robert Kroetsch, which I will argue similarly explores the notion of what we value, and what we waste if we try to only concentrate on the systematised and the methodically beautiful rather than the ‘chaos’ and ostensibly mundane lurking around the edges. 

Kroetsch’s The Hornbooks of Rita K, is about a missing poet (Rita Kleinhart) who is by her lover/archivist Raymond; primarily he is in her house sorting out what he considers valuable enough to be preserved the University of Calgary Special collections (he describes himself sorting through seemingly random piles of ‘hornbooks’, and photographs). It can be understood as a kind of collective biography through the back door. For example, it is said that Kleinhart sometimes worked from photographs:

She would not snap a picture until she saw a person entering or exiting from the back door in question. The subjects, I hasten to say, survive in those photographs as nothing so much as blurs – surrounded, often, by unintended or even embarrassing detail. (p. 11)

This is Raymond’s particular analysis of events and it could be argued that for Rita all the detail in the photograph is important, embarrassing detail included. In other words, the photographs are not there to contribute to a coherent collective biography, rather they are there to indicate a blurry subject in a context of other details coming out of the back door, which for Kroetsch is associated with familiarity, casual prairie welcomes, rubbish and functionality. 

Using Kroetsch’s theory of the back door, as well as Jacques Derrida’s notion of trace, Erving Goffman’s of the back regions of our private lives and Daphne Marlatt’s notion of ghosts as part of our messy plural identities, this paper will demonstrate the importance of The Hornbooks of Rita K as a text which can show to us our need to pay attention to the blurred, accidental parts of our life stories.

Karen E. Brown (Queen’s University, Belfast) “‘Giorgionesque Elucidations’: The Pictorialist Poetics of Thomas MacGreevy”. 

In his review of Thomas MacGreevy’s Poems (1934), Samuel Beckett wrote that “All poetry, as discriminated from the various paradigms of prosody, is prayer”. He quotes moments from ‘Gloria de Carlos V’, ‘Seventh Gift of the Holy Ghost’, ‘Crón Tráth na nDéithe’, and ‘Nocturne of Self-Evident Presence’, all of which, at some point, reach a level of radiance which Beckett characterizes as “Giorgionesque elucidations”. This paper explores the ways in which MacGreevy expresses these elucidations in the midst of tragedy by reference specifically to the visual arts and architecture. 

Analysing poems by MacGreevy which respond to his experiences of the Great War and events in Ireland after the 1916 Easter Rising will demonstrate how his references to painting, paintings, painters, stained glass artists and architects inform and shape his work on both syntactic and semantic levels. Giorgione, Titian, Heironymus Bosh, Picasso, James Gandon and Jack Yeats amongst others are the subjects of both criticism and poetry, and his poetic responses range from formal attempts to re-enact the sensual qualities of the artworks, to invocations of tone, be it darkness and destruction or a jouissance. In his poems after painters of war MacGreevy creates a void, signifying post-conflict disillusionment, only to then fill it with bright, glorious and colourful images. His references to painters of dark images thus create a mechanism to set his moment of illumination or “prayer” into relief. Clearly this poetic dissonance reflects his inability to reconcile his Christology to his experiences of war. Through research into MacGreevy’s largely unpublished art criticism, in which he maintains that “aesthetic perception is akin to religious vision”, this paper demonstrates that the image is intrinsic to the creation of the word in MacGreevy’s oeuvre.

Susan Cahill (University of Limerick) “Embodied Waste and Abundance: Anne Enright’s The Pleasure of Eliza Lynch”

Anne Enright’s The Pleasure of Eliza Lynch assumes the form of a fictionalised biography or historical novel. Enright chooses nineteenth-century Paris and Paraguay as her setting and the Irish courtesan Eliza Lynch as her subject. Historical accuracy is not of major importance; rather Enright uses her subjects’ lives as structuring principles through which she can engage with questions about storytelling, the creation of iconic figures, the relationship between individuals and historical discourses, and the place of the corporeal in such discourses. Enright’s novel looks particularly at the female figure in relation to these concerns and she is interested in exploring aspects of the past that are unacknowledged by dominant historical discourse, the waste products of dominant narratives of history; namely, the largely ignored figure of Eliza as well as the body, particularly the pregnant. This paper will explore Enright’s exploration of Eliza’s construction in terms of discourses of waste and abundance, in her associations with consumerism and consumption, as well as the novels focus on diseased and excessive bodies.

Cristina Ceron (University of Verona) “Waste and Dissolution: Thomas Hardy’s War Poems”
Even though Hardy’s war poems are scattered along his eight collections and range from the late Victorian age to the eve of Modernism, it is undeniable that his vision of the outcomes of war closely resembles a wasteland of physical and spiritual desolation. In these texts the hollow sounds of  artillery resound on a surface as barren as a war field on the eve of the battle, but also as crowded of dead bodies as the day after. The Leitmotiven hinge on the semantic field of decomposition, no longer conceived in the traditional meaning of pastoral regeneration, but rather as disfigurement and progressive annihilation of the human being. Thus, physical decomposition becomes the surface which covers a more crude and degrading spiritual deconstruction; being used as a weapon, the soldier loses his dignity and carries on his existence like an exile in a foreign land, waiting to be cast off by a violent and meaningless death.

The second and final level of dissolution is brought about by the impossibility of keeping alive in the minds of the beloved. For Hardy, in fact, even the memorial existence is doomed to be mercilessly swallowed by the waters of the Lethe. 

Hardy is the first poet who divests war of its glorious imperialistic connotations, in order to uncover its core of folly and waste. His simple and archaic symbolism, such as the theme of the return to the dust, mingles the religious with the pagan iconology in an endless return to man, or rather to the waste of a being who is losing his body, his soul, his dignity and his identity in the waste land of post-Victorian world.          

My paper will provide a close reading of the following poems, selected on the grounds of their innovative and peculiar dealing with the theme of waste and dissolution:

“A Christmas Ghost-Story”

“Drummer Hodge”

“The Souls of the Slain”

“The Death of Regret”

Sara Crangle (Queen’s College, Cambridge) “Cesspoolage”
In The Politics and Poetics of Transgression, Peter Stallybrass and Allon White discuss the bourgeois Victorian horror of urban filth, and of sewage in particular, the stench and visible presence of which was often associated solely with the working classes—Virginia Woolf is a notoriously classist writer who may well be expected to support these kinds of generalisations. Indeed, in what was to become a manifesto of modernism, Woolf’s “Modern Fiction” argues that anything can be considered “the proper stuff of fiction,” but there is something quite sanitised about the list of examples that follows: “every feeling, every thought, every quality of brain and spirit….the activities of the intellect and the splendour of the body.” What might be the relationship between the body splendiferous and the body odiferous, the body, in other words, as producer of excrement?

All of which leaves us questioning the frank discussion of a cesspool at the outset of Between the Acts, Woolf’s final novel. In earlier drafts, Between the Acts is introduced with much more romantic—indeed, near-epiphanic—imagery of a lamp and its light. Woolf’s eventual decision to describe a cesspool might be justified on any number of levels: biographically speaking, her husband was at that time struggling to keep the Lewes’ village council from constructing a sewage station next to their Sussex home; additionally, the novel is set on the eve of the Second World War, and is therefore imbued with a horrific expectation of human carnage—the most dire form of waste—on a global scale. While taking much of the above into account, this paper will consider the etymology of the word “cesspool” in relation to a number of concerns and structures at work in Between the Acts, among them community, identity, technology, and progress. Contrary to the many available optimistic readings of this novel, I will argue that the introductory, stagnant cesspool cogently prefigures aspects of Woolf’s narrative, and perhaps even ideological, stasis.  

Izabela Curyłło-Klag (Jagiellonian University, Kraków) “‘The appeal of the little’ – commodity culture, waste and abundance in Wyndham Lewis’s Tarr”

The paper will investigate the clash between consumption and avant-garde ideals in early 20th century Paris, as depicted in Wyndham Lewis’s Tarr  (1918). Drawing heavily on Lewis’s own experience in Montparnasse between the years 1903-1908, the book brings to life a milieu of artists and expatriates who attempt to reconcile their bohemian aspirations with the realities of capitalist economy. Lewis’s portrayal of what he calls “bourgeois-bohemianism” (a mixture of subversive pretence and middle-class calculativeness) is set against the background of the aggressively expanding metropolis, where urban machinery and modern buildings devour public space, relegating humans to ever more confined “cells”. 

In this competitive and oppressive environment, Lewis’s characters find themselves torn by conflicting desires: on the one hand, they would like to cling to their non-conformist ideal, and, on the other, they develop materialistic appetites. As the title protagonist, Tarr, puts it: “the price of preoccupation with the large [is] the perpetual danger of the little”. Despite being  highly critical of commodity culture, Lewis eventually portrays it as inevitable: all his “bourgeois-bohemians” are either crushed or absorbed by the “victorious flood of commerce” and the cult of material possession. 

Written before TS Eliot’s The Waste Land and other texts which would come to form the modernist canon,  Tarr constitutes an early attempt to capture the mentality change related to the advent of modern consumer society.  A brief return to Lewis’s rarely-discussed novel may bring to light yet another perspective on waste and abundance to be found in modernist literature.

Alberto Duman (University of Wales Institute, Cardiff) “Changes we don’t like: Visible gaps between cultural metaphors of waste and changing realities in waste management in Western Countries”

The vast amount of legislative output related to waste management in western countries in the last 30 years merely translates in legal terms the attention that has been paid to the subject in cultural terms.


Just one glance at the changes in landfill engineering terminology within the same period will suffice to reveal the character of these changes; as an example, the language to describe the methods of landfill waste management evolved from the so-called ‘dilute and disperse’ into the now established ‘control and contain’.


The extent of these shifts betrays a desire to return to higher forms of control and classification of the matter which was previously identified as an inchoate mass, an undistinguishable other, a chaotic loci of material culture amnesia, and as such a psychogeographic refuge from the cultural constraints operated by the logic of capitalist production applied to everyday life. 


But such ‘unsafe havens’, the ‘broken mirrors’ of history that William Rathje describes as he looks into the abyss of the Fresh Kills landfill
, are increasingly reshaped and reconstituted by the level and speed of re-classification of its components into ‘streams’. 


As the position of waste as a critical cultural tool recedes into a more controlled atmosphere, the spaces available for credible or permissible cultural metaphors building on the reality of waste are following the same destiny.  


In the visual fine arts there are recent examples of artistic projects taking place in/around landfills or addressing the theme of waste; this paper will touch upon two of them: 

1-the project HOLLYWOOD by Maurizio Cattelan/Venice Biennale (2001), a temporary installation of a real-life replica of the original sign atop the Bellolampo landfill in Palermo, Italy.

2-the project BREAKDOWN by Michael Landy/Artangel (2001), a sistematic destruction of all the artists belonging in a theatrically staged setting in a redundant branch of the department store C&A in Oxford Street, London.


In between June and November 2001, on the hills of Bellolampo overlooking the city and port of Palermo, Sicily, took hold a gigantic semantic absurdity; for all the citizens of Palermo could expect to view perched atop the well-known ridge of their local landfill the last thing they could possibly imagine was a huge signage simply saying: ‘HOLLYWOOD’.


This was the off-site contribution to the Venice Biennale of the artist Maurizio Cattelan. A faithful replica of the sign located on the hills of Los Angeles, the large text-piece conceived by Cattelan, forced all of Palermo’s residents to look in disbelief in the direction of their landfill site of which they were –and still are- the main contributors.

Rathje William, L. and C. Murphy (1992). Rubbish! : the archaeology of garbage. New York, HarperCollins Publishers.


 Mary Foltz (State University of New York at Buffalo) “The Caustic Caress of Nausea or the Excremental Ethics of Samuel Delany”

In the novel The Mad Man, Samuel Delany presents a radical scatological imperative that forces the reader to think about her interactions with waste.  Refusing the standard liberal discourse that bemoans the litter of consumer culture, bleeds sympathy and longs for the re-incorporation of the wounded city scavenger and sterilizes the extreme ethics of deceased philosophers (like Foucault), Delany reveals the pleasure of reveling in the flotsam of late capitalism.  For him, ethics is not prohibition, nor does it revolve around the normalizing impulse (hygienic cleansing) of the sciencia sexaulis outlined in The History of Sexuality.  Further, despite Fredric Jameson and Linda Hutcheon’s claims about a lack of ethics in so-called postmodern literature, The Mad Man refuses to fantasize a “utopian” paradise or to simply reveal a complicit critique. Instead, Delany’s ethic of waste calls for the late capitalist consumer to turn to the landfill, to eat of the leftovers, to enter the anus, and to do something different with shit.  Following Diogenes, he has indeed “changed the currency” from the classic exchange of money for the new product to the pleasure of living closely with excess and finding sustenance in what many consider to be filth. As the disposal of waste may be the largest problem facing life on earth today (we are literally killing ourselves due to the environmental impact of our excretion: exhaust from automobiles, towering landfills, toxic waste buried in the soil or dumped in the ocean, etc.), any discussion of subject formation that challenges the continued burial of excess and the manic consumption of the “new,” packaged, clean product has much to offer our consumer culture.  


For the purpose of this paper, I argue that waste (or the excess of a system), within this novel, is multiple: the homeless or the human “trash” of the city, the dead, the diseased and dying, the excrement of the body (the crusty salt that clings to the eye, the turd that plops or oozes from the open hole of the anus, the semen that hides in the folds of an uncircumcised penis) as well as the excess of academic discourses like philosophy (the dream, the fragment, the fiction, the body, etc).  Although each of these signifiers into which material is deposited and ordered (defined/disciplined) will be explored in greater detail in the sections to come, they all share a common problem: they are the chaotic material through which hegemonic discourses of physical health, sanity, normalcy, and cleanliness are constructed.  In terms of excrement, the subject builds the self through the proper elimination of bodily detritus.  The porous nature of the body, then, is dammed by the fantasy of subjective wholeness, which is made possible through the payment of monies to waste disposal corporations.  Delany’s characters refuse this movement and instead show the reader the pleasure of consuming what others believe to be waste.  Through an exploration of their movement, the paper shows Delany’s ethics of waste as it opposes the standard movement of detritus in late capitalism.  

Conall Gillespie (University of Warwick) “Time-Wasting as History: Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project and the Temporality of Idleness”

Walter Benjamin’s study of the flaneur of nineteenth-century Paris has long been recognized as crucial to a full understanding of the origins and nature of European modernism. Over the last twenty years sociologists and cultural historians of flanerie have concentrated almost exclusively on the flaneur’s affinities with the detective or sociological taxonomist, thereby positioning the flaneur as the active and ‘productive’ interpreter of an ‘urban text.’ But in the Arcades Project Benjamin explicitly refutes such an understanding of the flaneur, describing it at one point as a ‘foolish’ attempt to ‘rationalize his behaviour’ (AP, M6a, 4). As this paper will demonstrate, the flaneur’s status as essentially idle and unproductive proves to be far more significant for Benjamin than his position as an observer. Yet contemporary cultural theory has found it extremely difficult to account for this aspect of the flaneur: most critics have tended to follow Susan Buck-Morss’s assertion that the flaneur’s loitering was essentially performative, constituting ‘a condemnation of capitalism to which exploitative labor and unemployment are intrinsic.’ However, I shall argue that the idleness of the flaneur proves essentially resistant to representation: the wasted, non-productive time of flanerie should in fact be seen as undoing the subject of a modernity that remains determined by a ‘concept of time as a quantified and infinite continuum of precise fleeting instants’ (Agamben). I therefore try to show that the pertinence of Benjamin’s study of flanerie for contemporary theory lies not in its apparent affinities with hermeneutic methodologies (semiology and cultural studies), but in its anticipation of the non-representational politics of désoeuvrement (worklessness) articulated by thinkers such as Blanchot, Nancy and Agamben.   

Harriet Hawkins (University of Nottingham) “Michael Landy Break Down.  A Politics of Rubbish and Consumption”
Between the 14th and the 28th of February 2001 Michael Landy systematically destroyed all 7227 of his personal possessions on a conveyor belt system in an abandoned department store on Oxford Street.  The resulting 5.75 tonnes of waste material was buried in a landfill site.  Accompanying the installation were two documents, one recording the artistic practices behind the installation. The second , a list, categorising and describing all the objects Landy destroyed.  

The paper argues for the work’s creation of a connection between the abundance of possessions Landy owned and the meanings of waste that the work evokes.  The analysis argues for the critical power that results from this connection leading to an understanding of rubbish as a material of critique. In this case critique focused on consumption practices. 

The paper will identify three sets of consumption politics generated through the critical relationship between abundance and  waste which Break Down generates.  Firstly, a general cultural politics of consumption, secondly personal politics  of Landy and his object relations, and,  thirdly the artistic politics relating to the consumption of art works. 

It will be argued that  Break Down operates with multiple meanings of ‘waste’. Understanding wastage as both  a moral and value laden act and in terms of a physical process. This paper will contextualise the works critique of consumption through two frames.  The waste product of the break down process will be analysed through the  theories of  base materialism of the philosopher Georges Bataille, and the operative power he proposes of ‘informe’ or formlessness. The overall workings of the installation, the spectacle it presents, and, the accompanying documentation will be examined in light of understandings of the object proposed by contemporary material culture. Critique will fall on the ideas of an excremental culture, in which material abundance has become equated entwined with meaningful scarcity.  

Felicity Horne (University of South Africa) “The Modern Wasteland of AIDS in South Africa”
In this paper I interpret the notion of waste in the context of the South African AIDS

pandemic. South Africa is a country of abundant resources: it is the wealthiest country in sub-Saharan Africa, rich in minerals and with ample land to support its vibrant and diverse population. Yet waste is a striking feature of the country as it buckles under the impact of AIDS. Roughly 25% of the population is infected with the HI-virus, and between 500 and 1000 people a day die from the syndrome. Waste is evident in the physical wasting away of individual bodies; the use of fertile land for vast, sterile graveyards; and the loss of human potential as children and adults in their most productive years die, resulting in the waste of their skills to families, communities and society as a whole. A moral wasteland is also suggested when the socio-political forces which have fuelled the pandemic – rooted in the colonial and apartheid past – are taken into account. In the post-apartheid period too, abundant fiscal resources have been allocated in ethically indefensible ways, contributing to the destruction of lives and immeasurable suffering. One of the worst-hit sectors of society presently are AIDS-orphans who are frequently forced into crime as a means of survival, exemplifying further waste of potentially valuable human resources. Criminalisation of the youth is aggravating the disintegration of society and compromising the future of South Africa. 

My discussion will be based on and illustrated by texts including photographs, cartoons, and films (‘Yesterday’ and ‘Tsotsi’), as well as selected poems. 

Paul Maddern (Queen’s University Belfast) “Littered with mockingbirds”: The poetry of Conor O’Callaghan

This paper proposes that the importance of Conor O’Callaghan’s work lies in its questioning of the Irish lyric form and that this questioning begins from the very first stanza of his first collection, The History of Rain: 

It must be a cliché to think, however brief,

that light on a wall and our voices

out in the open are the pieces


we shall look upon in retrospect as life. 

          (‘September’)

His preoccupations are evident from the off : what “our voices” should be; what constitutes being “out in the open”; the dominance of the retrospective view in lyric poetry; and the selection of clichéd emblematic imagery to represent cultures. O’Callaghan proposes an Irish poetry with “no landmarks, no legends, and certainly no swans” (‘Swanns Cross’, Seatown), and gives us, instead, empty docks, spilt beer, Coke cans, betting stubs and landscapes “littered with antiquated machinery” and “antiquated language” (‘The Gate Lodge’, Seatown). And for the voice of this de-Celtified world, O’Callaghan employs the jazzed-up colloquialisms of an Ireland that has embraced the global community. 

But if such language represents O’Callaghan’s low voice, he also possesses a more traditionally lyric and elevated “cathedral voice”; one that lends gravitas to his docks and betting stubs. It is an intriguing mix of voices. Landscapes are empty of swans but, just as Heaney’s snug pen came to represent a generation, the impact of O’Callaghan’s imagery and landscapes marks a departure while simultaneously and inadvertently providing the future with its clichés. From swans to pens to mockingbirds. Interestingly, the mockingbirds – in the last stanza of O’Callaghan’s latest collection, Fiction – are known, variously, as possessing over 600 voices, as imitators of sounds, and as bringers of harmonious song. Which description would O’Callaghan choose, if any? 

Caroline Magennis (Queen’s University Belfast) “‘Messy, wideopen legs’: The Excessive Maternal in Robert McLiam Wilson’s Ripley Bogle.”

This paper will consider the trope of the excessive, indeed abundant, mother in Irish culture and how this is refigured and make horrific by Wilson’s novel Ripley Bogle. The novel is greatly concerned with bodily processes and urban waste, but this paper will argue that it is the maternal, as allegory for political ideology, that is the true consumer of young men. The main area of discussion will be the way in which the maternal is figured as grotesque, abject and uncanny in these novels, with emphasis on the theories of Julia Kristeva in The Powers of Horror. The maternal has a significant hold in the Irish literary and cultural imagination, and we shall see how this has affected the portrayal of these monstrous mothers. In his article, ‘Is the rectum a grave?’ Leo Bersani suggested the inherent homophobia in anti-AIDS discourse, and this paper will suggest that the maternal grotesque in Northern Irish fiction stems from the over-identification with the mother figure in national and religious discourses and the marginalization of women’s voices in both communities in Northern Ireland. These selves cannot contain their others; they expel that which is foreign, other, the other side. This paper will argue that Kristeva’s theory of abjection, which can help us understand fear of the other in racism, can be applied here to understand sectarianism in Northern Ireland and the wish to expel the other that occurs in these narratives of the grotesque maternal. These images of the grotesque maternal have been conjured up by the male imagination, and this affords us a way into looking at how men figure their own bodies, as sons, lovers or murderers.

Samantha MacBride (New York University/ New York City Department of Sanitation) “Immorality of Waste: Historical, Economic and Molecular Perspectives in U.S. Literature and Culture”

In the 21st century, goods are abundant in some portion of the globe and needlessly scarce in others, while environmental disruptions are similarly abundant but distributed inversely to goods.  Yet in the goods-rich and relatively clean developing world, waste as an act, as well as a substance, still carries a strong opprobrium.  Why?


Using the case of the United States, the world's most wasteful nation, this paper examines constructions of the immorality of waste in two popular and seminal works of American fiction:  Laura Ingalls Wilder's Little House in the Big Woods and John Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath. These works exemplify a tension between two contradictory tendencies in material economy - to prevent waste in pre-capitalist and capitalist conditions of scarcity; and to encourage waste in under market conditions of adequate or oversupply.  Although globalization has increasingly led to the latter type of situation, at least in the developed world, the collective memory of scarcity drives the moral inquietude with the experience of wasting to this day, even among the affluent.  The paper concludes with an examination of how such discomfort may additionally reflect a growing and contemporary understanding of the irrationality of waste at the molecular level, that is, of waste as physio-biological disruption of natural systems.  As the scale of waste moves from the macro (trash) to the micro (pollution), there continue to be good reasons to consider it immoral.

John Miller (University of Glasgow) “Anarchy and Ecology in John Buchan’s London”
John Buchan’s novels of anarchist conspiracy The Power-House (1913) and The Three Hostages (1924) depict the rescue of British society from agents bent on its destruction. Reflecting Buchan’s own involvement in the political establishment, these works argue the beneficence of the state against the threat of extremism and consider the vulnerability of a civilisation famously separated from barbarism by only ‘a sheet of glass’. Significantly, as the heroes set about their desperate tasks, a parallel narrative emerges. On Leithen’s desk at the beginning of The Power-House is a brief on a ‘new drainage scheme in West Ham’ and as Hannay tracks down the plotters in The Three Hostages he is aided by a shelter used by the council for ‘investigating the drains’. Municipal waste management is encoded in Buchan’s identification of anarchy as ‘subterranean movement’ (sewer) and as an ‘abominable hinterland of mystery and crime’ (outflow), while the metropolitan landscape the heroes negotiate provides a world of detritus and unregulated growth. Leithen finds a note in a ‘litter of cotton wool’ and Hannay clambers through a shop full of ‘bric-à-brac’ in a city in which slums spread like ‘jungle’.

Clearly, the triumph of ‘clean, hard, decent fellows’ over this unsanitary force suggests a symbolic (and perhaps literal) connection of waste, subversion and national disaster or of hygiene and stability. This paper examines the relation of this trope to ideas of ecology in Buchan’s writing, to the construction of an oikos or home that offsets metropolitan chaos with a harmonious and sanitised vision of environmental and bodily containment. Buchan’s insistence on the likeness of hero and villain, however, and the secret corruption or mysteriousness of the garden ultimately and problematically portray contamination as inescapable, even seductive, and demonstrate, in the recent words of John Scanlon, that ‘garbage is civilisation’s shadow- or double’. 

Emilie Morin (Queen’s University Belfast) “Cultural Residues and the Economy of Waste in Beckett’s Early Drama”

This paper looks at Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot and Endgame, paying particular attention to the manner in which Beckett’s anti-essentialist approach to notions of identity informs the porous relationship between waste, abundance and material scarcity. Taking as point of departure Theodor Adorno’s essay “Trying to Understand Endgame”, the paper emphasises the influence of translation on Beckett’s portrayal of historical and ecological catastrophes. In Waiting for Godot, the idea of a return to nature is no sooner evoked than cut short with a fatalist “Que voulez-vous”. The destructive weight of scarcity affects even the passing of time, and the leaves of the tree sprout suddenly between Act One and Act Two. In Endgame, the fauna has been reduced to a lone flea, and the flora to seeds that obstinately refuse to sprout. The colour green is nothing but a faint memory, and Hamm says to Clov, who is threatening to leave him: “But beyond the hills? Eh? Perhaps it’s still green. Eh? [Pause.] Flora! Pomona! [Ecstatically.] Ceres! [Pause.] Perhaps you won’t need to go very far”. The catastrophe has obliterated the means by which ties to nature can be mourned, along with all means of subsistence. In this universe characterised by material scarcity, the possibility of waste no longer exists. The difference between life and death hangs on a carrot, a few chicken bones or a piece of dog biscuit. The importance of these leftovers is reinforced by the manner in which they also register memories of a past state of abundance. However, the centrality of waste and scarcity to human existence acquires a new meaning when one compares the English versions of these two plays to the French texts. The discrepancies and similarities between the two versions show the residual bearing of issues of coloniality and suggest that Beckett’s emphasis on scarcity is central to his attack against essentialist notions of culture.

Aisling Mullan (Queen’s University Belfast) “Ritualistic Progress: A charter for sustainable development in Yeats’s early drama?”

Yeats’s drama has often been configured within discourses of modernity, nationalism and aesthetics. However, intrinsic to his ritualistic art is a profound re-evaluation of the relationship between nature and humanity. This paper will discuss the ways in which two of Yeats’s early plays, The Countess Cathleen and The King’s Threshold, render religious reproof to the imagined ecological future implicitly attached to industrialism and international capitalization. Particular attention will be paid to the relationship between landscape and character, and to the construction of community life in relation to the poet. The two chosen plays offer dialectic visions of the future: one Utopian, the other Dystopian. These visions are dependent upon the choice of power relations and of economic systems. Through society’s choice of privileging materialism and secularity, Yeats suggests humanity will lose its respect for nature, and thereby fail to engage in the ritualistic atonement which equalizes the relation of power between man and nature. In Yeats’s terms, progress without ritual signifies sacrilege for which humanity will incur the wrath of God. The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the changing modes of application by which Yeats can be interpreted in the present age, and to consider the apocalyptic potentiality of Yeats’s imagined future in relation to the contemporary ecological crisis. The paper will also reflect on the alternative modes of progress advocated by Yeats in order to prevent disaster. 

Lorna Piatti (Loughborough University) “Throw It All Away: Food, Disgust and Cultural Boundaries in Monique Truong’s The Book of Salt”

“Food itself is a term which makes cultural distinctions between acceptable and non-acceptable matter for human consumption, and as such, is used to denote different materials in different cultures” (Deborah Lupton). 

Within any particular social group, it may be possible to identify a set of spoken or unspoken rules which define the boundaries between permitted and forbidden foodstuffs; these rules, one could argue, are highly dependable on life-cycles, gender and class.  The labeling of foodstuffs as “forbidden” could extend to seeing certain ingredients as polluting, therefore determining what can be eaten and what must be disregarded, what will be utilised and what must be wasted. The definition of “food waste” can therefore be understood differently in different cultures and influence the way in which social groups interact with each other. 

This paper focuses on exploring how the category of “food waste” is portrayed by Monique Truong in The Book of Salt; set between Vietnam and Paris, Truong’s text appears critical of the social and cultural politics which surround food consumption within a colonial society. Symbolic culinary boundaries seem to be at the centre of the social division and food is often the cause of colonial disputes; decisions to consume or disregard native Vietnamese foodstuffs are employed by Truong in order to discuss social conflicts and cultural belonging. Through issues of culinary disgust, bodily pollution and alimentary phobias, Truong suggestively depicts a society in which what is eaten and what is wasted becomes a matter of cultural standard. 

Sara Ramshaw (Queen’s University Belfast) "Between Waste and Abundance: Bird, Bebop and the Aporia of Genius"

This paper conceptualises waste and abundance in relation to the aporia of improvisational genius in the "modern wasteland" of the bebop jazz club. Focusing specifically on Clint Eastwood's 1988 biopic, BIRD, I wish to explore the portrayal of Charlie "Yardbird" Parker as a pioneering jazzman with an abundance of natural ability or talent, which was wasted due to his excessive drug use and alcohol consumption. To be questioned is the extent to which perceptions of this soaring or abundant talent are actually dependent on or tied to those destructive excesses, especially in relation to creative or improvisational genius. To the uninitiated, improvised jazz music is seen to be devoid of any structure, convention or form. It is construed as pure instinctive spontaneity to the exclusion of discipline or self-control. Viewed this way, it is easy to see why drugs and alcohol would be seen as an enhancement to creative imagination and improvisational skill and why many young musicians felt they needed to shoot up like Bird in order to play like Bird. Eastwood's film does little to challenge this conception of improvisation and scenes of Parker's improvisational genius are often followed by those of excessive drug or alcohol consumption. Many musicologists and musicians criticize this understanding of improvisation. Improvisational skill, they argue, requires much thought, study and practice. A tension consequently exists between the "spontaneous" conception of jazz improvisation and the more context-driven model. It is a tension that is intrinsic to jazz improvisation itself. Improvisation can be neither purely spontaneous nor completely determined by the musical structures with which it engages. It must be both responsive to otherness and have some stable or determined dimension in order to endure as jazz improvisation.Creative genius thereby lies BETWEEN waste and abundance: never illimitable, always somewhat wasted, but without such creativity could not endure.

Margaret Robson (NUI Maynooth) “Rubbish: Don de Lillo and the Wasteland”

White Noise and Underworld evidence De Lillo’s preoccupation with American consumer culture. The food that is eaten is not described in terms of its flavour, smell or aesthetic appeal, but in terms of its packaging. Lunch is a meal ‘we’d been able to snatch from the cupboards and refrigerator’, it is placed ‘on the counter surrounded by open cartons, crumpled tinfoil, shiny bags of potato chips, bowls of pasty substances covered with plastic wrap, flip-top rings and twist ties, individually wrapped slices of orange cheese’ (White Noise, p.7). De Lillo’s description of this abundance focuses our attention on what will be thrown away; later we see the rubbish: ‘An oozing cube of semi-mangled cans, clothes hangers, animal bones and other refuse. The bottles were broken, the cartons flat. Fats, juices and heavy sludges seeped through layers of pressed vegetable matter’ (p.258).

This archaeology of modern life is extended in Underworld so that one is presented, not just with the rubbish generated by the individual, the family, but with a culture that will be remembered, be interpreted by its rubbish. De Lillo presents a view of New York framed by its monumental landfill site on Staten Island, which is likened to ‘the Great Pyramid at Giza’ and balanced by the view of the Twin Towers of The World Trade Centre, a balance that is described as ‘poetic’ (Underworld, p.184). The quintessential view of America, the New York skyline, is refigured by De Lillo as a monument to capitalism and its underworld. The site has even more resonances now than when the novel was published in 1997, and although I will acknowledge this briefly, I will not concentrate on it here. 

What I want to do in this paper is to look at the ways in which De Lillo anatomizes American life and shows how this abundance is rapidly turning the country into a wasteland.   

Christopher Schmidt (City University of New York) “Waste Matters: Recuperation of the Ephemeral in the Work of Andy Warhol and Kenneth Goldsmith”

This paper will trace the influence of Andy Warhol on poet/language artist Kenneth Goldsmith. I will argue that Goldsmith—an avowed Warhol disciple who has edited a book of Warhol's interviews, I'll Be Your Mirror—takes up and extends into the poetic medium the pop artist's preoccupation with waste: the recuperation of it, the revaluation of it, the recognition of it as a defining trope of postmodern life. Goldsmith has achieved critical renown for rearranging the wasted data of media capitalism into monuments of quasi-unreadability. (In Day, for example, Goldsmith reproduces each page of the September 1, 2000 volume of the New York Times, from left to right, top to bottom, irrespective of column boundaries or story jumps.) I will begin the paper by looking at Goldsmith's Fidget, a Bloomsday-inspired account the writer made of his every physical gesture for an entire day—an account including, most relevant to this paper, elimination. Goldsmith's "poems" are not the alchemical compressions we expect of art, but rather "uncreative" re-colon-izations of data.


Goldsmith, asked in an interview with Caroline Bergvall what other person he would rather be, asserted, "Andy Warhol." Indeed, Goldsmith's project extends and revivifies Warhol, who did not so much transform ephemeral pop cultural waste products into art as teleport them into art's realm. In this paper I will examine correspondences between Fidget and the Andy Warhol Diaries, which originated as Warhol's documentation of his expenses for the IRS—a forceful example of Warhol's engagement with late capitalist detritus. The Diaries exemplifies Warhol's artistic process as waste management: receipts become literature (or at least a bestseller). In a concluding gesture, I will argue that Warhol's modus operandi, and by extension, an entire aesthetic approach to waste management, may stem from personal causes: the curious bedeviling of Warhol's alimentary/libidinal economies.

Shannon Tyman (University of Oregon) “Wasting Away”
Oliver Assayas’ 2004 film Clean depicts a woman, Emily Wang (Maggie Cheung) struggling with drug addiction after her long-time boyfriend Lee Hauser (James Johnston) dies of a drug-overdose.  She and Lee have had a fight and she drives off into the night.  We see her shoot up heroin in an industrial park.  The next morning, Emily awakens to sunlit smokestacks along an urban waterway.  Moments later in the film we, the audience as well as Emily, discover that her boyfriend has died in her absence.  Emily spends the next six months in jail.  This silent morning by the river, then, is her last moment as a self-proclaimed drug addict.  The industrial wasteland is a powerful and meaningful background for this moment.  Throughout the rest of the film, Emily struggles to control her bodily addiction.  Her surroundings change with her decision to change her lifestyle.  From cheap motel rooms, underground clubs and abandoned industrial parks, Emily moves to a suburban area outside of Paris to pull her life together.


This paper explores the meaning of Assayas’ choice of places throughout the stages of Emily’s struggle.  Her struggle is a very conscious one of mind over body.  In this sense, her body on heroin mirrors the industrial landscape, a drug-ridden wasteland.  Ironically, this scene is peaceful especially in comparison to the turmoil she is soon to encounter.  The tension between places is significant in this film.  While in suburban ‘rehab,’ Emily remarks to her close friend that she is not sure this work-a-day life is better than her days as a druggie punk.  The simple dualistic relationship between the dirty, ugly industrial park and clean, pleasant suburban space is questioned.  The audience is never intimately introduced to the suburban place in fact; we meet only the house in which Emily resides, and that only briefly.  The two scenes that we spend with Emily while she first shoots up and then awakens are much more meaningful and memorable.  One must assume this is an intentional decision on the part of Assayas.  Finally, then, this paper explores the body, the industrial landscape, and representations of control over one’s space.  Is the active principle, the inherent potential, of the industrial/ post-industrial landscape ultimately more enticing in its antithesis, suburbia?  As this film moves between three countries—Canada, England, and France—and two languages—English and French—this paper has the space to discuss Western imagery of the body in the wasteland across borders.

James Ward (University of Ulster) “Make or break? Robinson and Rubbish in Keiller and Defoe”

Patrick Keiller’s films London (1992) and Robinson in Space (1997) investigate two kinds of relationship between people and things – the transformative and the productive. Keiller characterizes these with reference to ‘Surrealism, which transforms experience of what already exists, and the “activities” of designers and architects and manufacturers, who produce new things’. My paper discusses these films’ concern with a third process, which is both transformative and destructive: the creation of rubbish. In London, rubbish is dramatically visible: ‘Just now London is all waste’, Robinson says; ‘Most of the traffic on the river [Thames] now […] is rubbish on its way to landfill sites’. Robinson in Space, by contrast, finds that the production of useful objects has become largely invisible and determines to locate the sites of Britain’s ‘hidden’ manufacturing and freight industries. By inverting relationships of proportion and priority between useful matter and rubbish, as in Michael Thompson’s Rubbish Theory (1979), the two films expose and explore the ‘covert category’ of rubbish and ask whether the processes of production, transformation, and destruction are ultimately separable. In order to explore the contiguity of these processes, I look at the films’ relationship with Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719). In all three texts, my paper argues, ostensible rubbish consists of salvageable objects to be used in acts of transformative rebuilding. Keiller’s remark on this score applies to Defoe’s Robinson as much as to his own: ‘he’s always trying to reconstruct his culture, so he looks for things which will enable him or other people to do this’. 

Matthew Wraith (London Consortium, Birkbeck, University of London) “Writing, Excess, and the Plenitude of History in James Joyce and Samuel Beckett

In both Joyce’s Ulysses and Beckett’s Trilogy, reading and writing act as means a means of negative self-definition. Written matter is presented as being endlessly produced, churned out, read through, discarded and disowned. 

Leopold Bloom is forever throwing away, defacing and defiling the written word and in doing so he is resigning himself to the stagnation of his life-station: his lovelessness; his exile, his apostasy. But the paper lingers on the scene to disturb the borders established in its rejection. The writing that Bloom encounters and discards in his journey around Dublin acts as a kind of lost archive, cryptically detailing the multiple abundance of possible narrative trajectories that Bloom’s story (along with larger super personal story of his race) could potentially take. Joyce’s waste paper is type of temporal impurity cluttering the quotidian security of the present with a plurality of possible futures. Just as Dedalus wishes to rid himself of the past, Bloom seeks to rid himself of the future; to put the future behind him.

The narrator(s) of the Trilogy have a similar ambivalent relationship to the printed page – in this case represented by the writing that they themselves are producing. Writing becomes a kind of emesis, a means of wretching up false selves; one that leads however not to any final purity but to a massive dilation of selfhood; a self that burgeons out into surrogates and supplements. Through endless explicit revision and self-correction - ‘lines invalidated as uttered’ – and through the dynamic and radical doubt that the narrators exist in – ‘I lived in doubt, on doubt’ – every enunciation sent out amongst a cloud of contraries and alternatives, the progress of the narrative decays into a state of entropy.

Finally, I will argue, in the multi-temporal swirl of different disowned portents that sweep through the streets of Joyce’s Dublin, and in the litter of failed self-enunciations that the Trilogy’s narrator can do nothing but produce, we can begin to see a vision of the saturated ichnographic plenitude of pure possibility that Michel Serres sees as opened up by doubt and which he invokes throughout his work: the blank space where the entire sum of potential historic trajectories coexist together. 

Alex Wylie (Queen’s University Belfast) “‘Not Unworded. Enworded’: Silence and Logorrhoea in Geoffrey Hill and John Berryman.”

In this paper I wish to argue that Hill and Berryman figure themselves as essentially isolated voices. This isolation is both a cause of and a result of their modernist ‘difficulty’; recalling the phrase of Coleridge’s from his Biographia Literaria, “our chains rattle even while we are complaining of them”. Their isolation, then, is both socio-cultural (pertaining to poetry’s attenuated status as they see it) and spiritual (pertaining to a “distant, difficult” God). This alienation leads them to search for otherness within the poetic self, a condition necessary to public utterance. 

Both Hill and Berryman react to the influence of Eliotic modernism, as well as to that of mid-century ‘confessionalism’. I will argue that the ‘confessional’ mode in their poetry takes the measure of the word’s ecclesial connotation; both poets continually set up dialogues within their poetry, both explicit and covert, the reader figured as the “distant” ratifier of this essentially private transaction, a transaction beset by the silence of the ‘waste land’. The tension between public and private (implicit in the confessional mode) is registered in both poets’ cultural ‘eccentricity’: to whom, for whom, does the (post)modern poet speak? In this sense, both Berryman and Hill are the victims of, and perpetrators of, an irony of performance: their ‘difficult’ poetics both reify their voices and isolate them. 

So, my paper will examine these poets at the level of poetic psychology and practice, arguing that this art, in the post-modern waste land, is pitched between waste and abundance, silence and logorrhoea. 
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