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tRiple toNgue CoCooN iN tuBe sAuCe
Words on Edge, poetry by Michael Leong
New York: Black Square Editions, 2018. 
Reviewed by John Olson

Can you feel it? There’s something out there. It could be anything. It could be an obelisk, 
a cosmic blooper, an amalgam of pillow ticking and infinite space. It could be nothing 
at all. But it doesn’t feel that way. Whatever it is, it feels huge. It feels like the sublime, 
like the shine of the ineffable. Which probably doesn’t shine. Because it’s ineffable, and 
ineffability eludes all category, no matter how many words I throw at it. It stays ineffable. 
Incommunicable

This is the kind of mess that words get us into. They lure us into communicability, and then 
drop us. Flat.

They lead us to an edge and dare us to leap. “Writing,” observed Roland Barthes in Writing 
Degree Zero, “is always rooted in something beyond language, it develops like a seed, not like 
a line, it manifests an essence, and holds the threat of a secret, it is an anti-communication, 
and it is intimidating.”

The book is called (aptly) Words on Edge, and I’m intimidated. Michael Leong’s poetry is 
exquisite. We say something is exquisite when it is alluring and elegant, but also when it is 
razor-fine, when it has an edge, and that edge might be used to slice open a section of air 
and pull something out of it that hadn’t existed before, something that we did not know 
existed, something that existed outside of language and was conjured into being by an 
unorthodox employment of that very same language. This is called invention, and can lead 
to great and wonderful things, what André Breton would call the marvelous. “Let us not 
mince words: the marvelous is always beautiful,” he proclaimed famously in the Manifesto of 
Surrealism, “anything marvelous is beautiful, in fact only the marvelous is beautiful.”

Words on Edge is chock-a-block with keen, subtly elaborated lines that combine a euphoric 
semiotic arc -  signifiers liberated from referential content - with an intellectual aura. 
Lines like “…the explosion of the mind / into a cryptic lace of radiant thinking,” or “how a 
descending tone / implied the mysterious solace of chiffon.” 

A better example might be the poem dated “April 13, 2013,” which is part of a sequence 
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titled “Fruits and Flowers and Animals and Seas and Lands Do Open” that grew out of the 
2013 National Poetry Month initiative sponsored by the Found Poetry Review. Here is how 
Leong describes the project in the appendix:

Entitled “Pulitzer Remix,” this online and ephemeral project entailed eighty-
five poets posting new poems every day based on the language of the eighty-
five books which have won the Pulitzer Prize in fiction.  After volunteering 
to participate, I was assigned Booth Tarkington’s Alice Adams (1921), a 
comedic novel of manners set in the Midwest. All of the words in this thirty-
part long poem, with no exception, were derived from Tarkington’s text, 
and all of the thirty sections of this poem were composed daily throughout 
the thirty days of April. This is, in essence, a document of my life as I lived 
it in April 2013 through the obsessive reading, rereading, and remixing of 
a single book, an experiment of what happens when a life makes poetry, at 
least the writing of it, a priority of thirty continuous days despite all else. 

I like the phrase “despite all else.” I know what that means. I think anyone that devoted to 
the writing of poetry knows what “all else” is all about. Jobs, chores, kids, noise, intrusions, 
etc. Ah, world, go away! And take your tedium with you. 

Rock musicians need garages to practice. Concert pianists need fingers. Tuba players need a 
large lung capacity. Dancers need to maintain high energy levels, strong bones, and flexible 
joints. Poets need solitude. Leading a normal life as a poet can be a son-of-a-bitch. 

It also helps to have a language lying around. 

Leong’s commitment to the work of converting Booth Tarkington’s text to distillates of 
weldable alloy has resulted in a work that is characterized by a haunting, oneiric beauty. He 
leads us well outside the parameters of socialized discourse and presents us with (to quote 
Barthes again) “a Pandora’s box from which fly out all the potentialities of language.” Here 
is “April 13, 2013” in full: 

The earth was swallowing our words, 
stamping out our solemn breath 
with its footsteps. 
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Overhead, a Chinese silhouette
appeared in God’s
abandoned factory. 

A new generation 
continued an endless divination, 
which, they said, 
could make presentable 
the black bones of the absolute. 

Going to the movies, 
we sometimes discover the rarest woodcut.

I’ll go. I thought you’d forgotten.

It was a protracted promise, a figure of speech. 

The evening had already begun 
deteriorating into Sunday. 

Leong likes using “found language.” Found language can be anything, overheard 
conversation, social media, snippets of code, movie dialogue, essays, articles, stories, 
ad copy, instruction manuals, science projects, quite literally anything. It’s all about 
collage, fusing, mingling, combining. The more disparate the sources, so much the 
better. But what about originality? If originality is an issue then language is the wrong 
medium for you. The entire language is a collage. “Good morning” is plagiarism. 

T.S Eliot, who famously proclaimed “good poets borrow, great poets steal,” said 
something pertinent in his essay “The progress of an artist is a continual self-
sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality… It is in this depersonalization that 
art may be said to approach the condition of science. I shall, therefore, invite you 
to consider, as a suggestive analogy, the action which takes place when a bit of 
finely filiated platinum is introduced into a chamber containing oxygen and sulphur 
dioxide.”

What happens is catalysis. According to Eliot’s description:
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When the two gases previously mentioned are mixed in the presence of a 
filament of platinum, they form sulphurous acid. This combination takes place 
only if the platinum is present; nevertheless the newly formed acid contains 
no trace of platinum, and the platinum itself is apparently unaffected; has 
remained inert, neutral, and unchanged. The mind of the poet is the shred 
of platinum. It may partly or exclusively operate upon the experience of the 
man himself; but, the more completely separate in in him will be the man 
who suffers and the mind which creates; the more perfectly will the mind 
digest and transmute the passions which are its material. 

Is the chemistry here correct? I don’t know. I’m not a chemist, and I don’t have any platinum 
or sulfurous acid lying around (thank goodness). I can pour some baking soda and vinegar 
in the bathtub drain and show you what happens (it’s actually pretty cool, the baking soda 
come bubbling out in a jubilant fizz), but I’m not sure I can derive an appropriate metaphor 
from that. 

What Eliot is getting at here with all this fancy chemistry is the idea that a poet’s mind 
is a “receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, images, which 
remain there until all the particles which can unite to form a new compound are present 
together.” In alchemy, that receptacle was called a “philosophical egg,” or (in Latin) an 
“ovum philosophicum.” The concoctions the alchemists were looking for was gold, which was 
a metaphor for spiritual transformation. Not everybody who collages scraps of found text 
may be looking for spiritual transformation, but any time disparate elements are brought 
together in a literary or artistic medium some very powerful magic takes place. “In Alan 
Yentob’s 1975 documentary Cracked Actor, David Bowie describes how he used Burroughs’s 
cut-up technique to “ignite the imagination,” and in an interview from 2008, Bowie further 
elaborates “I use it for igniting anything that may be in my imagination….You write down a 
paragraph or two describing several different subjects, creating a kind of ‘story ingredients’ 
list, I suppose, and then cut the sentences into four or five word sections; mix ‘em up and 
reconnect them… You can get some pretty interesting idea combinations like this…You can 
use them as is or, if you have a craven need to not lose control, bounce off these ideas and 
write whole new sections.” 

Leong takes this principle to an extreme in a major section of the book titled “The Philosophy 
of Decomposition / Recomposition as Explanation: A Poe and Stein Mash-Up,” in which 
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Leong brings together texts primarily from Poe’s “The Philosophy of Composition” and 
Stein’s “Composition as Explanation.” The melding is virtually seamless. It flows together 
nicely. I’m guessing that Leong put a lot more work into this apart from just bringing 
the texts together; the overall effect works as a single voice. Stein’s energy and exuberant 
prolixity somehow manages to flow with Poe’s considerable density and rhetorical elegance. 
Here is a sample paragraph: 

I now have to rapidly combine all that has been previously narrated into a 
concentrated solution – from the first act to the ending description – before 
the poem soon demands a moral and turns into prose. In a fantastic tone of 
the most profound seriousness, it spoke to me of a certain beast remaining 
in the syllable that was forming an elaborate window within the general 
arrangement, that was inventing a different time-sense, that was throwing 
open the very being of the inevitable. 

I sense a little more Poe in this sample than Stein, but the fluidity of the piece belies any 
obvious engineering; the line “In a fantastic tone of the most profound seriousness” contains 
both a feeling of creative excitement and a tinge of nineteenth-century loftiness of purpose. 
It’s significant, as well, that both texts are concerned with the philosophy of composition. 
This is a dynamic that goes much deeper than technique, it takes a phenomenological 
approach and explores how writing affects us on a perceptual and ontological level. 

Leong uses other source material in this collection to produce some remarkable results, 
such as “Menu in Chinglish,” dedicated to poet John Yau. As Leong describes its genesis 
in the appendix, “This poem was inspired by the phrase ‘monolithic tree mushroom stem 
squid’ which occurs in the New York Times article ‘Shanghai Is Trying to Untangle the 
Mangled English of Chinglish (May 2, 2010).’” I will leave you with the poem in full; you 
can order anything you want:

monolithic tree mushroom stem squid
braised rainbow mangrove maw
double pronged rhizome berry pig sniper
shepherd’s sponge spigot
beef cheek ricochet
preserved duck eggplant implosion
pungent heliotrope of oyster pouch
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salted forehead belly blossom
chicken web monad broth
silver fin swimming membrane flavor
retinal eel matrix
bamboo vertigo
triple tongue cocoon in tube sauce
gluteal libidinal shrimps 


