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Nathaniel Mackey’s Splay Anthem: 
travelling as a «flight and fugivity»

The road is a metaphor for most human pursuits as 
well as for life itself, and it is also a topic for memory. 
One can cast «a backward glance o’er travel’d roads», 
as Walt Whitman did, or as Bruce Chatwin wrote, paths 
are the first of our memories, even before persons or 
events. Such remarks may suggest roads as recovery, 
as routes to the past. Literal travel, by contrast, carries 
one away, roads link to other roads and those in turn to 
others: on the other hand, travel is one of the most basic 
and important features of human being and odeporic po-
etry becomes an essential aspect among a wide variety 
of poetic categories. The idea of travel as a connection 
permeate every page of Mackey’s work. All his collec-
tions of poems – Eroding Witness (1985), Whatsaid Serif 
(1998), Splay Anthem (2006), Nod House (2011) – are 
made of small stanzas, unhinged from the left margin, 
often coupled like train cars by single words. As you read, 
you travel widely through geography, memory and his-
tory, but always with the sense that you’re heading in one 
direction.

To ride was a well gone to too often, a
dry world we circumambulated suddenly
awash, Anuncia’s belated largesse.
                                                            The
road was all therewas and ride was all
  we did. Curves and bends kept at us, we
                                                                             giggled,
    giddy anyone was
     at the
  wheel1

In discussing the kind of identity formation sug-
gested by Chamoiseau and Confiant, the word er-
rancy, linked to travel, may be useful since it retains 
the error but also the drift that more romantic and 
politically charged categories such as exile and ex-
patriate do not offer2. Errancy is also appropriate 
for a study of poetry, since, as Charles Bernstein 
writes, «poetics must necessarily involve error. Error 
in the sense of wandering, errantry, but also error in 
the sense of mistake, misperception... as projection 
(expression of desire unmediated by rationalized 
explanation): as slips, slides»3. Travel is, in fact, an 
expression of that perpetual displacement of mean-
ing in which the work of Nathaniel Mackey4 serial-
ity’s jagged edges are employed to address those 
wandering, preternaturally exiled others of historical 
and cultural consciousness5. The hold of ‘home’ on 
the travellers becomes weaker, and the process of 
substitution and displacement that constitutes iden-
tification becomes simultaneously less stable. In-
creasingly, travellers live, inwardly as outwardly, in 
such ambiguity, in a somewhere made up of many 
elsewheres that Mackey has described in his col-
lection of poems Splay Anthem (2006), in which he 
weaves together two ongoing serial poems he has 
been writing for over twenty years, Song of the An-
doumboulou and Mu:

Every arrival outrun
by the image we had of it, begged

by Giovanna Scatena
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it be the where we’d been after, there
there be nowhere we’d rather

                                                              be...6

The world was ever after, 
                                                                   elsewhere.

Where we were they said likkle for little, lick
ran with trickle, weird what we took it

for... The world was ever after, elsewhere,
                                                                       no
   way where we were
was there7.

                                                       Dread
                                                                   Lakes
         alias, cavewall inside out,          dotted
            bodies bespoke ‘immanent elsewhere’8,
          half again ‘all but already gone’9.

These poetic series, ispired both by improvisatory 
jazz and traditional African songs, includes various ver-
sions of many poems separated by black lines, a poetic 
technique intended to keep the writing open to differ-
ences even after publication. Each is the other, each 
is both, announcedly so in the preface of the book. By 
turns visibly and invisibly present, each is the other’s 
twin or contagion, each entwines the other’s crabbed 
advance. They have done so, unannouncedly, from the 
beginning, shadowed each other from the outset, hav-
ing a number of things in common, most obviously mu-
sic. Each was given its impetus by a piece of recorded 
music from which it takes its title, the Dogon Song of the 
Andoumboulou10 in one case, Don Cherry11’s Mu First 
Part and Mu Second Part in the other. Mackey explains 
the overlap of the two projects in a preface - itself a 
virtuosic work of self-criticism. The Andoumboulou are, 
in the Dogon cosmology, «not simply a failed, or flawed, 
earlier form of human being, but a rough draft of human 
being, the work-inprogress we continue to be»12. It is, 
Mackey notes, a funeral song that moves from song to 
eulogy and back, a lone voice «reciting [the deceased’s] 
genealogy, bestowing praise, listing all the places [the 
deceased] set foot while alive». Ultimately it marks «the 
entry of the deceased into the other life, the wail of a 
newborn child into a terrifying world»13. Likewise, ‘Mu’ 
refers to the lost continent. So the meeting of these two 
works constitutes what Robert Duncan has called in 
grand seriousness, a ‘world-poem’14, but a specifically 
utopic and prehistoric world. Splay Anthem is a blue 

gnostic / loop, a choral return to creative origins that 
echoes back to the future. Song of the Andoumboulou 
is addressed to the spirits. Part of the Dogon funeral 
rites begins with sticks making time on a drum’s head, 
joined in short order by alone, laconic voice – gravelly 
and raspy – recounting the creation of the world and 
the advent of human life. Other voices, likewise reticent, 
dry, join in, eventually build into a song, a scratchy, low-
key chorus. From time to time a yodeling shriek breaks 
out in the background. Corcerning Mu, it is not only 
music: this place-name is a two-letter nub of a word 
overflowing with signficance. For Mackey «any longingly 
imagined, mourned, or remembered place, time, state 
or condition can be called Mu»15. As the poet and liter-
ary critic Norman Finkelstein has claimed, 

The two series offer a productive tension, a move-
ment between shamanic dreamtime (altjeringa) 
and what Mackey calls historical ‘rendition’. The di-
asporic travels that regurarly punctuate Song of the 
Andoumboulou poems always lead us both toward 
and away from the Atlantean/Utopian domain that is 
‘Mu’. The result is a continuous, recursive, sideways 
movement as the two poems veer between the ex-
tremes of catastrophic fall and ecstatic redemption, 
travelling through landscapes and dream scapes 
variously shaded by idealism anf foreboding16. 

‘Mu’ is also a Greek letter and pictogram for ocean-
waves that carried slaves across the sea; ‘Mu’ is 
oblivion in Japanese kana, a productive ‘non-being’ 
or vacancy in Zen art, akin to te absence that haunts 
Mackey’s arenas of discovery and dispute, and the 
human beings become a set of warring passions in-
dependent of time and space17. In his odeporic poetry 
Splay Anthem, Mackey records an experience of di-
asporic restlessness among African American subjects, 
a tidal ebb and flow of unrecuperating hope, a move-
ment the / one mooring we knew18: his travellers are 
seekers, wanderers toward a utopian no-place, who 
move together – as ‘we’ and not ‘I’ – looking for this 
no-where, but carrying with them memories of the past 
and their movement providing occasions of trascend-
ence. They are «a lost tribe of sorts, a band of nervous 
travellers, know[ing] nothing if not locality’s discontent, 
ground gone under. Sonic semblance’s age-old prom-
ise, rhyme’s reason, the consolation they seek in song, 
accents and further aggravates movement. The songs 
are increasingly songs of transit»19. More than any other 
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contemporary poet, Mackey is deeply inspired by jazz, 
especially Ornette Coleman, Miles Davis, Don Cherry, 
and John Coltrane, all of whom informed his belief that 
black ontology need not be tied to testimony or narra-
tive but can be felt through what Mackey calls ‘a com-
munication of inference’. This language is improvisatory, 
paratactic, his lyric strands drifting through time, place, 
and persona. Mackey is also inspired by an avant-garde 
lineage of poets ranging from William Carlos Williams to 
Robert Duncan, as well as by his friends, the poets Fred 
Moten and Ed Roberson. Mackey’s poems are hypnotic 
praises, dirges, feverish dream songs of an unnamed 
diasporic voyage, songs that are always reaching for, 
but never arriving at, a destination. If Mackey has aimed 
to bring what he calls the ‘sympathetic strings’ of jazz 
into language, a richly reverberate, connotative field that 
is politically engaged in sophisticated ways, it was Amiri 
Baraka’s early jazz writing that served as his point of 
departure. Araka, as a New York-based poet/critic in 
the late fifties and early sixties, was a literary pioneer in 
his attempts to explore the liminal space between post-
bop jazz and poetry20. For Mackey, Baraka’s liner notes, 
such as for Coltrane Live at Birdland (1964), and his 
first two poetry volumes, Preface to a Twenty Volume 
Suicide Note (1961) and The Dead Lecturer (1964), pro-
vided stunning instances of what might be possible in 
jazz-inflected writing21. This is lyric verse that obeyed, in 
its most restless and hermeneutically irreducible form, 
what Mackey calls «an aesthetic analogous to that of 
music — mercurial, oblique, elliptical»22. A musically 
attentive ‘I’, pronominally expands, Whitman-like, into 
a ‘we’, who respond with a mix of emotions: personal 
hardship, loneliness, and nomadic survival initially regis-
ter collective distress, but the arrival of Coltrane’s bass 
clarinet, via musical flashback, provides relief in a way 
akin to a warm ‘anabatic’ wind for the previously chilly 
surrounding environs23. Inspired by the recognizable, 
if rare, sound of Dolphy’s clarinet in Coltrane’s expert 
hands, the uprooted ‘we’ launch into an outpouring 
of hand-slapping revelry  that makes them feel ‘young 
again’. For the travelling ‘we’, Coltrane’s music thus 
functions as what Wilson Harris would call a ‘phantom 
limb’ 24. It provides a sense of felt advance, felt recovery, 
a partial compensation for catastrophic severance. Yet 
the ‘we’ are also cognisant of how ephemeral, and de-
pendent on this ameliorating impact of music, this relief 
will be. Reading Mackey, we join him as members of this 
tribe/band: our inchoate, previously unrealized sense of 

existential and cosmic exile is gradually revealed to us 
as we experience ‘the flight and fugivity’ of his haunted 
song. Then again, ‘flight and fugitivity’ remind more 
specifically of the plight of runaway slaves in the years 
before the Civil War. In Mackey’s discourse, ‘flight and 
fugitivity’ are linked to a ghostly historical reference and, 
in this way, the conditions of diaspora, both historical 
(the African diaspora) and spiritual (gnosticism’s view of 
a generale spiritual exile) come to define Mackey’s po-
etry. Under these conditions, which he so elegantly, so 
urgently describes, we become strangers to ourselves; 
in wandering with him, we meet ghostly versions of our-
selves in whom we recognizes long-suppressed truths, 
grounded in a history of oppression and loss but also 
point to gnosis, knowledge of the exile that defines our 
spiritual being. Mackey uses a quote referring to the 
followers of Simon Magnus from one of his favourite 
books, Jacques Lacarrière’s The Gnostics, as a reveal-
ing epigraph to Song of Andoumboulou: 17: «to remove 
the very categories of I, Thou, He and to become We, 
such must be the meaning of the so-called ‘mysteries 
of the Simonians’»25. Removing pronominal categories 
to form a collectivity grounded in both history and myth 
is fundamental to Mackey’s poetic and, toward this end, 
the poet/shaman plays all the roles at once26: shaman-
ism in tribal, oral culture; exegetical mysticism in reli-
gious, literate culture; poetry in modern, secular culture, 
and all call equally for initiation leading to gnosis. 

Debris bumped our heads, rubble 
              hurt our feet. Fingerless, if not 

without hands, drew back from 
                                                                reaching, 

         Nub the new kingdom come…
[…]

                                      Somewhere someone 
chanted, 

an echo we looped and relooped. Dub it 
was as much as it was Nub we were 

in, ersatz eternity looped and infinitum, 
loop 

given reverb to. Echoes flew close to the 
earth, bleak reconaissance. Tape ran 

away in reverse, took us with it, beginning 
to be alive it seemed...27

Movement and travel in Mackey’s serial poems is 
both a compositional principle and an open set of the-
matized situations or scenarios. Travel is dangerous in 
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the poems of Song of the Andoumboulou where the 
‘we’ are constantly in a state of jeopardy, determined 
they are to reach the utopian spaces variously signi-
fied, as we said, by and in ‘Mu’. The strange sense 
of movement, the disruptions in space and time that 
we experience in reading Mackey’s poems is the same 
in Ellen Basso’s work on Kalapalo narrative perfor-
mance28. Indeed, according to Basso,

Kalapalo notions of time are closely connected to 
ideas about space, and spatial imagery in Kalapalo 
myths is complementary to that of time. It is con-
structed by means of the ubiquitous device of 
travelling that lends a sense of contrast between 
qualitatively different experiences while distinguish-
ing between different places or sites as, on the one 
hand, social, predictable, and ordinary, and on the 
other, antisocial, magical, dangerous, and liminal. 
The distinction emerges from the language de-
scribing the journey, which is a way of establishing 
boundaries that are both geographic and psycho-
logical and that are treated less as visual objects 
than a spatial relations experienced through human 
temporal sensitivity. Travelling modes, involving ac-
tive experience of time and the contrasts experi-
enced in different places, thus serve as symbols for 
different consciousnesses29.

In regard to Mackey’s poetry, two ideas in this pas-
sage are particularly striking: that travel leads to the dis-
tinction between the «social predictable, and ordinary» 
and the «antisocial, magical, dangerous, and liminal», 
and that travel or movement through space/time is 
experienced as «both geographic and psychological» 
and produces «symbols for different consciousness». In 
the Song of the Andoumboulou and the ‘Mu’ poems, 
both places and the modes of travel between them – 
train, bus, boat, metro – are experienced as ‘psycho-
geographic’30 phenomena; likewise, the situation of the 
travellers at any given instant can shift dramatically from 
safe and ordinary to dangerous and magical. 

A boat that sails to
heaven on a river that

has no end31 […]
                        We lay on

our backs looking out at them looking
                 in, cigar smoke swelling the veins of

                       our necks, the boat of which
they dreamt

a dreamt we beyond our 
             reach32

Peru now as Paris it seemed, a
                                                                  train

             what it was we were on wherever it
was, a train whatever it was we
were on… In the city’s insides

albeit we were in Egypt, high-breasted
Sekhmet statuesque at the metro

stop…33

Sipped sand, so long without
water. Lone Coast elixir, mouths

drawn shut… Euthanasic lip-stitch,
loquat liqueur,     Oliloquy Valley it

                                                                     was
                we came to next…      We were

each an apocryphal Moses, feet
newly fitted with sandals, we

          strolled, scrolls long thought to
                     be lost unrolled in front of us,

                                                                 dubbed
         acoustic scribbling, skanked…34

As Finkelstein writes, it is arguable that everything 
that takes place in these poems is magical, that all 
movement from place to place is magical. Psychally 
speaking, the goal of such movement is ultimately ec-
static, however much it may be blocked or impeded 
by foreboding, depressive, even demonic forces35. 
And, as Mircea Eliade observes of the shamans’ cos-
mic travels, «only they transform a cosmotheological 
concept into a concrete mystical experience… In other 
words, for the rest of the community remains a cos-
mological ideogram, for the shamans and the heroes 
becomes a mystical itinerary»36. Taken together, Mack-
ey’s two serial poems constitute such a mystical itiner-
ary, an elaborate, endeless logbook of spiritual travels 
that constitute a ‘book’

What we rode was a book. We
fell out of it, scattered37

and so, travels occur not only on the geographi-
cal and psychological levels, but on the tropological 
level as well. Mackey’s ‘lost tribe’, his ‘band of nerv-
ous travellers’, moves from one place to another, 
from one psychic state to another, and from one set 
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of tropes to another, in an endless web or network 
of language:

It wasn’t we were
                                           prey,

buzzing fly, flying fish,         wasn’t we
    were inside Ananse’s web, Anuncia’s

              net. Web it was we were, it wsn’t
we were caught. It wasn’t we

                     were web’s, we were web…38

In this broader perspective, the poet imagines a 
purgatorial people running in place on a treadmill 
caused by obstinate injustices and torments. And 
this limbo is frequently portrayed in oceanic terms: 
when adrift/off Cantaloupe Island’s/lotus/coast/ his-
tory itself is unanchored and sites lap into one an-
other like wayward waves. In the Braid section of 
Splay Anthem, one is taken in by/dreams when one 
is not taken in by a homeland, and so one is never 
done/saying goodbye/once begun39 because exist-
ence is a matter of moment-to-moment exiles. De-
spite such a rapidly transformable notion of place 
- there is no really an answer to the cosmic ques-
tion of ‘here or there?’ and not even that deliberately 
misunderstood: ‘go or stay?’ since home is finally 
impossible to locate, Mackey’s response is a rejec-
tion of the choice and of the pressure to make that 
choice - there remains the memory of plains we/
spent millennia crossing, and so the ancient saying 
‘by and by’ is used as a recurring motif to portray 
forever-unfurling landscapes on which the good in 
goodbye curdles and the biding of time is a bait for 
new traps40. As Mackey walks - in a verbal gait fre-
quently pitched between stagger and sleepwalk - 
across these books’ plains, he gestures backward 
to unknowable ancestors and forward to some 
hoped-for oasis at once. A deep dualism between 
«here» and «no-here» haunts much of his verses: 
geographic polarities swiveling on a conditional or 
propeling forward and drags back at once. Asked by 
Donahue about his perspective on home and arrival 
and recognition, Mackey answers that he has

repeated experiences of and senses of home, 
and one of the things these poems are registering 
is multiplicity—that home is not just the manifest 
geographic place that we’re born to, grow up in, 
and in many ways want to return to. It’s something 

else. It’s a sense of arrival, but to have that sense 
of arrival you have to come from some place. You 
lose the sense of arrival when you sit still. It’s the 
getting home that strikes so deeply for me, that 
sense of having gotten home. But there’s also a 
sense that home gets up and leaves after you’ve 
gotten there that propels the agitation and unrest 
that you talk about in the poems. It’s as if you get 
there and home gets up and leaves and you have 
to go chase it. It keeps moving on. That’s the kind 
of agitation and wandering spirit that runs throu-
gh the poems41.

Mackey refers to a «sense of arrival» that is more 
important than any notion of security or belonging, 
and updates the Homeric Odissey so that home-
coming is less linear and teleological and more flick-
ering and beckoning42. For experimental diasporic 
writers as Mackey, the reconfiguration recreates 
and deconstructs historical injustices and silenced 
identities caused by the reality of colonization. As 
an interpretive art free of construction and conven-
tionalization, experimental writing needs to reoccur 
and recreate. Wilson Harris calls this the unfinished 
genesis of the imagination: the place where artists 
find their unexpected, but meaningful words from 
an undefined language of experience and invisible 
memory43, and in The Womb of Space he writes 
that  «exile is the ground of live fossil and sensuous 
memory within uncertain roots that are threaded into 
legacies of transplantation… We begin all over again 
the pursuit of enduring cross-cultural spirit in arts of 
dialogue with unsuspected and supportive myth»44. 
In Mackey, exile is a part of a relentless spiritual 
pursuit of remembrance and transpersonal union 
that simultaneously goes nowhere fast: It wasn’t / 
wander what we did, we circled45. It is the journey’s 
feeling of ineluctable loss that pushes travellers to 
search an «alternate world» walking with his house 
on / his head is heaven46. In the final section of Splay 
Anthem, the narrator and his companion arrive at a 
region dubbed ‘Nub’. As terrestrial-astral travelers, 
they’ve traversed numerous spaces real and imag-
ined, exterior and interior, and have now reached 
a devastated landscape where «debris bumped our 
heads, rubble / hurt our fee». In the book’s helpful 
preface, Mackey relates Nub to current political con-
ditions in the United States and across the globe, 
although many of the places his liminal figures visit 
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during the course of the book are equally deso-
late. ‘Nub’, moreover, metonymically describes the 
post-9/11 United States under President George W. 
Bush. As Mackey explains, it refers to the ‘shrunk-
en’, increasingly globalized world at large (‘planet 
Nub’), and carries overtones of ancient African civi-
lization (‘Nubia’) and Harris’s phantom limb (‘Numb’) 
as well. Mackey writes of his desire to cure this con-
dition, but ‘homeopathically’, via his poetry’s own 
‘recourse to echo’ rather than, say, through Baraka’s 
later, more instrumental language. Yet this desire 
cuts both ways: while yearning for a better future, 
Mackey laments poetry’s limited capacity to effect 

political change. The only way out of the purgatorial 
condition of ‘andoumboulouousness’, Mackey pro-
poses, is by confronting the problem and starting 
all over again. And in advocating this return to first 
principles to achieve societal regeneration, post-
bop jazz again leads the way. Mackey tells us, in his 
Splay Anthem preface, that he was thinking of Don 
Cherry’s ‘Teo-Teo-Can’, the fourth track from ‘Mu’ 
Second Part, a 1969 ‘world music’ recording that 
helped inspire the whole ‘Mu’ serial poem. In this 
track Cherry resorts to «a sort of coo-baby talk», 
which Mackey hears as a call for new beginnings. 

Notes
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Splay Anthem, A New Directions Book, New York 2006, p. 
80.

2 P. Chamoiseau - R. Confiant, Letters créoles: Tracées an-
tillaises et continentales de la littérature 1635-1975, Hatier, 
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R. Wynn, All Music Guide to Jazz, Miller Freeman, San Fran-
cisco 1994, p. 147.
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