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Joel Allegretti

For Those Who Seek a Blank Canvas 
This instruction piece is an erasure of Part III of “On Erasure” by Mary 
Ruefle, which appeared in Quarter After Eight, Volume 16.

Without knowing that Phillips redid his own pages--with no knowledge 
of that at all--I found a second book I had previously erased and jumped 
at the chance to do it all over again, to see if I would erase a single page in 
the same way--no, I didn’t, I couldn’t. It was, as Phillips said, a feast.

But it doesn’t interest everyone. Most people, I have found, are either 
horrified or bored by it. Visual artists will turn the pages of an erasure 
book and not read the text; they will only look for visuals--nothing else 
interests them. I find it amusing. Poets you think would be interested--say 
my friend Tomaz Salamun, go figure, he tells me to my face he doesn’t like 
it. I love that! I love loving something so much that you simply don’t care 
what other people think.

And most of all, I am chagrined by those who think it is fun and easy 
and run out and buy a book and then run to me and show me what they’ve 
done, seeking my approval--this has happened at Vermont College--or by 
those who endlessly find little books and send them to me in the hopes I 
will erase them (unless they are Larry Sutin, god bless and endorse him).

You see, I am not encouraging you to do this because it is to me 
exactly like art--it is a private journey; we can be inspired and we can be 
influenced, but the predominant note of any journey must be found in the 
quiet unfolding of our own time on earth.

That said, I will say this: eight times out of ten, an erasure of a poem, 
made by the author of that poem, will be better than the original poem. 
It is sometimes called revision, but of course you cannot actually read the 
original poem, you can only look at the words.

I will now add, as an addendum to these remarks, the informa-
tion--quite logical--that erasure is not exclusive to written text. Bill 
Morrison’s film Decasia is a film erasure, made entirely by editing decayed 
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film stock--old film from a variety of sources that has decayed throughout 
time to the point of being “burnt out” or erased--and as such is a complete 
and unique erasure experience, one you may order through Netflix. But 
be forewarned--the film will either change your life, or you will not be 
able to endure it to its end--a litmus test of how you react to erasure. The 
same might be said of William Balinski’s The Disintegration Loops, music 
created when Balinski attempted to transfer old tape loops from analog 
reel-to-reel tape to digital hard disk. But the tapes were old and they were 
disintegrating. “The music was dying,” says Balinski in his liner notes, but 
he kept recording, documenting the death of the loops. So sometimes we 
just stumble upon an act of erasure and recognize its beauty and seek to 
preserve it--seek to preserve that which has not been preserved; we make 
compositions out of decompositions.

And who can forget the famous “Erased deKooning” by Robert 
Rauschenberg--when the savvy young artist (again, working in the hey-
day of deconstruction) was given a drawing by Wilhem deKooning and 
took an eraser and erased most of it, and promptly sold it for boodles as a 
Rauschenberg-cum-deKooning?

And who can forget? And who can forget? I CAN, you may be think-
ing, because I never knew any of this before, or I CAN, because none of 
this is of interest to me, or changes my life--so I, I can forget.

And that, my friend, is the art of erasure, as it is enacted in your own 
life, and all lives: life is much, much more than is necessary, and much, 
much more than any of us can bear, so we erase it or it erases us, we 
ourselves are an erasure of everything we have forgotten or don’t know or 
haven’t experienced, and on our deathbed, even that limited and erased 

“whole” becomes further diminished, if you are lucky you will remember 
the one word water, all others having been erased; if you are lucky you will 
remember one place or one person, but no one will ever, ever read on their 
deathbed, the whole text, intact and in order.

First your life is erased, then you are erased. Don’t tell me that era-
sure is beside the point, an artsy fragment of the healthy whole. If it is an 
appropriation, it is an appropriation of every life that has preceded your 
own, just as those in the future will appropriate yours; they will appropriate 
your very needs, your desires, your gestures, your questions, and your words.
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