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The recent video portrait of Ted Joans, Wow!—Ted Joans Live!, by Kurt Hemmer and Tom 

Knoff takes its place in a series that can now be recognized for a distinctive approach to the 

genre of documentary films about writers.  Each of the three videos in the series is built around a 

visit by the writer to Harper College near Chicago, where Hemmer and Knoff work.  The writers 

reading their poems occupy center stage. The life in the work receives due emphasis, and the life 

of the writer is felt primarily through his or her dynamic presence, only secondarily through 

biographical “documentation.”  Mercifully, we are spared the procession of talking heads 

providing recollection or “expert” opinion, which in many documentaries displace the subject in 

an effort to supply validation.  Hemmer and Knoff are confident that their authors are capable of 

speaking for themselves, especially through their work. 

 

What is the nature of that work becomes a key question that these videos pose, more implicitly 

than explicitly.  Clearly, the work comes to life in performance. The words in print constitute no 

more than a script or score, although the first two DVDs in this series go to the trouble of 

providing texts as supplements to the video.  The performances themselves are frequently 

enhanced by musical accompaniment.  In her reading at Harper College, Pommy Vega 

accompanies herself with castanets.  In performances recorded elsewhere, McClure joins former 

Doors keyboardist Ray Manzarek in a tribute to Jim Morrison, and a much younger Joans reads 

“Jazz Is My Religion” accompanied by the Archie Shepp Quintet.  Pommy Vega‟s performance 

draws out the lyrical quality inherent in her texts; they retain their identity as poems.  McClure 

performs all of his poems as “tantras,” the name he assigned to his collection of Ghost Tantras 

(1964) that erupt with the pure sound of “beast language.”  In the video, he chants Ghost Tantra 

51 and explains that, at the time of composition, he understood tantras to be “ceremonies for 

changing the nature of reality.”   

 

Joans also alludes to ceremony (in addition to “Jazz Is My Religion,” he recites a piece called 

“The Sermon”), but rather than seeking to change reality, his performance mobilizes an identity 

designed to elude the constraints that reality threatens to impose.  As another African-American 

poet, Lorenzo Thomas, has remarked, “It is not negative criticism to say that Ted Joans‟s 

masterpiece was the creation of Ted Joans” (197).  Joans‟s self-mythologizing challenges the 

premises of “documentary” from which Hemmer and Knoff start out, leading to frequent 

cautionary notes in their narrative: “Joans believed that  . . . . According to Joans  . . . .”  

Ultimately, however, the filmmakers accept the premise of the poet who proclaimed, after the 
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death of jazz great Charlie Parker, “Bird Lives.”  Performance is the medium in which “Ted 

Joans Lives.” 

 

Ted Joans the man died in 2003, and Janine Pommy Vega died in 2010, so these videos perform 

valuable service in having captured their lives-in-performance just in time.  But it is equally 

valuable to have thrown light on two figures who, in contrast to McClure, worked in relative 

obscurity for most of their lives.  The extent to which race, in Joans‟s case, or gender, in Pommy 

Vega‟s case, preordained obscurity is a question that has recently received much attention in 

scholarship on the Beats.   

 

In the Joans video, racism is acknowledged, briefly, as a poison in society, and art is celebrated 

as the antidote.  After noting that “Joans believed” his father was killed in a race riot in Detroit in 

1943, the narrative (in the form of printed captions throughout) proceeds to declare, “The artistic 

expression of surrealism helped him deal with the horrors of racism.”  Beat culture receives 

credit for similar aid.  In this account, not only did Kerouac introduce Joans, a newcomer from 

the Midwest, to the jazz clubs of Harlem, but Kerouac transcended, as an outsider, the racist 

binary of society.  The segment on Kerouac in the video leads off with Joans‟s epigram: “I know 

a man who‟s neither white nor black / And his name is Jack Kerouac.” There is no question that 

this view accurately represents Joans, in his own words, but it is a limited view.  Joans was also 

wary of the tendency of the racist binary to reinscribe itself within Beat culture.  We can catch a 

hint of this wariness in “The Wild Spirit of Kicks” (1969), the elegy that anchors the Kerouac 

segment in the video and pictures Kerouac “In the midst of Black hipsters and musicians / 

Followed by a White legion of cool kick seekers.”  The consequences of this racial division are 

explicitly drawn in a poem entitled, with a glance at Langston Hughes, “I Too, At the 

Beginning,” which originally accompanied Joans‟s autobiographical essay, “Je me vois (I see 

myself).” Although that autobiography provides the principal source for the filmmakers, their 

film does not reflect that darker message of the poem: 

 

 Institutional racism is 

 Amongst the Beats 

 Merely “benign neglect” (Joans 227)  

 

Sexism among the Beats is acknowledged explicitly in the video on Pommy Vega, in connection 

with her friendship with Herbert Huncke.  The narrative, in this case spoken by Kurt Hemmer 

rather than printed in captions, informs us, “She said that of all the male Beat writers, Huncke 

was the only one that really wasn‟t misogynistic.”  No specific examples of misogyny are given.   

In other contexts, Pommy Vega expressed particular resentment that she was not invited to travel 

with Allen Ginsberg and Peter Orlovsky, her lover at the time, when the two men embarked on 

the extensive travels that eventually took them to India in 1962 (Pommy Vega, from Seeds 230; 

“Tracking the Serpent” 252).  But the perspective adopted in the video is that of a much later 

time.  The earliest poem represented (and performed here in both English and Spanish) is 

“Musician” of 1989; elegies for Ginsberg (1997) and Corso (2001) emphasize gratitude rather 

than resentment.  For Pommy Vega as a woman, what seems to have counted most is the gift of 

survival.  “Please Look Both Ways Before Crossing,” written the day after the calamity of 

September 11, 2001, warns that “Flexing the military capitalist muscle, the „My God / is bigger 
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than your God muscle,‟ will not bring us home.”  Women know the cost and provide an 

alternative: 

 

Women know it.  We dress the dead.  We sweep up  

the mess, we make our way back to the fields  

and re-plant.  We put food on the table, we survive.  

 

Survival emerges as a key theme in the video on McClure, though the theme is repeatedly 

signaled by a term denoting the opposite of survival, “extinction.”  In an excerpt from McClure‟s 

protest against the Vietnam war, “Poisoned Wheat” (1965), we hear that the human species 

“threatens all other creatures with extinction.”  Politics, which we might expect to be the focus of 

an anti-war poem, is trumped by biology, a move that McClure formulated in “Listen Lawrence” 

(1983), published after “Poisoned Wheat,” but read just before the latter poem at the end of the 

video: 

 

    ANY, ANY, ANY 

   POLITICS 

 is the POLITICS OF EXTINCTION! 

 

In a rare gesture of interpretation, the filmmakers highlight these words on the screen as we hear 

McClure speak them, a visual effect that parallels McClure‟s use of capitalization.  Although 

“Listen Lawrence” is addressed to Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Allen Ginsberg may be the intended 

target of the proclamation 

 

THAT POLITICS IS DEAD 

and 

BIOLOGY 

IS HERE! 

 

Of all the Beats, Ginsberg is the poet most strongly identified with “unswerving politics,” as 

Pommy Vega describes it in her elegy.  In McClure‟s account of the legendary Six Gallery 

reading in 1955, usually remembered as the debut of Ginsberg‟s “Howl,” McClure seems almost 

to go out of his way not to remember Ginsberg, but to emphasize instead the influence of the 

“West Coast Beats”—he names Gary Snyder in particular--- in “opening up” Jack Kerouac to the 

vision of nature explored in Dharma Bums (1958) and Big Sur (1962).  In other words, biology 

replaces politics, and the Beat movement becomes, as McClure is fond of claiming, “the first 

literary wing of a worldwide environmental movement” (McClure, “Poetry” 376;”Exclusive”).  

In the video, McClure symbolizes his contribution to that movement by reading one of the poems 

that he performed at the Six Gallery, “For the Death of 100 Whales.” 

 

While achieving a consistent identity as a series, these videos powerfully convey the 

individuality of each poet, thus enriching our sense of the diversity of Beat writing as well as the 

tensions among the writers.  The filmmakers deserve the awards they have received (most 

recently, for the Joans video, the Grand Festival Arts Award from the Berkeley Video and Film 

Festival, and a Platinum Best of Show for Art/Culture Instruction from The Aurora Awards").  
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The poets deserve the wider audience that the videos should help to attract, because their words 

remain urgent and alive. 
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