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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  Poems Are Not Tattoos Francisco X. Alarcón, From the Other Side of Night / Del Otro Lado De La Noche: New and Selected Poems the poor signature of my illiterate and peasant self giving away all rights in a deceptive contract for life —Francisco X. Alarcón, “The X in My Name” In the Afterword to this important collection (University of Arizona Press, 2002), Manuel de Jesús Hernádez-G insists on the “unity” of Francisco X. Alarcón’s life and work. Hernádez-G asserts that this poet presents us with “a unified erotic and activist vision,” that Alarcón has “a unified Chicano poetic voice, one that is both communal and activist.” Whenever I come across such assertions of “unity,” I immediately begin to look for the contradictions, the “sub-texts,” which such statements seek to evade or deny. In Alarcón one does not have to look far. Francisco X. Alarcón identifies himself with the working class, yet he is the product of “elitist” institutions such as Stanford University; he identifies himself with the outlaw, even with the criminal, yet he is having mainstream honors heaped upon him: he was recently presented with the Fred Cody Award for Lifetime Achievement from BABRA, the Bay Area Book Reviewers Association; he was a strong candidate for California Poet Laureate. This is not to say that Alarcón’s view of himself is in any way hypocritical or even inaccurate: only to say that it is complex, multiple. We owe Alarcón a debt not because he achieves some sort of dubious “unity” in his life and work but because he is able to live with the manifold contradictions of his nature and situation and can give them free and varied expression—can even allow 179 180 The Dancer and the Dance them to comment on each other. “Being a Chicano gay poet who has crossed several social, cultural, linguistic, and sexual barriers, borders, and taboos,” he writes in “The Poet as The Other,” “I have experienced a life full of contradictions and differences. . . .” In “Reclaiming Ourselves, Reclaiming America” he adds, “My face, my body, my soul are in constant turmoil.” From the Other Side of Night stretches from Francisco X. Alarcón’s first book, Tattoos (published in Oakland in 1985) to new, not-yet-collected poems. It opens with the title poem from Tattoos: poems fill up pages tattoos puncture flesh That is the entire poem. There is scarcely any “imagery” (though one feels something in that word “puncture”) and no “narrative” whatsoever: only two statements. Yet the juxtaposition of the statements opens up a number of questions. What in the world do tattoos have to do with poems? They seem to exist in utterly different worlds. Yet: do they? How can we find a connection between these notions? Are pages a kind of skin? (One thinks of parchment.) Are tattoos a kind of writing? Is a person who writes poems likely to sport tattoos? Are poems “elitist” while tattoos are “working class”? Is there a sexual element at work here? (Alarcón is an openly gay man.) Aren’t both tattoos and poems attempts at self-expression and the creation of beauty? These various questions are posed, not answered. When he first began to write the work in Tattoos, Alarcón was told that what he was writing was not poems. He answered, “Yes, that’s right: they’re tattoos!” Alarcón did not wish his work to “fill up” pages. (Indeed, much of his work has been called “minimalist” precisely because it doesn’t “fill up” a page.) But he did wish his work to “puncture flesh”: to touch us, even to pierce us. (Born in Los Angeles, Alarcón grew up in Guadalajara, Mexico—a country of intense Roman Catholic imagery: one wonders if there is a slight hint here of the spear that “punctures” the flesh of the Savior. In the opening poem of Sonnets to Madness and Other Misfortunes Alarcón numbers himself among those who were born “marcado,” branded—the mark of [50.19.159.160] Project MUSE (2024-04-04 02:52 GMT) Cain but also perhaps “tattooed.” And might that punctured flesh imply just a touch of the sadistic?) The various “worlds” alluded to in these questions suggest the complexity of Alarcón’s situation—and the necessary doubleness of his art, which exists in both English and Spanish versions. (His art is, like his identity, “mestizo... 
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