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ABSTRACT

This studyexploresguestionf mediachangenegotiationof literary value
andpostcoloniahybridity througha studyof The WonderingMinstrels,alargely
SouthAsiancommunityon the Web dedicatedo the celebratiorof English
poetry.

| aimto demonstratéhow anonlinecommuniy like Minstrelscanunsettle
hierarchiesuchasthosebetweenwriter andreader,high artandfandom and
betweermmetropoleandmargin,evenasit oftenseemgootedin thislogic. While
print-cultureandliterary valuesareoften conflated this newkind of platform
celebratepoetryusingtheinteractiveandparticipatorypossibilitiesof the Web.

It garblesprotocolsof literary appreciatiorby discussingcanonicalpoetryin an
idiosyncratic,personalmanner. As agroupdominatedby SouthAsiantechnoe
managerialvorkers,thisis alsoanaccouniof waysin which globalizationand
postcolonialityintersectandthe new networkedsocietycomplicateghe center
peripherymodelof culturaltraffic. In choosingto informally engagewith English
poetryasbookmarkdor their own lives andremakingtherulesof engagementhe
WonderingMinstrelsis anactof culturaltrangation, anothemway of telling the
literary legacyof colonialism.

In additionto analyzingthe conversatioron the website,| drawon selected
theoreticalwork relatingto newmedia,middlebrow culture,receptiontheory,
postcoloniaktudies andglobalization.

Thesis Supeavisor: Henry Jenkins
Professor and Co-Director, Comparative Media Studies
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A Thing of Shreds and Patches

Oneof themod notable facts of our current moment of globdizationis howthe
unprecedented scale of media flows and migrations has drastically reoriented perceptions
of oneB placeintheworld! Thisisthestory of one such imaginative border-buging
project called the Wondeing Mindrels. This community is adigital diaspora built onthe
pogcolonial assessment of english podry, onetha demondrates how there-citation of
podry ontheWorld Wide Web makes possible the staging of avernacular
cosmopolitanism? and upts traditiond literary hierarchies.

TheWondeing Mindrelsisapoan-a-day mailinglist of over four thousnd
people, the mgjority of whomhave a South-Asian connettion, butindudes members
from all ove the Endlish-speaking world. The group was formed in 1999by a couple of
Indian enginesring students who felt theneed for a @nore everyday experience of poeryO
and to demystify the appreciation of it, and gradudly drew in ther friendsand
acquantances, until it grew to its current dimensons

Thepoeams are archived and open to commentary and discussion at any time.
While the people who run it handle much of theregular poem submissions those sentin

by other members (Quest poensQ reflect the heterogendty and energy of thegroup. The

! For atheary of globalizaion asrupture, of a new emghads on imagnation asadefining social
practiceof modernity and diagooric public spheres see Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at Large:
Cultural Dimersions of Globalization. Minneaplis. Universty of Minnesta Pres, 1996.

2 See Bhabha, Homi for afullertreamert of thisideaof verracular cosmopolitans Omueing in-
between cultural tradtions, and revealng hybrid forms of life and art that have no prior existence
within the discrete world of ary single cultureQin hisintroduction to The Locaton of Culture, p
Xiii




accompanying comments pay attention to form and technique as well as biography and
shgping context, butthe guiding prindpleisindividud connection with thepoan, and
some parsond comment on why a contributor consdersit significant or memorable.
While podry collectionsaboundonthelnterne, thisinbuit conveasation feature is wha
many members congde uniqueaboutthe Wondeing Mingrels. It is also oneof the mog
visible online podry sites at the moment, with very high search-engine rankings

Thestudents who started Mindrels are all now firmly ensconced in different
worlds-a hedgefundtrader in Princeton, an open-source hacker in Duba and a Google
engineer in California. They continueto keep the project running, in the wordsof oneof
them, for @gobooreasondd and sheer enthusasm, and their orientation towardsit is
strongly marked by their outsider-statusfrom theworld of highe literary education and
metropolitan cultural legitimacy.

Unsurprisingly, they place great emphasis on the category of the @eneral readerQ
the self-schooled lover of wordsand idess, free to roam theworld and sift throughits
literary artifacts. @ Wandaing Mingrel I/ A thing of shredsand paches Of bdlads
songsand snaches’ And dreamy lullabyQthe WS Gilbert songthat the name of the group
refersto, isfitting for agroupof people who aim for an easy eclecticism and

cosmopolitan comfort with the expanses and crevices of world poery. *

3partof the vocahulary of the open-source movemert and science fi ction, Oie economy of the
egoboo islike a currency comprising things like appreciation and reputationOaccading to him.

* As a group which wasformedby alumni of the Indian Institute of Tectmology (11 T), (who are
who arestill the most visible members and their friends, the Wondering Minstrels hasa
recagnizally new-ecanomy profile-- ie, young globally-mobile techno-maragerial professionals.
Although alarge part of the membership doesnot fit this demagraphic, the most distinct Owvice®
in the community belongs to this core group.



As new media emerge, they also renew struggles over meaning, significance,
knowledgeand power. 1®n interested in the World Wide Web@ impact on the cultural
politics of podic taste, itsliberationsand limits.

At onelevel, studying this groupis an examination of theways in which the Web
extendsand rejuvenaes literary culture and flattens hierarchies thoughprevioudy
unthinkable possibilities for collectivity and paticipaion. Thetacit asymmetriesin the
literary transactionN between reader and writer, between enshrined colonial texts and
thar receptionin the podcolonial periphey, andindesd, between texts of different
artistic GtatureCeare thrown into radical question by this medium. However, this freedom
iscondrained by theingitutiond contexts tha shapeliterary circulation and reception.
As Stanley Fish putsit, @necan respondwith a cheerful yes to the question o readers
make meanings?Gand commit oneself to very little becauseit is equdly trueto say tha
meanings in theform of culturally derived interpretive categories, make readersQ(Fish
336).

| also examinethis online podary community for itsimplicationsfor norms about
artistic judgnent, cultural capital and place. Exercising judgnents of literary tasteisa
learned act; a cognitive decoding that isintimately boundup with soda location and
trajectory. Reading, everywhere, is a habit that relies on a complex system of reference
and recommendation.

For those who did notget a headgart at home, a community like Mingrels
broaches podry onitsterms: as an everyday medium tha speaks of ordinary lives and
moments in an extraordinary way, onetha smply draws attention to theworld by

drawing attention to language. Sending in a poam, or reacting to someoneelse®



comments abouta poem may beaway of tentatively dipping your toein thevast ocean of
notionsbuilt aroundliterary works. Jug like other fan communities, throughconvesation
and correspondeance, they can inaugurate a space tha may prove more humaneand
democaratic than the everyday world. Thefeeling-oriented, midd ebrow aesthetic of The
Wondeing Mindrelsis a convesation and counterpractice tha chdlenges conventiond
classroomapproaches to canonical podry.

Thirdly, | explore these respongs to podry and the ways in which the Empire
writes back to thetraditiond canonof English podry and evaluaes these worksin
variousways, both resisting and unwittingly replicating its pressures. Tennyon and
Wordsworth are an integral pat of a standad middle-class school education in India
Babbling brooksand dancng dafodils might not mean very much by themselvesin these
contexts, butthe poans have the capacity to call up degp assodations and it istheact of
describing what the poans mean to people who studied them tha addsa certain crackle
to thetexts. Asthe Jamaican writer Michdle Cliff has written, amore generous
congructive accountof this pogcolonial situaionisthe moment when an Indian child
imagines theforeign daffodil as amarigold or a Carribean child as a hibiscus®

This case study is especially meaningful to me, because | joined the Mindrels
mailing list when 1@ just finished my undegraduae educationin India, in English
literature. It was thefirst time | encouniered away of reading podry paralld to the
classroomapproach tha resonaed with my own affective experience of reading. With its
supple, dive vocabulary, it took an unabashedly peasond and pesondly invested attitude

towardsa poan tha would be unacceptable in scholarly discussion, butisthevery stuff

® Qtd in Kumar, Amitava. Passport Photos Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2000



of popubr respon to literature and something | enjoyed thoroughly. Thefirst few years
of theinternet for me were all abouta newfoundsense of literary community, and the
discovey tha the solitary reading act could suddenly stretch into something sodable,
shared and satisfying.

At thesame time, | often felt frugrated by theway they often foregroundel the poise and
artfulness of certain poans and refused to engage with its explicitly stated politics. |
occupied a shifting subject-postionin regard to the group, often finding it band or
problematic, and occasiondly, startling and degply moving. While themain reason | was
pat of Mindrelswas theway it introdued me to different kindsof podry and celebrated
thefamiliar, | also foundmyself fascinaed by the particular preoccupdionsof individud
members and wha they were talking aboutwhen they talked aboutpodry. For ingance,
guestionsof nogalgia and bdonging; immigration and in-beweenness, of anglophiia
and Indian English, thepeculiar rewards and burdens of speaking in forked tongues, and
feeling multiple tugsof identification were all recurring themes.

Thepossibilities for publishing and reception of origind podry ontheweb is
outsidethe ambit of my andysis, as are debates aboutthe widdy bemoaned @eclineCof
podry in recent times. In choosng thelnternet as the closest real-world exemplification
of aborderlessworld, | am only too aware of thelimited condituency | describe, that (ot
all imagined lives span vast internaiond panoramasd and tha the Web has meant
nothing more radical than abanding of the middle classes, in many parts of theworld.
| confinemy study to adliver of South-Asian reades, and to an existing online podry

gaheing, to investigate how they negotiate issues of identity and literary value Aside

6 Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalizaion.
Minneaplis: Univerdty of Minnesta Press, 1996. p61.




fromabasic interview with the people who runthewebste, my ethnogaphic research is
based entirely on the podry and existing body of comments onthewebste itself. Sincel
am unaware of thematerial context of the other contributors, and am consiousof the
perils of online ethnogphy (the basic unveifiability of lives behind thedigital
versong, | will limit my andysisto thewordsonthe screen, the stated opinionsof the
groupmembers. | dor® claim to prise open ther languaye and interpretive frameworks
and provide amore authentic, clear-eyed versionN indeed, this enterprise is as much self-
reflexive storytelling as anything else, and my own experience and embeddedness in this
groupinevitably shgpes my articulation of its practices.

Literary terms of tradein therea world are still undeniably shaped by inditutiond
inequities, but as JohnLennonputit, reality leaves alot to theimaginaion. While far
frombeangadigital commonwealth of letters or an utterly utopian reinscription of
oppressive legacies, the Wondeing Mindrelsis neverthdess a small symbolic drama of
how previoudy voiceless condituendes seize uponthe Gight to narrate® and in Salman
Rushdie@ words @lescription itself isa political act: to redescribeaworld isthefirst step

towards changingit.®

’ Bhabha, Homi. The Locaton of Culture. (Prefaceto the Routledge Classics edition, 2004. p xx)
8 Rushdie, Saiman Imagnary Homelands. Essays and Criticism 1981-1991 London: Grarta
Books, 1991.




Only Connect: The Possibilities of Hyper text

QVhat istheplace of reading, and of thereading sensbility, in our culture as it
has become?3 is the big, emotiondly charged question that looms over Sven BirkertsO
impassioned @efusal Cof all electronic media. TheWondeing Mindrels, | argue isa
telling example of some ways in which thereading act has been reoriented in thedigita
environment and also of how our relationghip to the written word endutres, albat in a
profoundly altered manne.

Thehypesurrounding hypatext and digitality as a diminished cognitive paradigm
isonly oneof a succession of panics aboutthefuture of books an old whinein anew
bottle. As Priscilla Coit Murphy has written, reading has been declared an endangeed
habit with theadvent of every new technology from theradio to thefax machineto TV,
Thiskind of zero-sum paradigm that pits all mediain competition with each other failsto
accountfor the startling convegence of some aims and the synergy tha often intensfies
theuse of related media. Jus like television can plug movies, theWeb can also
encourage people to pick up abookof podry, andin fact, the Wondeing Mindrels

explicitly statesthis as oneof itsaims.

o Birkerts, Sven The Gutenberg Eleges the fate of readng in anelectronic age. Boston: Faber
and Faber, 1994. 15.

19 Coit Murphy, Priscilla. OBoks areDead, Long Live BooksOIn Rethinking Meda Charge. . In
Rethinking Media Change. Ed Jerkins, Herry and Thorburn, David. Camtridge, Mass: MIT
Pres, 2003.
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Words, wrote Pablo Neruda @ive glass-qudity to glass/ bloodto blood/and life
to lifeitself&". Thecodex bookis a particular, contingent, relatively recent historical
development that has somehow become conflated with textudity itself, in the mindsof
many. Thebatle lines between ook peopleCand @omputer peopleCare clearly drawn,
butthereal differences between these two ddivery mechanisms are paently blown out of
propottion. As thedean of MIT(® architecture school said, circa 1995, this fetishizing of
thebookwill remain meaningful only to those addicted to thelook and feel of Gree flakes
encased in dead cow®.

('hechanges are profoundand the difference is consequential O writes Birkerts,
Andyet, al hecan come up with by way of argument istheingstence tha wordsona
page are tangible imprints while words on a screen are flickering, insubgantial
illusonsN oneis athing and the other a mere idea of thething. Puerile asit may seem,
this reduced notion of thedigital has been echoad by many theorists, induding
Baudrillard who regardsthe effects of digital encoding as beng haunted by its Grue
generating formulaQie, mere binarity, althoughwriting at thetime he does, he does not
take into accounthow literary and imagindive texts themselves are reconfigured online

While it isundear why pointing outthe materiality of thecomputer or the
technology of thebookitself are not obviouscouner-arguments to Birkerts, thedebateis
clearly marked by larger tensons susgpicion and scorn on both sides. Certainly, the
printed bookis far frombeng relegated into ob<urity by its digital avatar jud yet, and

few people till read entire novds or full-length non-fiction online However, podry,

11 pabio Nerwa. (The WordOCartos Ceranoniales Plenos Poderes Rardom House, New Y ork:
1962.

12 Erickson, Pau. CThe History of the Book ard Electronic Medi adln Rethinking Media Change.
Ed Jerkins, Herry and Thorburn, David. Cambridge, Mass. MIT Pres, 2003. 106.
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with itsrelatively more condensed form and its different textud ethospresents no such
chdlenges, and could betheideal mediumto examinethe contentionsof both
bibliophies and technophles.

Hypertext, according to afamous1992piece in theNew Y ork Times Book Review
titled fhe End of Book<) provides Metworks of dternate routes (as oppod to print3
unidirectiond page-turning)Cand thus@resents a radically divergent technology,
interactive and polyvocal, favoring a plurality of discourses over definitive utteranceCand

freeing thereader from domination by the author

Hypertext reader and writer are said to become co-learners or co-writers, as it were, fellow-travelersin
the mapping and remapping of textual (and visual, kinetic and aural) components, not all of which are
provided by what used to be called the author.

Thus in themanne of Umberto Eco® @pen workQ thetextuad machinery becomes a
matrix of potential texts, only some of which will berealized throughinteraction with a
user.

This relates to BirkertsOother objection to hypertext, amore seriousoneN that it
erodes theauthority of thecreator, it promotes an idea of thetext as variable, aversion
rather than an inevitable and singular thingin theworld; it robsusof thetranscendental
illusontha isliterature. Thisisamatter of first-prindple disagreement, since the
blurring of theboundsbetween readers and writersis thevery qudity that makes

hypetext ingantiate oneaspect of Roland BarthesOidedl text™--

The goal of literary work (of literature as work) [which] is to make the reader no longer a consumer,
but a producer of the text. Our literature is characterized by the pitiless divorce which the literary

13 Qtd in Landow, Gearge. Hypertext 3.0: Critical Theary and New Mediain an Age of
Globalization. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Universty Press, 2006.
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institution maintains between the producer of the text and its user, between its owner and its
consumer, between its author and itsreader. (S/Z, 4)

On theWondeing Mingrels, thisrefusal to enshrinethetext isnat aggressively
confrontationd as much as motivated by the need to make podry meaningful to its
readers. For ingance, when | joined Mingrels, thefirst poem | sentin was a poem 1@
read in the Times Literary Supplement, by a Welsh poe named Sheenagh Pugh. 1@ never
heard of Pughbefore, andindesd, shewas relatively unknown at thetime. When | sentin
the poem alongwith my English-mgjor attempt at andysis, | received an email from
Pughherself commenting on my comments, adding to them, mildly disagreeing, but
eage to carry ontheconvesation. Shelater became a Mingrels member herself, and
wryly responding to the dispropationae success of her own poem, GometimesQ
admitted that she @nistyped "sorrow" for "snow" and then decided | liked that better. |
bdievein letting the keyboad join in the creative process now and then. Anyway, here's
thetext, andif youlikeit, I'm pleased for you, but1'd be more pleased if youliked
something else better! O

The Web makes interactionslike tha possible, and thejuxtapostion of Pugh®
comments and mineboth framing her poan, nathe of which claims ultimate authority,
invites other readersto participae in the mystiqueof the poen@ artistry. Rather than
destroying theaura of literature, this surrounding conveasation only addsto it. As Jorge

L uis Borges™ writes in his book on poetry, quoing Bishop Berkeley,

| remember he wrote that the taste of the apple is neither in the apple itself- the apple cannot taste itself-
nor in the mouth of the eater. It requires a contact between them. The same thing happens to a book, or
to a collection of books, to alibrary. For what is abook in itself? A book is aphysical object in aworld
of physical objects. It is aset of dead symbol. And then the right reader comes along, and the words- or

14 Borges Jorge Luis. This Craft of Verse.. Cambridge, Massachusetts. Harvard Univerdty
Pres, 2000.
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rather the poetry behind the words, for the words themselves are mere symbols- spring to life- and we
have aresurrection of the word. (3)

Borges recognizes tha ®ooksare only an occasion for poery® Could the World
WideWeb, the clearest and mos powerful exemplification of hypatext, beyet another
occasion for theresurrection of podry?

In some ways the hypemedia environment of theWorld WideWeb isadifferencein
degree, an extengon of the major advances in democratization and accessibility made by
public libraries, foringance™. In some other ways, it is a decisive break, a
nonlinear, multivocal, neéworked ethostha can subtly changeour sense of wha atext is
and howwe react to it.

Asthemain features of electronic text that distinguish it from print indudeits
searchability (as oppo®d to aphyscal library), itslinks tha connect it to supplementary
and related text, and its accessibility (aforumfor self-publicationfor writers and for
readers, its unprecedented rangeof familiar and new kindsof material).'®

For example, oneof thefoundng members of Minstrels wrote, sendingin an old
bdoved poan @Abdul Abulbul AmirOwith Gxs lighthearted bloodhirstiness that certain
children enjoy®

Ah, thewonders of the World Wide Web.

| first read this poem agood 15 years ago, in one of those marvelous rainy-day activity books that no one
seems to buy any more Abdul and Ivan then dropped off my radar screen for many years, and it was only
after starting the Minstrels that | remembered the doughty duo.

From remembrance to recovery, though, was a step both short and sweet, thanks to 'the invisible dragons of
the electronic night'. | love technology.

He also mentionad that this poem was est read out loud (or sungby drunken

sailors) - with alargecrowd of people joining in on thelast lineof each stanzaQ and

B Browner, Stephanie, Pusford, Stephen& Sears Richard. Literaure and the Internet A Guide
for Students, Teachersand Sciolars New York: Garland Publishing, 2000.
18 Literature and the Internet, 169.
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indeed, many, many readers chimed in with their memories, and linksto raucouschoral
recitationsof the poem.

George Landow, whose work on hypeatext remains oneof thefounddiond texts
of thisfield explores thevariousways in which thedigital environment fulfills severa
propeties of thetext and thereader of thefuture, envisioned by literary theorists avant la
lettre, by dint of its decentered, polyphonic and networked features, *’

As Landowwrites, hypeatext radically undecuts the hierarchy of primary and
seconday material because of theway linear sequencing gives way to persondized,
meandeing pathways and a profuson of entry pointsinto the same material. Mog
significantly in the case of the Wondeing Mindrels, hypetext collapses the segregation
of main text and margindia, between the symbolic authority of thepod andthecritical
respons of readers.

Hypertext is especially apt for the special nature of podical texts, which are
Gecursive structures built out of complex structures of repetition and variation. No poam
can exist withoutsystems of Goverlapping structuresOO'® Much more exhaugively than
theprinted book hypertext allows fuller treatment of theimplicit intertextudity of high
literature, of how other texts collaborate with the poem at hand and how these literary
topoi, these intertextud frames, as well as other idiosyncratic details add texture and
dimenson to the poam unde discussion. For ingance, a poem tha alludes to Duchanp®@
MludeDescending a StaircaseQlinksto images of the actud artwork, as well as thepoem

set to mudc by a San Frandsco group called Chanticleer.

1 Seel.andow, Gearge. Hypertext 3.0: Critical Theary and New Mediain an Age of
Globalization for a comprehensive accaunt of how Derrida, Barthes Bakhtin, Deleuze and
Foucaut described protohypertextual situations.

18 See McGam, Jerome. Radant Textuality: Literature After the World Wide Web.
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Anothe example, picked at randomon Mindrelsis a Coleridgepoeanm called
Cologne describing @ town of monksand bones/And pavements fang'dwith murderous
stonesOpolluting theriver Rhinewith its @wo and seventy stenches® which fansoutinto
several such foomnotes induding Coleridge mog famouspoan Kubla Khan; alink to
Carl Sandurg@ glorification of Chicago and Patrick O@Reilly@ invective-laden Quitany
for Donaaille® aswell as adetailed excerpt and commentary on theIndian poe AK
Ramanujam who wrote of Madurai, @ity of temples and podasQOwith its squdor and
ordinary uglinesstha were never appropriate podic subjects; and then findly, an
observation fromaminister in Des Moines, lowa, aboutthe cathedral andfeast in
Colognetha the poem might bereferring to. The poem nestles in this mesh of reference
and cross-reference, al of which bringsit alive in quirky and variousways.

Thefact tha Mindrelsislocated onthe Web allows people to write with afar
greater degree of informality and stylistic inventiveness than otherwise. Also, thearchive
itself isawondeful example of what George Landow calls decentered reading, with its
provisiond points of focus It recognizes noneof the organizing logics of traditiond
anthologies, and has aloo%-leaf freedomin theway it allows areader to choo® her own
point of investigation. The best way to explore Mingrelsisto click onthe ®andompoen®
option and trawl the collectionin afree-form manne. Even the smaller collectionsof
poems run unde GhemesCrollow idiogyncratic routes like GPoems on PoetryQ @Poems on
MathematicsQ (The Lays of Andent RomeQ @ nti-love poensO&ea Poems) GPoams
Which Have Given Wordsto The English Languaye, oems and their better ParodiesQ

etc.

16



Hypertext has been compared to Deleuze® nonrhierarchical rhizome conaept™--
Qinlike trees or roots, therhizome connects any paint to any other paint, and its traits are
not necessarily linked to traits of the same natureO On Mingrels, acomment onapoen
like Blake® QerusalemOrambles into Shakespearean sonnds, critical extracts on Blake
himself, Emerson, Lake and Palmer@ rock lyrics, Bruce Springsteen®@ music, speculation
onwheher Christ visited England, freemasonry, and heated debae onreligion, sodalism
and patriotism, amid other erratica. On the Web, apoen allusonsand echoes can be
followed at theclick of alink, and then agan, an entire hog of readerly experiences takes
thediscussion into other unpredictable territories.

A striking example is Glyn Maxwell3 Deep Sorriness Atonament Song, for amissed
appointment at the BBCN alongintricate verse, each lineof which isan adlusonto a
giant goof-up in history or contemporary culture:

The man who sold Manhattan for a halfway decent bangle,

He had talks with Adolf Hitler and could seeit from his angle,

And he could have signed the Quarrymen but didn't think they'd make it
So he bought a cake on Pudding Lane and thought "Oh well I'll bake it"

But his chances they were slim
And his brothers they were Grimm,
And he's sorry, very sorry,

But I'm sorrier than him.

The commentary follows some of these throwaway references, supplies linksto more
information and to other poans mentionad in the poem, and expresses mystification at
others. Other members wrote in, correcting and clarifying the notesN a bit about®ul
pointsCreferred, appaently to a Eurovision song contest where Norway broke all records
by scoring zeroN now cultural shorthandin Engand for atruly appdling performance.

For textslike this tha display their own collage and borrowing, the Web-based

1 Landow, Gearge. Hypertext 3.0.
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hypetextud context allows a collective intelligence to work on them and provides one
click access to other sources tha mightilluminae the material.

Of course, theWondeing Mindrels does notfully avail al the capecities of its
format, often structuringitself as a printed page with navigaion linksclugered at the
bottom of each comment rather than inserted into thetext itself. Also thewebste itself
does not exploit the connecting possibilities of thelnterne exemplified in radically
paticipaory onlinefan communitiesN as the group modeator suggests, Mingrelsis
more star-shaped, with the group modeators as the central point, rather than the @andom
graph thing tha fandomis, with linksforming all over the place©Much of MingrelsO
novdty is predicated onits beng an online phenomenon, thefact tha there isvirtudly no
cog in publishing and disseminating it, and thelow barier to reading, onthe othe side

Also, it neverthdess permits the poan to be animated in ways previoudy
impossible, it alows for digressionsand surprises and margindia, and al the wacky
freedoms tha an anthology would nat, like linksto audio, video and artistic collections
Thewebste has acellular, aive qudity- it is congantly changing and extending itself,
adding and accumulating everyday.

More than tha, it fulfilsthe editorial and archival fundionstha computers can
provideto literary studies. Any poam, with accompanying metadaa can be searched and
foundwith keywords When geared towardsthetraditiond endsof literary study,
hypemedia can potentially bea vast improvement on thearray of Norton critical editions
tha currently serve as aidsto literary study, and provide much greater quantities of

information, with intricate detail and better retrieval and organization capabilities. The

18



electronic podry archive smply has greater powers of congioushessin compaisonto a
similar printed book®

However, Mingrels members are themselves far from even consderingtheWeb asa
possible alternative to thebook Traditiond championsof the bookwould be proudto
see dl thar standad lines unslfcongioudy trotted out by this online community. One

member wrote in with Emily Dickinson®homegeto antiquebooks the remote glamour

of @Id volumes (tha) shake thar vellum heads and tantalize, just so® describing how he

felt browsing amongold, rare books\

Et he 'time machine'-like ability of the book to transport the readers to its own era and finally the crash

back to the reader's own time- is entirely magical. Anyone who has read an old, musty-smelling,
dlightly tattered volume will vouch for whatever is expressed here. Obviously, thisfeeling islacking
entirely when you read poems/books over the internet!!!

Similarly, sending in a sarcastic poem/riddle from the andent Exeter book about

bookworms, the contributor comments that Ghe disparaging comments the author makes

aboutthe bookworm could very easily apply to a certain type of scholar. After a

thousand years, the criticism remainsingeniousand pefectly apt® and yet, whimsically

enough,addsthatN

The physicality of language fascinates me. Not just the sounds of words, nor even the feel of syllables
rolling in my mouth; I'm equally entranced by weight and texture, the heft of agood book in my hands,

the beauty of its pages. No surprise, then, that | love the curlicues and incidentals of medieval
illuminated manuscripts such as the Winchester Bible and the Book of Kells.

Certainly, Birkerts would find people after his own heart onthe Wondeing Mindrels,

people whos encouniers with podry are indeed marked by affection, loveand often,

awe, tha the new medium has donenothing to destroy.

20 SeeMcGam, Jerome. Radant Textuality, 6.
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Ve dance aroundin aring and suppo®/ the secret sits in the middle and knowsQ)
Robet Fros@ aphoiistic poem featured on Mingrels prompted comments on the sacred
mysteries of podry, in both the compostion and interpretation of it. Thefact that the
poem and the comment share the same space on the webpage does not destroy the sense
of thenumnous butrather, intengfiesit.

While the notion of a @lassicOwork of literature is now more contentiousthan ever,
the Wondeing Mingrels certainly bears outltalo Calvino®famousexploration of the
idea, which stresses rereading as thetruetest, the sense of discovery and inexhaudibility
tha a supelative literary work containswithin itself. Moreover, classic writings@ome to
usbearing the aura of previousinterpretationsandtrailing behind them thetraces they
have left in the culture (or jus in languages and customs) throughwhich they have
passedQwrites Calvino®. Hypertext is theideal medium to probeinto the accretions
debunkor celebrate a piece of literature tha matters deeply, and indeed, do so
collectively. TheWorld Wide Web, as themog widespread form of hypemedia enables
a polyphoni, combined congiousess to work onthe poan.

Sending in aJames Elroy Flecker poem called 0o aPoet a Thousaind Y ears HenceQa
Mindrels member wrote aboutthis online community itself and the spark of connection

in sharing podry across immense spaces--

| have aways enjoyed poetry, and | came across this poem first almost 40 years ago and was struck by
what it said to me about how poets could communicate ideas across space and time; and also about
loneliness. It was reinforced in 1995 when | first discovered email and the web - the last paragraph in
particular being particul arly poignant.

Thelast linesinthepoan are,

21 Calvino, Italo. Why Readthe Classics? New York: Vintage, 2001.
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O friend unseen, unborn, unknown,
Student of our sweet English tongue:
Read out my words at night, alone:

| was apoet, | was young

Since | can never seeyour face,

And never shake you by the hand,

| send my soul through time and space
To greet you. Y ou will understand.

(Every acquiescence to thecircuitry is marked by a shrinkage of the sphae of
autononousselfhoodQwrites Birkerts (28). Hisidea of readingis single-mindedly
singular. However, reading is nat necessarily a private communing with theineffableN
indeed, as | shdl explore further, textud communities of practice crudaly deermineour
ideas of literature.

TheWondeing Mindrels represents not merely a shdlow lateral connestedness but
indeed, what Birkerts expects of @ommunionin an affective, soul-oriented senseO
Mindrels members share thar passion for podry and thewritten word across the vast
globd panorama afforded by the Web, coming close to wha expariate Indian writer

Amitava Kumar?? argues for, a poeics of community in South Asian diasporic writingN

This has to be awriting against solitude. For this to happen, poetry will have to step into the world,
become worldly, speak from everywhere- like a newspaper, like television, like afriend visiting your
home. It will need to inaugurate another politics of affiliation. And disaffiliation...This writing must be
one of amovement- both in the sense of an engagement with a mass, and one that is tested on the
grounds of the communities it opens, engages, interrogates in dialogue; but also in the sense of
mobility, and hence, a political aesthetics that has the swing, the agility of history itself.

While Mingrelsitself does not exploit al thepatential of the medium, it has led the

way for others to further extend the project. For instance, some members of Mindrels

22 Kumar, Amitava. Pasport Photos. Univerdty of California Press, 2000, 235.
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recently started a blog called p!O-tr# (audiopoery.wordpress.com); which breaks many
of theearlier congraints by being more diverse and democratic by its very format, and
even more eloquantly crystallizing the exciting possibilities of new media environments
for literary texts. PIO-tr#is a blog of recorded podry, both origind readingsby the pods
themselves and by contributors. It indudes podry in al languayes and this time, read
aoudin thelanguayeit was written in, accompanied by the origind text, trandation and
commentary (often borrowed from Mingrels). WH Auden® Oxford accents vie with the
heavy Bombay accent of a member reading Widawa Szymborska, with actor Amitabh
Bacchan reading his father@ Hindi podry in hisrich baritong with a scratchy recording
of SylviaPlath, amongothersN poery tha spesksin many tongues and remains
unmistakably itself.

It isacrazy clam to assume tha theworld haslog its use for reading smply because
thereisnow a different way of access to words Rather than dire visionsof a bookless
future, the Wondeing Mindrels is an example of how thereading experience expands
within the new medium. David Thorbum@® conaept of a @ontinuity prindple®® mightbe
more amore useful handle onthereationship between the book and theweb than the
hodility and anxiety engendaed on either side by the hollow dichotomy. Literature takes
onalifeof itsown in theonlineworld, jug like anything else tha enoughpeople are
passionae about After al, Thobum writes, GheWorld Wide Web is more than
technology, bandwidth and computers. It is athing made of languaye and of history, a

Web of Metaphor.OThe Wondeing Mingrels, aproject tha could only exist onthe Web,

2 Thorburn, David. The Web of Paracx&in Retinking Meda Change: The Aeghetics of
Transition. Ed Jerkins and Thorburn. Cambridge, Mass. MI T Press, 2003.

22



isan exercise in amplifying and enriching the power of writing, a celebration of literature

tha still letslife have thelast word.

23



In Poetry Everything is Permitted: Literary Value and I nter pretation

(heaffective fallacy is aconfuson between the poem and its resultsEi t begins
by trying to derive the standad of criticism from the psychological effects of apoan and
endsin impressionism and relativism.&*

Ever since this New Critical literary injundionwas formulated, circa 1949
generationsof reader-respon critics have pitted themselves againg itN to investigate
the suppod @rrorOingead and claim the reader® experience as generative of literary
meaning.

TheWondeing Mindrels could then, indeed be conadered an extended exercise
in affective fallacyN as forumthat discusses poery amos purely in terms of its effects,
it is also an example of the phenomenon Janice Radway describes as Ghe warm-bloode,
embodied sentimentalism and individudism of middlebrow culture.®

Radway has traced this uniquemiddlebrow aesthetic throughtherise of Book-of-
the-Month clubsin the United States. She explainshow it was a highly specific respone
to a period of massive econonic and soda change and how the particular configuration
of taste it cultivated was boundup with a growing class fraction of professionds,

manage's, and information and culture workers (15). Shedepartsfrom earlier work on

24.Qtd in Tompkins, Jare. Reader-regonse Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Universty Press, 1980.

= Radwvay, Janice. A Feeling for Books: The Book-of-the-Month Club, Literary Tage,and
Middle Class Desre. Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1997. p121.
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middlebrow culture®® to redefine the middlebrow as a profoundly modernist ideological
respone to the changes taking place at thetime, amaterial aswell asideological form. |
arguetha the Wondeing Mingrels remarkably mirrors severa of these traitsin avery
different podmodern context. As agroupdominaed by anew globdly mobile, techno
managerial class of South Asians it reflects thetussle of identity and taste tha marks
thar situaion.

Literature is an inditution and a discourse, and appreciating and making sense of
apoan involves some degree of familiarity---ability to inscribeit in a podic tradition,
awareness of metaphotic conventionsetc, wha thereader isimplicitly expected to
know?’. Literary taste claims autonomy for itself, but is heavy with what Pierre Bourdieu
calls symbolic capital-- an @ccumulated prestige, celebrity, congecration, or honouO
foundel on the @ialectic of knowledgeand recognition® Middlebrow culture (culture
moyenné, in Bourdieu® terms, is a petit bourgenis phenomenon, organized to provide
the outward signsof cultural legitimacy. He claims that this intermediary role (afway
between legitimate culture and mass produdionQs an Gvid but anxious nave but
seriousway of clutchingGat high culture, and tragically marked by Ghe midde-class
relation to cultureN mistaken identity, misplaced belief, allodoxia.&?® While the
Wondeing Mindrelsis unmistakably middlebrow in some ways (especialy inits

autodidacticism) it israrely fearful andinsecure, and paradoxically enough,aso often

% Most notally Joan Rubi nOMaki ng of Middlebrow Culture®which linksit to the ol der,
genteelculture of the 19" certury, while Radwvay situatesit emphatically in the institutional
changesof modernizaion.

2" For afullerdiscussion, seeCuller, Jonathan. Qiterary Competences()ln Reader-regponse
Criticism: From Formalism to Past-Structuralism. Ed. Tompkins, Jare. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins Universty Press, 1980.

2 Bourdiey, Pierre. Distinction: A Sccial Critique of the Judgmert of Tage. Cambridge, Mass:
Harvard Univerdty Press, 1984. p323-327
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comes close to Bourdieu@® contrasting @ougeois ethosof ease, a confident relation to the
world and the self, which are thusexperienced as necessary, tha is, as a materialized
coinddence of @sCand @ughtEc asudness, grace, facility, elegance, freedom, in aword,
nauralnessO

Bourdieu@ relentless categorization indudes wha he calls the new petite
boumgenisie: @lassified, dZtlassZ, aspiring to a higher class, they see themselves as
undassifiable, excluded, droppel outd and while thisis not an entirely inaccurate
description of some of the @lobd soulsOwho make up the Wondeing Mingrels
congituency, it isaso highly inadequae and onesded as an explanaionfor this
heterogeneousgroup, which cannoteasily be summed up by class configurationsalone

Oneof themog cogent and interesting critiques of this Bourdieuan accouning for
tastes comes from John Frow?, who recognizes theimpossibility, in our current moment,
of undestanding cultural produdionin terms of ageneral econony of value Frow
prefers to think in terms of @egimes of valueQwhich isirredudble to asingle perspective
like class, but recognizes tha conaepts like GighGind @opukbrCeulture till continueto

organize thecultural field and to produce effects of cultural distinction.

Regimes of value are thusrelatively autonomous of and have no directly expressive relation to social
groups. In the case of GighGcultural regimes, this relative autonomy is an effect of historical survivals
and of the relative autonomy of the modern educational apparatus, both of which then giveriseto
interpretive and evaluative traditions that do not directly reflect class interests. (Frow, 301)

Regarding popubr culture, he asserts that Ghe mass media work to form
audiences that cross the borders of classes, ethnic groups gende's and indeed nation<)

and thus for Frow, the ®undamental Gconaept of regime is- Ghat no object, notext, no

29 Frow, John. @conomiesof ValueOln Reception Study: From Literay Theary to Cultural
Studies Ed Mactor, JamesL and Goldstein, Philip. New Y ork: Routledge, 2001. p301.
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cultural practice has an intrindc or necessary meaning or valueor fundion, and tha
meaning, value and fundion are dways the effect of specific (and changing, changeable)
sodal relationsand mechanisms of significations(301).0

In the case of the Wondeing Mingrels, the domeins of ighQand popubr culture
are shifting, overlapping entitiesN the objects of attention rangefrom traditiondly
exalted podry to rap lyrics, and the attention pad to them also takes dramatically
different tones from pedantic prosody to unabashed enthusasm for persond reasons
Othe impulses like pogcolonial longing and cosmopolitan assertion also shgpethe
protocols of reading and appreciation, further complicating the class-based Gtructuring
structuresGsuggested by Bourdieu. Frow points out that Bourdieu himself has madeit
abundantly clear tha @ultural capital is aways at best apartial good:at onae an
ingrument of knowing (andin tha sense potentially universal,) and an ingrument of
classdigtinction. (313).

TheWondeing Mindrels certainly recognizes the cultural prestige of podry, and
like the middlebrow culture that Radway describes, aimed at people who want @o present
themselves as educated, sophisticated and aesthetically articulate® and it is also inflected
by the smultaneousimpulse to express a more possessive relationship with the podry.
Asthefoundes of the group state on the webste, Gnother reason we keep uptheshowis
to chdlengethewiddy hdd bdief tha moden poetry - indeed, 'serious podry of any
sort - is'had', tha it requires specia skills and training to appreciate. Thisis smply not
trug, andit's our mission to demonsgrate thefact.O

Oneof the earliest poams run on Mingrels was Alfred NoyesOromantic bdlad,

G'he HighwaymanQstaple of schoobooksacross theworld, which elicited very strong

% Radway, Jarice. p5.
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persond reactionsfrom people who were usudly silent QurkersO @ log my mother's
podry book40 years ago with this poemin it and shehas never let melive it down. | am
sending her acopy and | know| will now beforgiven. Thank you, thank you, thank you®
wrote onemember. @ LOVE THIS POEM SSSOQO..... MUCH! WHEN MY 7TH
GRADE CLASSREAD IT | FELL INLOVEWITH IT WHEN THE FIRST LINE WAS
READ. | LOVE ALL THE REPITION AND THE ALLITERATION NOYESPUT IN
THISPOEM. THISPEOM ISDEFINATLY ONE OF MY FAVORITESQ screamed
another. Several people recommended the LoreenaMcKennitt (@omplete and beautiful(
and Phil Ochsversionsof the poan. @Vha a pleasure to find this poem again after so
many years! When | was a child, the picture painted by thefirst stanza made such an
impression on me tha | took thetime to memorizeit, and | still find myself repesting it
whenever | hgppen to notice that themoonis a ghastly gdleon tossed uponcloudy seasQ
wrote in onemember. Another remarked that @s a child, | appreciated thethrill of it. As
an adult, | appreciate thedepth of it. OMog of thereactionsemphasized a strong persond
connection with the poem, ateacher or mother or lover who brougtt it alive for them.
G'heHighwayman is oneof themog heartrending poams | have yet read. When | tookin
even thefirst stanza | loved it and even more did it fascinae me when | had finished. E |
am so glad thiswas poded onthelnterng, for | have been searchingforit sincel read it
in my 7th gradelanguaye arts classO @ learned the poem as a boy in England during
WW?2. Oneof ourteachers (we called them form masters) used to recite it in the semi-
darkness of theair raid shelter, to therattle of machinegunfire as the Battle of Britain

was foughtover our heads Theghodly thrill of the poem did much to aleviate the horror
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of themad world outside | still get thesame thrill when | read it today, more than 60
years later. Thank you for publishingit!O
In a certain sense, the Wondeing Mingrelsis closer to Henry JenkinsO

characterization of fanswho recreate media artifacts by virtueof their own intense
engagementN they Gnake it real by rejigging it for their own purposesN rather than the
respectful distance that Gigh cultureCiraditiondly receives, this interactionis based ona
fierce feeling of connetion™. Mog of the guest commentary on Mingrelsis aboutgut-
feelingsof affection, admiration, didike etc. -- the poan accrues significance throughthis
reworking and what islog in authora auraisreplaced by areaderly sense of pleasurein
thetext.

Indead of being a sugpect category, sentiment is often defiantly celebrated as a
valid approach to apoam. To acontributor@ sheepish admission tha a Gpiritud Gpoem
caled The Toud of the Master@ HandCbroughta lump to his throat, oneof the group

moderators respondel with some vehemence--

What | find sad is not just that this sort of poetry isfalling out of vogue, but that peoplereally *are*, as
Frank half-jokingly suggests, ashamed to admit that they like it. Somehow, 'taste’ and 'sophistication'
seem to have become equated with akind of sneering cynicism whose popularity, | think, is attributable
to thefact that it is far easier to *assume* than true taste is. Personally, | enjoyed today's poem (and
similar ones like Adelaide Proctor's " The Lost Chord" [Poem #520], but with the definite consciousness
that this was, somehow, a less-than-respectable opinion.

Thepoem dicited smilar strongreactionsfrom other members, whowrotein
expressing thar enjoyment of the poem and thar awareness of how it would notdoto say

soN Gutl, too, say ®hoog/Cto thoe sticks-in-themud who can®appreciate good

sl Jerkins, Herry. GHow Texts Becane RealOIn Textual Poacters Television Fans and
Paricipatory Culture. New York: Routledge, 1992.
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literature that makes senseQ) Avho are so hardened/cynical they can®bemoved by
something finelike thisO

Thisis notto say tha heaving emotiondity is therule on MingrelsN indesd many
contributors shy clear of gush and prefer judging the poan by itsformal propeties, its
context, or other qudities. However, bloodless appreciation of high art is eschewed in
favour of sheer appdite, and affective respon® is certainly never consdered

ingppropriate. Commenting on Sheenagh Pugh®@ometimesQ areader remarks--

Thisisthe sort of poem that puts a gleam into the eyes of manufacturers of greeting-cards everywhere
<grin>. No, | take that back. The fact that commercialization often cheapens true emotion should not be
used to denigrate the emotion itself. And the poem is agood one: sincere, honest, and more than alittle
bit touching. Not overly subtle (the poet herself deprecates it for this reason), but it doesn't have to be; it
sayswhat it wants to say beautifully and well. Who could ask for more?

Much like Jenking® description of fan culture, these interactionsreveal a mixture
of @motiond proximity and critical distanceQ(278). ThereadersChorizon of expectations
isrecongructed in each encounter with podry and with each other, whether it is
manifested as trandation, adjugment or conflict. For example, James Elroy Flecker@
poen @argoesOprovoked aflurry of responses, replete with anecdote and affect, making
meaning from the poam by placingit in the various contexts of their own lives. One of
the members reminisced abouthis schooldays, forty years ago when hefirst heard to the
poem and offendel his teacher by laughing outaoud at the sheer impossibility of

@uinquireme of NinevehCbecause hewas a history buff and knew betterN

Yes, | said, | could appreciate the beauty of the words, but | still couldn't help laughing at the
anachronistic and geographical absurdities. | think that was thefirst time | was called a"Philistine". |
was thrilled.

Anothe member described how he heard the poan in Glasgow in the early
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Sixties and surprised a much-older colleagueby reciting it, asking whether it was Qugt
tha theclassics are taughtfor alittle longe in Scotland. Shame they stop teaching such
classics asthese in thefirst place® Thesame poem ingired a completely different
reaction from another member, who assodated it with the ®est and worst memories of

English literature at schoold\

Best feelingsfirst - the powerful images and the phrases which | can recall 40 years later. However,
basically | have always loathed nostalgia and the very idea of having "classics' and a"canon" gives
English Lit an inbuilt bias towards the past - particularly with works like this which purport to be
descriptive but, on the face of it, appear to be totally false. Why not galley slaves, yellow fever and
Oriana cruising the Caribbean?

A member fromthe Caribbean, however, begged to differ--

To put the question of the historical truth about this masterpiece is a sacrilege. So thrilled to find this
exotic poem on your website because | had forgotten some of the words. | have been searching on and
off for nearly ayear with no success until today. Thisis apoem set to music that we sang at our High
School Christmas Show, forty years ago in Jamaica,W.l. We felt so special as we sang those fancy
lyrics on stage but besides that the words seem to transfer usto far away places....

Many, many people wrote in aboutthe astonishing capecity of recall tha this
poen triggeedN how thewords @irty British coastersGand MNineveh@ngantly brought
up this poem, learnt decades ago in classroons across theworld.

Perhgpsthe mog accurate way to describethe Wondeing Mindrels as a collectivity
would bewha Tony Benndt calls areading formation, which he defines as a semiotic
appaatus, a et of discursive and intertextud determinaionstha organize and animate
the practice of reading, connecting texts and readers in specific relationsto one another

by condituting readers as reading subjects of particular types and texts as objects-to-be-
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read in particular ways®. Certainly, thevariousindividuds and congituendesin the
group, diverse as they are, have to agree on therules of engagement hdd in common.
Regimes of value @llow for disagreement, specifying the terms within which it
can be enactedQand responses that fall outside these terms have no place in the group, so
areaction that says ®oring boring boring3s published, butignared utterly. However, a
disagreement on the status of popuar songlyrics as podry is perfectly acceptable, and
onetha preoccupies many groupmembers. An Eminem submissionon Mindrels
compared it to Chaucer and John Skelton, tracing smilarities between the verve of

Middle English, noting tha

To be perfectly fair, rap was never intended to be standalone verse - like many other song genres, it
works much better with its accompanying music, and tends to suffer when printed in isolation. In
particular, there is a certain apparent roughness to the verse rhythms that in actuality is not so much
rough as performance-oriented. Rap may scan by sheer fiat in places, but it does so very convincingly.
And, more than any other form I've seen, it has raised assonance to the status of a perfectly acceptable
substitute for atrue rhyme. The assonance mixes freely with the rhyme, and the both work - no mean
feat.

The songgot mixed reactions while some members wrote in, @addened that
Mingrels would choos to dumb downQotheslike a53-year old @ohen and Dylan fanO
expressed his didike of hip-hop, but acknowledged tha this love of wordswas the
foundaionfor al podry. While onemember claimed to have haed it, another wrotein
thanking Mingrels, because @ am nottheagenordoi live where i would have achance
of hearing this, or mogt likely undestanding thewordswhen rapped fast.0Shewanted to
bedirected to other webstes where she could @ead more rap song2OTypical of

Mindrels, theentire exchangewandeed into a discussion of a similar brawling bit from

% Qtd in Frow, John.Econonies of Value Reception Study: From Literary Theory to
Cultural Studies. Ed James L Machor and Philip Goldgein Routiedge New Y ork. 2001
p295.
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the Finnish naiond epic, Kalevaa

In responge to a member@ sweeping enthusasm for Joni MitchdI& lyrics as
supelative podry, anothe member wrote, Ghere can be no doubttha songlyrics are
(sometimes) podry. Thestuff of podry iscoursing throughavery great many of the best
songsoutthere, in almog any genre you can think of.CHe cited examples of cononance
from Van Morrison, chilling metaphorfrom Kenny Roge's, general podic geniusfrom
U2, rhyming poignancy from Cole Porter, and then qudified these with a GunsnCRoses
song,a mediocre @oenCobutlyrics that work perfectly for thefrenetic pace and driving

urgency of thesong, @vhich iswhat really mattersi

But the thing is that song lyrics are only sometimes poetry. More often than not, they're just there to
"fit" or "serve" the music. What the music suppliesis intangible and (by definition) cannot be put into
words. Asaresult, when you're looking at song lyrics, you'relooking at half awork of art; there's no
reason to suppose that that half can necessarily stand on its own.

When songlyrics are discussed on Mindrels, it is often accompanied by the
reminde tha thereismore to it than words and that we are missing outon (perhaps) the
more meaningful dimengon of the paformance. Thelyrics are then discussed with the
kind of rapt attentiontha, say, an epic poen commands Neither taste is threatened by
the existence of the other, or isdemeaned in the service of the other, and as agroup,the
Wondeing Mindrels displays aremarkable evaludive bigheartedness in its selection and
treatment of podry. Thisis characteristic of what Janice Radway describes asthe
@isturbing new nebula®of the midd ebrowN Gormed as a category by the processes of
literary and cultural mixing whereby forms and values assod ated with oneform are wed
to forms and values usudly connested with anotheeQ(Radway 128-9). It is also adefining
feature of fan culture, which muddes these boundhries by perversely misapplying

reading practices suitable to seriouswork like close scrutiny, elaborate exegesis, repeated

33



and prolonged re-reading etc, to pop culture ephanera (Jenkins 17).

TheWondeing Mindrelsis ahybrid beast in many ways, at once celebratory and
irreverent, and the group members often take great pleasure in knodking podry off its
pedestal. Submitting oneof themog bdoved poams in English, Robet Frog@ Gtopping
By The Woodson a Snowy EveningQoneof thereaders praised it for languaye and form,
Ghe predominance of soft, sibilant sounds evoking the 'sweep of easy wind and downy
flake' and Qes, yes, herhymed GleepQOwith Qleep® get over it. :)O others floode the
pagewith andysis, anti-andytical diatribes, severa requests for hdp with homework on

this poem, and parodies like thisN

Trying on Pantson a Snowy Evening

The pantsfit lovely through my seat,
But do not reach quite to my feet,
And | don't have a sales receipt,
And | don't have a sales receipt.

However, while forums like this can pundure the pretensonstha surroundthe
discussion of podry, they also work in theopposte direction, agang thefacile dismissa
of certain kindsof art. Iconodasm and provoative opinionshave to be convinang,
defend themselves in theargumentative fray. For ingance, a member wrotein to ahaku

by Issa:

With the greatest respect. Is al this haiku stuff just abit of political correctness. "We" (whoever we are)
whupped their ass in the War so let's be nice to them now by pretending that we appreciate this twaddle.
Twelve and thirteen-year old kids write thiskind of thing at school and are persuaded by addled
teachers afraid to stifle the poor little darlings' creativity that it is poetry.

To which another member replied:

Nope, the popul arity of the haiku as an art form rests entirely on its own merits. With due respect, can
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you think of *any* form of art that has achieved an enduring (as opposed to flash-in-the-pan) popul arity
and critical acclaim purely out of political correctness? Personally I'm quite taken with haiku, and India
has afaik never whupped Japan's ass in *any* war :) Or do you mean that people praise it because they
don't want to appear insensitive by denigrating aforeign form, whether or not they truly like it?

Conceding that Ghere may be an element of overgenerosty towardstrandated

literature, particularly poaryQhewent onto arguefor therigor of haku,

What | personally like about haiku is the concentration of the imagery, and the way in which each poem
is afree-floating, perfectly self-contained entity. Also, given the amost crystalline rigidity of the form's
outer shell, the haiku manages to achieve awonderful organicness. Furthermore, they don't spoonfeed
you - they make you *think* (something else | like about alot of minimalist poetry). Reading a haiku is
afar more active experience than reading, say, anarrative ballad alaKipling - the reader has to supply
alot of context. I'd say thiswas related to the Zen koan, but I'm uncomfortably aware that 1'm going out
on alimb every time talk about Zen, since all my knowledge of it is of the 'popular' sort. Try writing a
few senryu, incidentally. It's surprising how much having to squeeze into a5/7/5 form concentrates and
sharpens your thought (though after awhile you do come to appreciate that seventeen syllables are far
roomier in English than is consonant with true minimalism).

Convesationslike this aboundon Mingrels, and to greater or lesser extents, they
repudiate thenotionthat podry is generally speaking, remote or inaccessible to all buta
paient few. Even poanstha refuseto surrende ther secretslike William Carlos
William@ notorioudy bafling 0he Red WhealbarrowQis framed by thickets of voluble

commentary.

so much depends
upon

ared wheel
barrow

glazed with rain
water

beside the white
chickens.

While the person sending in the poem appreciated its ssimple elegance and
evocativeness, its bang @nore panting than poen® other members wrote in with all sorts

of colliding opinions There were comments like Gt's stupid. Nothing only dependson a
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wet, red wheal barrow sitting beside white chickensOand @ have to say that this poem
makes no damn sensg, al yall mug b oncrack if u can undestand wut its suppo®d to
meanQas well as people tryingto trace thefascinaion of thepoem in its imagistic nature
or the unexpectedness of its linebreaks, or people who thoughtthat it didn®matter what
it meant, only theeffect it produeced. An English teacher called it the perfect poan to
teach his seventh-graders to distinguish theliteral and theinterpretative in podry. And
indeed, many people read their own meaningsinto it, ranging from Biblical references to
statements on death and daughter, implements and use-value, colors and thar
significance etc., butthe general conseensuswas voiced by thereaders who cast the poem
asacall to theimagination, onetha didn®ddiver itself to readily paraphrasable
meaning, but areminde tha @odry makes people use thar imagination. | beievetha
for some people to make sense of poams they need to have an imaginaionGnd the Go
much dependson@n the poem was in fact, the ability to imagine

This, and many such examples on the Wondeing Mingrels are a demongration
of Stanley Fish@theory tha poery iswhat is produced when onelearnsto look with
podry-seeing eyes. He offers an illuminaing anecdote, of how hewrote down the names
of some of academic colleagues on a blackboad (Jacobs Rosenbaum etc), and then drew
aframe aroundthem andlabded it, and informed his students tha thiswas areligious
poanN uponwhich they immediately applied thar familiar tools, interpreting it as an
iconogmphic riddle andimbuing each of thenames with their Biblical assodations\ Fish
condudes tha acts of recognition, rather than beng triggered by formal characteristics,

are their source.® It is notthat the presence of podic qudities compds a certain kind of

33 Fish, Starley. Is Therea Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities
Cambridge, Mass :Harvard Univerdty Press,1980. p43.
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attention but that the paying of a certain kind of attention results in the emergence of
podic qudities.

Skilled reading is usually thought to be a matter of discerning what is there, but if the example of my
students can be generalized, it is a matter of knowing how to produce what can thereafter be said to be
there. Interpretation is not the art of construing but the act of constructing. Interpreters do not decode
poems, they make them. (Fish 327)

This congruction of meaningis amatter of literary competences®-- how a poam
isread often dependson furthe frames of intertextud knowingness. For ingance, an
Arthur Y ap poam, Gcroll Paintinglending with the lines @ know the stupid bird can
never eat the stupid peachQwas discussed in light of John K eatsOdeto a Grecian
Urn@ both poams address the same theme, the stasis and cold perfection of art, and
Yap@poenisclearly areferenceto theKeats. The reader who contributed the poam,
however, had missed the alluson and put adifferent spin onitN and the K eats reference
was taken up and discussed, but not given any more credence on the discussion than other
readersCopinions

Interpretation and evaludionis also ablatantly persond matter on Mindrels, with
atacit acknowledgment tha judgments are provisiond and individud. For example, one
of themembers sent in a Seamus Heaney poem, conduding that Ghis, findly, is art true
to lifeQ and was contradicted by another reader who pointed outthe complex braided
inseparability of art and life--G\amir speaks as thoughpodry in general doesn't actudly
spesk of red lifeQor that lifeisn®altered by poery. A third reader wroteN

Thisis abeautiful poem, simple and direct. How many poets would notice the way that wet grass will
bleach shoe leather? And that young people would ignore this. And the tinkling of slightly harder
berries in the bottom of a can. Everything in thispoem | did as a child. | couldn't say that about the

great heroic Victorian poets.

% See Culler, Jonathan Q.iterary CompetenceDIn Reader-regponse Criticism: From Formalism
to Post-Structuralism. Ed. Tompkins, Jare. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univerdty Press, 1980.

37



Thestandadsby which valueis determined and voiced varies from reader to
reader, as does thelanguage of appraisal. These differences often strikes sparks, as with
WB Y eats@ poens Prayer For His DaughierGand @ edaand the SwanOwhich started a
fiery debae ontheidea of politically pointed criticism, political correctness, art and
intention. While oneof thereaders characterized ®rayer for His DaughierOes Gexist
tripeQ) @ant and cantCthat lowers Y eats in her estimate, another reader contradicted her
with great feeling, painting outthe Gonoiity and majestyCof the poem, its eauty in
languaye, beauty in structure and beauty in sentimentO® do not hear any " boohoos in
this poem but only the lush, elegiac lamentationsof a Poet who was serioudy woundel
by loveQ hewrote, and further, @Vhat isthevaueof inflating afew residud
excrescences so tha you can dismiss great works of literature with a Mao-istic flicker of
your P.C. index finga? | think thisis avery sobeaingindication of where Thingsare
headed.OThis clash between sharply different ways of reading was echoed by thereader
who sent in another Y eats poam, @ edaand the SwanOWhile admitting the power of this
great and complex sonnd, he described himself as profoundly disturbed by it and quoted
afeminist critic who also foundit Groublesome and potentially repugnant to some
readersO To which another member respondel, asking exactly how this repugnance
grows out of bang afeminist critic (and how tha@ different from simply benga
feminist)N tha such repugnance, if felt, was a calculated effect of the poem and

irrelevant to its legitimacyN he pointed out that

For instance, Pictures at an Exhibition contains a section that is well-accepted as an expression of
Mussorgsky's anti-Semitism, makes the work no more or less than, musically, it is. | find Muzak (music
that offends no one -- except, of course, people who like music) repugnant but, so what?

Any givenrapeiswhat it is, and is certainly different, in essence, from its depiction or description, asis
murder, assault, burglary and the like. Rape, as a subject, can, like any subject, be described or
represented, artistically or otherwise. | hope that concepts such as "troublesome” or "repugnant” are not
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theresult of the subject, itself, as opposed to, perhaps, a point of view taken by the poet, with which
one, to be sure, may fairly disagree.

If someone says that, being afeminist critic, he finds a poem about rape troublesome, then | would
expect and want to read an explanation of how he arrived at that finding -- an explanation that includes
the specific language in the poem and the specific aspect of hisfeminism that caused him to so react.
Without that, | would find his comments (please forgive me) Maddening.

Thefirst reader respondel, qudifying tha hedid not go at the poan with asingle-
point feminist agenda butonly as someoneconsiousof the politics of gende. His
rebuttal deftly deflated the chdlenging toneof thediscussion and pointed back to
specificsin the poam, explaining that it was notthe theme of @ edaand the SwanGhat
caused heartbum buttha Y eats seemed to Q1. glorify the power and sensudity of the
rapist - "thefeathered glory". 2. accedeto the (male) bdief tha 'women lovea bit of
force - "And how can body, laid in that white rush / But feel the strangeheart beating
whereit lies?' 3. use therape as astarting point for historical and cultural ingpiration -
"his knowledgewith his power".OThe discussion raged on, and while it might or might
not have persuaded the secondreade, it certainly enlarged thetermstha are often
bandied aboutin booktalk with more force than nuance.

AsHansRobet Jauss writes, literary undestanding becomes dialogical only
when the otherness of thetext is soughtand recognzed from the horizon of our own
experiences, and these are corrected and extendad by the experience of other, whether
this othernessis tha of recipient and producer, between the past of thetext andthe
present of therecipient, or between different cultures®. The Wondeing Mingrels offers
its members this oppotunity to expand ther tastes by getting introduced to poans tha

matter to othersin thegroup, andto elaborate ther responssto it. By stripping it of the

% Jauss, Hars Robert (OThe Idertity of the Poetic TextOln Recegtion Study: From Literary
Theay to Cultural Studies Ed Machor, JamesL and Goldstein, Philip. New York: Routledge,
2001. p9.
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membranetha keepsit separate fromlife, it bringsto thediscussion of podry the

breathing, brawling, improvisatory and inventive character of our everyday.
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The Empire Reads Back

Once we accept the actual configuration of literary experiences overlapping with one another and
interdependent, despite national boundaries and coercively legislated nationa autonomies, history and
geography are transfigured in new maps, in new and far less stable entities, in new types of connections.

-Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism.

More than any other art form, podry isaform of sentimental education, observed
Joseph Brodky. What forms does thistake onasite like the Wondeing Mingrels tha
both inhabits and estranges the enterprise of English literature? Investigaing the
protocols of reading tha mark this groupreveals the complex persistence of colonial
histories in amoment of globdization tha conditutes a @omplex, overlapping,
digundive order tha cannotany longe be undestoodin terms of existing center-
periphay moddsQ(Appadurai 1998. It is also aglimpse into how the participatory
possibilities of the World Wide Web and the experience of globd mobility have unsttied
thetraditiondly authorized flow of cultural traffic from metropolitan center to
pogcolonia periphay. Thiscommunity, | argue is oneof thos internationd spaces tha
pogcolonial theorist Homi Bhabhaenvisionsas Ghe cutting edgeof trandation and
negotiation, theinbeween spaced of the Internet (56).

TheWondeing Mindrels cannotbe cast either as mere bdletristic waffle or asa

clear feat of pogcolonial self-fashioning. Rather, dongthelines of Homi Bhabha3
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theoretical project, it is more produdively read as an ambivalent point of textud address,
an ongong project of rearticulation and cultural hybridity.

As BhabhawritesN

The enunciation of cultural difference problematizes the division of past and present, tradition and
modernity, at the level of cultural representation and its authoritative address. It is the problem of how,
in signifying the present. Something comes to be repeated, relocated and translated in the name of
tradition, in the guise of a pastness that is not necessarily afaithful sign of historical memory but a
strategy of representing authority that in terms of the artifice of the archaic. (51-52)

Terms of cultural engagement are producd peformatively; and as the Wondeing
Mindrels re-cites podry ontheWeb, it becomes an arenafor the paformance of cultural
difference, for literary ateration- andindeed, altercation-- as canonical endosures are
chdlenged and debaed.

To restate the claims of thefirst chgpter, thenonlinear, multivocal, neworked ethos
of thelnternet changes our sense of what a literary text is and how we react to it, and this
is significant in this context. For as Richard Lanhan puts it, @hereader of theelectronic
word is theresponsve reader par excellenceQ since ghe can @enuflect before thetext or
spit onits altar, addto atext or subtract fromit, rearrangeit, revise it, suffuse it with
commentary.&°

Theprivilegeof great literary work, which was to sit ill at thecentre, now gives way
to aBabd of contending assessments tha frame it differently, tha ingstently insert
themselves into thereading. For indance, responding to aremark by a Mindrels
contributor on the @taggeing brilliancelof a poan, another member described how he
Onuttered a quiet bigdeal unde my breath, and reread the poam to pretty much no diff.

ohwell. maybe | expected too much of astagge.OThefact tha reactionson all these

% Qtd in Pau Erickson, (The History of the Book and Electronic MediaOn Rethinking Media
Charge.
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different registers frame and surroundthe previougy-hdlowed poem crudally reshgpes
its reception.

Also, hypertext mischievoudy disrupts therelationship beween margindiaand
primary material. TheWondeing Mindrelsis an exercise in collectively and individudly
asserting ownership over some examples of canonized English literature by the smple act
of writing persond comment to it. The @econfiguration of main text and subsdiary
annottion® makes enshrined podry accessible, and forcesit into thefray by alowing
for pesond commentary, for backcha, for flippancy and erudition and becomes, to
repurpose Bhebha® vocabulary, a new kind of Gite of extra-territorial and cross-cultural
initiationQwith an expanded set of enactive and enundatory possibilities. TheWeb also
blurs the ddineetion between pubiic and private, the home and theworld- creating a sort
of interstitial intimacy between these polaritiesN a third space, an informal zonewhere
previoudy small orbits of connection can suddenly span theworld.

Althoughthe Wonde&ing Mindrels archive has gotmore diverse of late, it is ill
dominaed by the big names of the English literary pantheon, if @ominaedCsan
appropriate word to describealooming presence. Certainly, thetoneof the
accompanying commentary is largdy argumentative and unimpressed, rather than
crushed by the symbolic authority of the canon and yet, sneaking, contradictory tensons

occasiondly surfaceN the anxieties of the autodidact, the ambivalence of mimicry as well

3" Lardow, 70. According to Gearge Landow, hypertext comesclose to BarthesOnotion of an
idealtextuality by drawing the reackrin--

The goal of literarywork (of literaure aswork) [which] isto make the reackr no longer a
consumer, but a producer of thetext. Our literature is characerizedby the pitiless divorce which
the literaryinstitution maintains betweenthe producer of the text and its user, betweenits owner
and its consumer, betweenits auhor and itsreacer. (S/Z, 4)
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asthetriumphdist assertion of indigendty, the championing of differently-formulated
humanist values rather than a head-on repudiation of colonial narms.

In Salman Rushdie@ TheMoor® Lag Sigh, adrunken artist called Vasco
Mirandafumes at theinfamouslegacy of colonial literary studies®--@leddy Macaulay®
MinutemenEbunch of English-Medium misfits, the lot of youEE ven your bleddy
dreams grow from foreign roots.O

Thisaccusationis later revisited by Zogioby, the protagonist, only to assert tha--

Wewere not, had never been that class. The best, and worst were in us, and fought in us, as they fought
intheland at large. In some of us, the worst triumphed; but still we could say-- and truthfully-- that we

had loved the best.(Rushdie 1995)

TheWondeing Mindrelsis certainly motivated by affection rather than oppostion, as
thegroupmembers reveal how these poems are lived experiences, endowed with an
abundance of persond assodation. They certainly do not appear torn between India and
the English tonguethey love but approach this literature with resourceful reading
strategies of @ountrpoint, intertwining and integration(dSaid 259). This vernacular
cogmopolitanism® interrogaes theidea of the planet asa @oncentric world of naiond
sodeties)(Bhabhaxiv); and this altered approach to internationd connestionscarries

aongwith it an awareness of the shaky, condructed character of the nation-fiction.

% Referring to ThomasM acauayO<Minute on Indian Education((1835), the documert that
instituted English educaton in India with the aim of creating a class of clerks, who would imitate
their imperial magers@n tage, in opinions, in morals, and in intellec®and would ertrench the
Empire by serving asinterlocutors betweenthemard the governed.

¥ | borrow BhathaOserm Oernacuar cosmopolitarismQwhich measiresglobal progress from a
minoritarian pergecive) with some cauion- | am ceriinly not making any claimsof subalternity
for this group- rather, they occupy that pecuiar position of privilege and margnality that
characterizesthe postcolonial elite.
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For example, oneof the members sent in Rudyad Kipling® GRecessiond &to comment
onthe ubiquity, thetired repetition of its last ling, @ est We Forget;(to whip up emotions
of chest-thumping naiondism in remembrance of the recent Kargil war between Inda
and Pakistan. His commentary rejects the discursive address of nationdism; asserts
cultural difference by reading it differently- by revealing the meaninglessness of the
ceremonial sign, itsreproduability across contexts, and to the same hollow ends As
Bhabhawrites, Gninarity discourse acknowledges the status of naiond culture- as a
contentious performative space of the perplexity of thelivingin the midg of the
pedagogical representationsof the fullness of life.§220). The commentary goesonto

add-

So as| said, | have mixed feelings about this whole Kargil thing and that's why this poem is so
appropriate. Because "Recessional" isreally all about mixed feelings. Kipling wrote it at the most
triumphal peak of the British Empire - Queen Victorias Jubilee in 1887 when the Empire truly was the
greatest power on the globe. The Jubilee was the obvious occasion for celebrating this achievement, yet
Kipling chose not to do

so. Instead he wrote this poem which warns vividly about the perils of hubris and the transience of
power. Watch out, Kipling warns the revelers, none of thisis lasting, nor does it matter. And of course,
he wasright. The British Empire has vanished so completely that today we can even lay claim to its
icons - like cricket which everyone now says belongs to the former possessions rather than the home
country.

This ambivalence attests to a distinct awareness of the ddiberate compostion of the
naiond image andtheway tha the same languaye lendsitself to utterly different
contexts—- caugng (nixed feelingDaboutthe entire enterprise of performing power. For
Bhabha any cultural peformance isinformed by linguistic difference, the split between
the content of a statement and its postiondity, so that an act of interpretationis not
trander of meaning, butthe active produdion of it in athird space marked by
ambivalence, onetha undecutstraditiond symbolic fixities- onethat reveals how Ghe
same signscan be appropriated, trandated, rehistoricized and read anew.@55) The

utterances of this groupare inflected and atered by ther postiondity, this @iscursive
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embeddedness and addressCthat revises traditiond authority in counter-intuitive ways.
For indance, oneof the striking thingsaboutMindrelsis theway mos membe's (both
Indian and otherwise) seem rather bighearted abou Rudyad Kipling, defiantly defending
him agang the charge of beng an apologist for Empire. QReaders of Kipling® best work
have regularly tried to save him from himselfQ said Edward Said (145), and Mingrels

bears him out completely. Says an Indian member, commenting on a Kipling poem--

"The Buddha at Kamakura' should also serve as arebuttal to those who continue to view Kipling as a
heavy-handed imperialist, arelic of bygone colonial days. It's true he sings the praises of the British
Empire (more specifically, of the soldiers and scribes who built that Empire), but he is also more
tolerant, more honourable, and above all, more universal than many of his contemporaries and latter-
day critics.

And he had arare gift of words - his verse, whether the Cockney slang of Tommy Atkins or the pulsing
rhythms of the Jungle Book or the archaic patternings of today's poem, is always vibrant and alive, and
it sticks in the memory.

To which, another (presumably British) member added-

Kipling was criticised by the establishment of the Empire at the time of hiswriting for being too close
to the native and too close to the native's aspirations. Now he is criticised for being right-wing and
imperialistic. When both sides criticise, | think you have it right.

Another contributor mentioned Gha little idea he had aboutthe white man® burden®
butrationdized it testifying to how Kipling Qvas smply a produd of his timeOThis
striking refusal to allow theblurred, unfinished matter of oppressive historiesinto the
shared pleasure of podry shows up in another ingance, over thediscussion of Henry
Newbolt@ poam, @& Ballad of JohnNicholson®a poemn tha the contributor was both
Gttracted and appdled byQdescribing asit did thefanatic, murderouszeal of a British
Brigadier duringthe 1857war of Indan indgpendence (Have ye served usfor ahunded

years Andyet ye know notwhy? We brook no doubt of our mastery,/ We rule until we

die).
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The contributor of the poem foundhimself repeled hecause, of course, I'm an Indian
and see afew more sides than wha Kipling or Newbolt saw, butwith thedispassionae -
and jaundiced - eye of someonewho'sover ahunded and fifty yearsremoved from the
situaion, and has nothing to rely on except rather skewed versionsfrom
both sides (who were equdly guilty of thecrudest atrodties).OTo which aBritish
contributor wrote in, offering some judtification for Nicholson® extreme opinions (citing
his Afghan experience, his extreme religiodty, and tha anyway, British jugice was
probably a step up fromthe Mughd attitudeto treason). He pointed out tha too many
British people in India Qvent nativeCor them to be dismissed merely as conqueors and
exploiters, and this love affair of the British with Indiais wha Gnade us so difficult to
dislodgedand indeed, he himself visited Delhi with his son two years ago and enjoyed

every moment. Thelndian contributor respondel-

See, | don® have any particular beef with the BritishEw hat they did, they did.

Both good (like welding a country together out of several hundred tiny states ruled by royal familiesb
the Mughal empire covered about 30..35% of India, FY1, and then giving us a set of laws and an
administrative framework that is still retained in large parts in modern India, giving us the English
language ...) and bad (treating India as a huge source of natural resources - but suppressing industry,
passing fairly repressive laws on occasion.)

Does thisdialoguetestify to a new kind of comparative literature project, an emergent
planetarity that Qurites the self at its othermost(Spivak 2003) or to thelongtriumphant
afterlife of Macaulay@ Minute?

In part, this curiouscharacteristic of the group thetendency to think oneself into the
place of the colonizing power, even claiming an Archimedean distance from the histories
of dominaion and exploitation (notto assume tha aformerly subjected people are

incapable of reactionay stances); islinked to thar idea of themselves as occupying a
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different, more expansve place, a changed moment tha has rendered older animosgties
irrelevant.

Certainly, this momentum of newness and this implicit univeralism islinked to the
claims of utopian globdization and theredefinition of cultural traffic tha members of the
Wondeaing Mingrels seem directly invested in. Interestingly, Rabindranah Tagore®
famousprayer, vhere themindis withoutfear and the head is hdd high/ where
knowledgeis free/ where theworld has not been broken up into fragments by narrow

domestic wallsQO's read almogt as a manifesto for aglobdized, upwardly-mobile India-

Each time | read Tagore's poem, it brings tears of happiness into my eyesto see my country finally
coming of age - out of the 'dreary desert of dead habit'...Also Gandhi's 'Sabko sammati de bhagwan' -
resonate - as we charge as leaders into the knowledge economy of the new millennium!!

Bhebhacites Hannah Arendt@® claim that minorities are pat of that on-going process
of Gumen artificeQwhere Qve are notbom equd but become equd as members of a
groupon thestrength of our decision to guaantee ourselves mutud equd rightsO
(introdudion: xxiii); and asserts, with Du Bois tha @ minarity only discoversits political
force and aesthetic form when it is articulated across and alongsde communities of
difference, in acts of affiliation and contingent coditiong(xxii). This ater-naive
modernity, imperfectly realized as it may beintherea world, findsfuller expressionin
thefecund, articulate ethosof the World Wide Web.

However, thebitterly solid grip of the colonial past onthe podcolonial present aso
surfaces on Mingrels discussions For ingance, Henry Newbolt came up again in atheme
on cricket, Ghose flanndled fools at thewicketQwhere an Indian reader railed agang his

narrow notion of the white man@® burden tha

does not even extend to the common gardner / labourer class. His 'white man' is the starched, pucca
sahib imperialist, educated at Eton/Harrow/Oxbridge, and well-versed in the ways of the sahib, cricket,
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tennis and an education in the classics, with aingrained belief that somehow, the English gentry was put
at the pinnacle of creation, to liberate and uplift the rest of humanity.

To which an English reader responde,

| was taught this poem at school and it should be put back on the curriculum straight away, the
sentiments are noble and the fact that they can now be ridiculed is a sad comment on how far we have
allowed our noble past to be forgotten. | lived in France for many years and they knew how to respect
the achievements of their Empire. Half the world laughs at us for what we are but half the world would
be uncivilised without us........ or however the quote goes.

He was secondel by another member, who wrotelN

It's one of the few poems that moves me to tears whenever | read it -- how anyone can think of it as
"Imperiaist" simply defeats me. Asothers have aready written, it is about honour and duty, simple
virtues which were once taught at school, just as today we teach "citizenship" (whatever that may be).

Oneof theways in which the Wonde&ing Mindrels asserts its cultura difference-in-
equdity isin theway it appropriates Western literary work and cuts throughcolonia
motives to excavate its potentially universal readings For example, to stick with the

Kipling theme, oneof his poems (rhe Flowers) openswith this epigraph-

To our private taste, there is always something a little exotic, almost artificial, in songs which, under an
English aspect and dress, are yet so manifestly the product of other skies. They affect us like
translations; the very fauna and flora are alien, remote; the dog's-tooth violet is but an ill substitute for
the rathe primrose, nor can we ever believe that the wood-robin sings as sweetly in April asthe English
thrush. N THE ATHEN® UM.

Thepoen itself remindsthe (colonial) listener of English poses, &ent and
Surrey may N Violets of the Undecliff wet with Channd spray® @owslipsfroma
Devon combe N Midland furze afireCtha cause memories to well up; flowersto buyin

remembrance for a distant someong homesick for sweet England-

Far and far our homes are set round the Seven Seas;
Woefor usif weforget, we that hold by these!

Unto each his mother-beach, bloom and bird and land N
Masters of the Seven Seas, oh, love and understand.

TheyoungSouth Indan woman sending the poem to Mingrels writes- @lthough
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manifestly a songfor Engish patriots, thereis somethingin it for everyoneland speaks
throughthelanguaye of colonial nodalgiafor Engand to express her own longing for her
faraway home, that she @an never read this withou smelling the scents of parijath,
jasmine, champak, kewda (thazhampu), sandd and the myriad other scents of Indial)and

remembering themynah and the sparrow that twitter in the @ther skiesCthere.

Much commentary onthe Wondeing Mindrelsis suffused with nogalgia. For ingance,
thereader who submitted Li-Y oungL ee® poan @ersmmons) described how it

resonaed for him persondly--

First comes the manner of speaking of English. By virtue of being a"non-native" speaker, | usually tend
to be very imprecise about my pronunciation. | simply have a sound within my head that | had to make
up for myself sans any other point of reference for alot of words. As an example the other day | was
using the word Hyperbole. | said hyper-bol and had dropped the 'e'. | was corrected: "the difference
between persimmon and precision." Then afew days ago at a gathering, | was quickly asked to say
"Thank

you" in Hindi, when | realised by the virtue of non-use | had forgotten that sound. It didn't come to me
right away.

"Crickets: chiu chiu. Dew: I've forgotten.

Naked: I've forgotten."

He then connected the way the poem uses pesimmons@o link the pod with his
parents and of thedays past. Similarly eating mangoes out of a bottle linked me to

summers and mangoes in Indiaand thekod's song

"I took them and set them both on my bedroom windowsill,
where each morning a cardinal
sang. The sun, the sun."

And then there is this great ending:
"Some things never leave a person:
scent of the hair of oneyou love,

the texture of persimmons,
inyour palm, the ripe weight."
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Ingead of beingread as an alien impostion, English podry becomes a mediumto
reconnect with memories of Indan childhood,as this reader writesto Tennyson® (The

Brook®

| also had this poem in the 10th standard, sometime in 1994. | never thought sitting in the class listening
to a poem about a brook thousands of miles away written at least a hundred years before my time. It
appeared to me about a subject, the brook that was completely alien to me. But the words of the poem
today bring joy of the days gone by, the days of my childhood back homein India

In other obviousways, thepodry ismerely a peg for people to engage with ther
immediate contexts. As a groupdomnated by globally mobile Indians some common
concernsoften surface unde the guise of gutreactionsto these texts. Podry, asLilaAbu
Lughoddemonsrates in her study of Bedouin love poetry™ can offer a space for self-
revelation tha is denied by immediate sodal nomms. For example, oneof the members
sentin aNaomi Lazard poam called @rdinance on ArrivalQwhich she compared to the
situaion of newly arrived immigrants in Canada Thediscussion veered into a highly
charged oneof FOBs and ABCDS (Fresh-Off-the-Boa and American-Born-Confused-
Desis, both terms of disparagement for first and second-generation expdriates
respectively). Othe members chippead in with metaphors for the strugding naure of thar
identities (usng terms like egggbananas/coconuss etc-- derogaory slang for @vhiteO
values tha have seeped beneath the skin of racia others). This provoked anothe
commentator to point outtha Lazard was referring to the permanently and violently
dispossessed Palestiniansrather than thefightfor comfortable citizenship amongthe
class of immigrants tha the Indian contributor contained the poan to.

Andindeed, it isthe preoccupaionsof this shifting popuktion of relatively affluent

40Abu-Lighod, Lila. Veiled Sertimerts : Honor and Poetry in a Bedouin Scciety. Berkeley
: Univerdty of California Pres, 1986.
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professondstha loomlargein thediscussion; questionsof immigration, nodalgia and
bdonging tha rear thar headsmos memorably in Mindrels commentary.

For ingance, oneof thereaders sent in a poam called @Vinter 84y Krisantha Sri
Bhagiyadatta abouta convasation in a @ormer storeCrun by an Indian, musing on

perceived racismN

| was born and raised in India and have been in Canadafor less than a decade but I've never really
experienced any racism. That said, my parents who recently moved here (about three years ago) from
India, go to great lengths to avoid eye contact/conversations with anyone that speaks different or, in
their view, is "very Canadian". They feel unequipped to engage in casual conversations with white folks
and so all their interaction with them istypically on a"as needed" basis. And so, if, as it sometimes
happens, they're approached by afriendly neighbour who knocks on the door to inform them about a
missed fedex delivery or something similar, their first reaction, much like Bhaggiyadatta, is always
unease and anxiety. Mum will wonder if her cooking is emanating unpleasant odours or if her blaring
music (of Nusrat or Bollywood tunes) is causing a nuisance. When they find that it's something to do
with fedex and that the "white" neighbour is actually quite a harmless and friendly guy - they're
pleasantly surprised and quite relieved.

Discussionson Mingrels are often direct or oblique discussionsof readersCown
dtuaions enthusasms and impatiences. For example, a point of contention was Indian
feminist poe Eunice D&ouza@ work, around@hether Indian women of her milieu are
asvictimized as Ms D&ouza clamsQwhether her take on oppressive arranged marriages
IS accurate, or jug putin there as a quirky and exotic cugom calculated to appeal the
foreign readers of her podry. Thus when read between thelines, the 'breathless gudh' and
sentimentality of much of thecommentary on Minstrelsis especially fascinaing for the
subtext, for the sodocultural anxieties made manifest throughthe discursive frameworks
of podry and surrounding discussion.

Even beyondthis, however, to describetheworkings of the Wondeing Mindrels
solely as adominaed aesthetic would also beto ignore the genuine classificatory

chdlengesuch groupspresent to thelogic of circulationin theliterary field.
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Certainly, much of theanthology is mired in the etiquétes of colonial eduction, which
still shgpetheIndian schooling system. Breaking down the submissionsby category, one
findstha theWondeing Mindrelsis still weighed down by the profoundimpact of the
English literary canon which isinevitable when the mog significant encounters with
podry even in today® decolonized Indian classroomwould bewith Blake or Tennyson
rather than with comparable voices in contemporary world literature, or even Indian
writing. Within acertain kind of conaeptud straitjacket, then, the Wondeing Mindrels
can beread as a colonialy determined, subordinae and parasitic project- a group of
privileged professionds bonding over the canonfodde tha made upther school
education.

However, theremarkable fact aboutMingdrelsisin thewielding of these texts
precisely by those who were meant to be passive objects of pedagogy;theinterpretive
kinksand off-kilter readingsof classroom classics as well astheinsertion of texts never
encountered there; the democratic jodle of an anthology tha springsout of anon
hierarchical collective intelligence; and the enadment of theargument ove canonical
poery which are, after all, both texts and historical experiences™.

An early @amougOpoan tha fired aflurry of excited responses was K eatsODn
First Looking Into Chapman® Homer® which is telling, because it describes the
momentousdiscovery of Greek classical literature throughan English trandation, by a

pod who was himself excluded from theworld of privilege and cultural capital.

@ confi gurations like Anglophone literaure or world literatre are to have any meaning atall,
it is becatse by their existence and actuality today they tegify to the contess and continuing
strugglesby virtue of which they emerged both astexts and as historical experiences and becaise
they challenge so vigorously the nationalist bads for the composition and study of literaure.O
(Sad: 317)
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Similarly, poans like @ ochinvar® rhe HighwaymanQ Tintern AbbeyQtapped into deep
wells of memory and emotiond connection.

Many other submissions however, use this space to write back to poanstha
were inflicted onthem as GignificantOpodry. Parodies of famouspoans like Wendy
Copd3 QVaste Land LimericksOand Gtrugnel@ RubadyatQ Kenneh Koch@ & ariations
ona Theme by William Carlos WilliamsQand Phoebe Cary@ grim/funnyre-readingsof
Shakespeare and Marvell, Adrian Mitchd|® tremendousspoof of Wallace Stevens (0en
Ways To Avoid Lending Y our Wheelbarrow to AnybodyCtc. have been immensaly
populr on Mingrels. Irreverence seems to come with theterritory, thefamiliar
pogcolonial writing strategies of inversion, paradox and oxymoron, of wha James Joyce
called Gwo thinksat atimeQ

Oneof thethemes running on Mingrels was (0The Silk RouteQwhich induded
podsfromLi Poto Marlowe, Graves, Flecker, Cavafy and Browning- and as the group
modeator observed at the end of it-- @overed afair bit of ground®historicaly,
geographically, and podicallyG-

We started our journey in 8th century China, home of Li Po and his friend Tu Fu. Our caravan then
crossed the endless steppes of Central Asia, where we encountered Tamburlaine and his mighty armies
on theway to his capital, golden Samarkand of story and song. Next, we climbed the high Pamirs and
descended into the orchards and meadows of Rumi's Persia. From Persia, we made our way across the
deserts of Araby to the very gates of Damascus. We set sail from a Syrian harbour afew days ago, and
now, laden with silk and spice, porcelain and perfume, jade and jewels, we cast anchor in sight of our
home port, Venice. Y ou can revisit all the above people, places and times, at the Minstrels Archive.

TheOrientalist assodationsare both called up and pundured- for ingance, the person
sending in the Flecker poam clearly enjoysthe exoticism, @ug and distance and magic
andlovdinessin every syllable®- butalso, in another example, pokes fun at the Qerger-
then-life or at least vivider-than-life imageryCtha the East compédsin Western writing.

(He quotes a bit from a story by Saki, abouta poem describing the amber-drenched dawn,
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the amethyg and washed emerald of mango groves-- to which the acerbic respone is--
@Qe never seen thedawn come up over the BrahmaputrariverQsaid Bertie, Go | can®
say if it@ agooddescription of the event, but it soundsmore like an accountof an
extengve jewel robbeyQ) Interestingly, a British contributor parodies Flecker@ famous
poem, The Golden Road to Samarkand (to bonmbastically describe the charming town of
IIford, across the Essex marshes) to great comic effect.

Also, severa shining examples of the Great and the Good of the English canonare
collected unde thetheme- Poems Often Quoted by Bertie Wooder (an alusonto
English comic writer PG Wodéhou® immense popukrity in India; and a flippant,
dantwise angle into poery by such eminences as (The Poet KeatsCand (The Poet
Bumns). However, refiguring theliterary bequest of Empireis only oneaspect of the
community, which is rich with mixed-up intercultural influences. Incongruous
arrangament is part of it@ astonishment- theletter C onthe archive, for example, is home
to writers as diverse as Hayden Carruth, RaymondCarver, Catullus Congantine Cavafy,
Cempulappeyanirar, Mei Yao Ch@n, Harindranath Chatopalhyaya, Geoffrey Chaucer,

and GK Chesterton.

Aijaz Ahmed, in his essay on Ghird world literatureQ argues that it comes filtered back
to the so-called Third World througha complex set of metropolitan mediations with the
processes of circulation and classificationsaready inscribed in its texture. Certain
authors, genres and questionsare privileged by themetropolitan critical avant-garde as
appropriate Third-world texts and then received back by these places as a sort of

@ounter-canonOHowever, | suggest tha online communities of letters, throughthdr
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paticipaory platforms, provide a uniquechance to break out of the circuits of globd
elite literary flows, and in some tiny measure, allow newness to enter theworld.

Theunsafconsiousway in which Sukumer Ray@ Bengdi nonsnse-verseis placed
alongwith Edward Lear, Lewis Carroll and Gelett Burgess and indesd, 0Che Golden
Trashey of Ogden NasheryQor theway andient Indian pods like Bhartrahai and
Nammawar are part of the same collection that houses Dante and Virgil, casudly
smashes traditiond curriculumlogic.

Theschool system is subveted in othe ways by this online anthology. Sending a
trandation of an Urdu poan by Faiz Ahmed Faiz, oneof thegroup members described
his fascinaion with the genre, voicing the bind of many younglIndianswho have never
learnt the complicated script because the languaye has been siddined in mog schools, but
have experienced the gorgeousess of the language spoken; and have come up againg the
inadequacy of trandations @rdu seems to allow for the expression of sentiments that
would seem exaggerated trandated, but which work within Urdu.CHe then described how
hehad to juggle English and Hindi trand ationsto get Gome faint, fleeting idea of Urdu®
tha @lusve, emotiond qudity (which) makesit worth readingé.

One of themembers wrotein- QA discovery for me onthis mailinglist isthelarge
body of Indian-English poams. | feel abit like Columbustrying to find the new world
and discovering IndiaQ and wondeing aboutother @ialects of English poeryO Thelarge

bodyof poans sent from Audralia and the Caribbean, or even Singgpore and Chinaand

“2 The cas of Urdu poetry is atelling example of how the shadow-linesof national bordersare
disturbed by the World Wide Web. Urdu, the courtly language of Mughal Indiais margnalized
by the Indian schooling systembut lingerson in lived culture- it is still the offi cial language of
Bangladesh and Pakistan Online literary salons like mehfil-e-mushaira and urdupoetry provide
poemsin the Romanscript with glossariesand discussion boards, and attract afi cionados across
the subcontinent aswell aspeaple in the diagora, with differert degeesof familiarity with the
poetry.
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Canada, sometimes in aggrieved tones (®®n shoded that AD Hopeis missing from
MingrelsQ or @ have to say tha Southeast Asian poets are rather unde-represented in
this group,and Singgpore isn't exactly thecultural dearth that some people think it isQ,
creates convasation between formerly colonized regionswithoutmetropolitan mediation.

Of course, theglobd asymmetries of cultura-intellectud distribution remain
solidly in placeN as Philip Altbach writes,@ndusrialized counties usng aworld
languaye®® till dominate the systems which distribute knowledge they control
publishing houses and produc scholarly joumds, magazines, films and television shows
which therest of theworld consumes. Theliterary field is materially circumscribed by
variousmetropolitan interests and this has tangible effects on our categories of the
literary (Bourdieu, Rules of Art). **

In all too many ways, globdization follows the tracks of existing (US-driven)
geopolitical configurationsand former imperial practices.”® | am notsuggesting tha the
Web as aradically participaory new medium can undoneoimperial cartographies or
aspire towards some ideal world republic of letters. Literary judgnent is based onthe
ungooken classificationsof cultural capital, on thepulls between recognition and

concration tha mark artistic evaluaion, and those categories are far from unttled by

43 Altbach Prilip G. CLiteraryColonialism: Books in the Third World.OThe Paost-Colonial
StudiesReader. Ed Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffi n. 2" ed
New York: Routledge, 2006.

* However, Bourdietian class-aralysisis complicaidin this cag by the impul sesof postcolonial
desre ard cosmopolitanassertion. For instance, the extert to which Americana displacesthe
sway of English literaure; how Sting and Eminem areregectab e preferenceson Minstrels while
Indian song lyrics may not quite make the cut yet

s Breman, Timothy. OFron Developmert to Globalizaion: Pastcolonial Studiesand Literary
Theay.OThe Cambridge Companion to Postcolonial Literary Studies Ed Neil Lazarus.
Cambridge: Camlridge Univerdty Press, 2004.
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thedemotic, collaborative impulses of the Web. However, the questiontha Mindrels
raises, as a @iveCdemondration of a taste-community in flux, is theissue of how shiftsin
thelarger political field can affect taxononies of taste and judgment.

TheWondeing Mindrels offers the oppatunity for a polyphonyof voices, for the
invention of cultural valuein a hybrid third space. The community is an eloquent
example of wha Edward Said envisionad as Ghevoyagein®@ whether actud or
imaginaive Zmigrzs, thar incursionsprove that @o longe does thelogosdwel |
exclugvely, asit were, in Londonand ParisQ(Said 244). By spesking for themselves,
they are nolonge merely Ghegoodobiject of knowledge the dodle body of difference®
(Bhabha46), but active agents and creative readers of texts who negotiate and reinscribe

theforces of cultural centering.
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Conclusion

Didocation and hybridity, at multiple levels, is thetheme tha runsthroughmy
study of the Wondeing Mingrels. The project stepsacross severa disparate linesN
between metropole and margin; between writing and reading; between high art and
appdite; between traditiond and new media.

Theimpulse of poery itself is oneof movement and unexpected discoveryN as
thelrish pod Roy Fisher said in an interview, thepoen (as busnessto exist . . . if
there@ a reasonale chance tha somebody may have his perceptionsrearranged by
having read itO The poem exists as a subversive agent, @sychologically, sensuousy® and
theaim isto produe adidocative effect.4¢ As an enterprise dedicated to thecelebration
of podry, theWondeing Mingrels can traverse imaginative territory as wideand various
astheworld itself.

However, theunboundeness of Literatureis still condrained by theingitutions
tha teach people howto read. As Jonahan Culler writes, @eading podry isarule-
govened process of produang meanings the poam offers a structure which mus be
filled up and onetherefore attempts to invent something, guided by a series of formal
rules derived from one3 experience of reading poery, which both make possible
invention and impo<e limits on it.&" Moreover, in alarger sense, the process of

generating meaning and the politics of literary reception onthe Wondeing Mindrels are

46 Qtd in KleinzaHer, August. Grarly Glitters) London Review of Books. 20 April 2006.
4" Culler, Jonathan Qviterary Competence<)In Reader-reponse Criticism: From Formalism to
Post-Structuralism. Ed. Tompkins, Jare. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Universty Press, 1980.
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shgped by the pressures tha act onits core condituency, namely, aglobdly dispersed
pogcolonial elite.

Pogcoloniality itself isahybrd cosmopolitan site tha disrupts and destabilizes
the assumed correspondence between space, place and cultureN hopdesdy tangling
togdher the erstwhile colonizer and the colonized, creating the uncanny effect of onein-
the-other.®® This expansve impulse gains extra edgedueto its placement on theWorld
Wide Web, which indeed allows the community to be smultaneoudy Qocally inflected
and trandocally mobile® to afar greater degree than previoudy possible. Thesodal
imaginary of this group stakes a claim ontheworld; and mediais aform of mobility,
alongwith physca migration, tha enables people to participae in aglobd public
sphae®. Theeisnofrigae likethe Internet to take uslandsaway, as Emily Dickinson
might have said today.

Of course, | could not possibly ascribe @ am subaltern, hear me roaOmotivesto
the people who participaein thisdigital diasporaN namely, aclass of comparatively
well-off podcolonia professionds uniqudy postioned to reap the benefits of
globdization. They inhabit, rather, the enviable position of being able to claim both
margindity and privilege ** | also do notmean to deny wha Gupta and Fergusonwarn
agang as the dangerous@emptation to use scattered examples of the cultural flows

dribbling from the @eiphayCio the chief centers of the culture indusry as away of

8 Gupta, Akhil ard Ferguson, James (Bpace, Idertity and the Pditicsof DifferenceDlIn
Globalization. Ed Appadurai, Arjun. Durham: Duke Universty Pres, 2000. p 77.

49 Cooppan Vilasini. Qtd in Damrcsch, David. Whatis World Literaure?Princeton, New
Jersey. Princeton Universty Press, 2003. p22.

%0 Gandhi, Leeh. Postcolonial Theary: a Critical Introduction. New York: Columbia Press, 1998.

*1 As Homi Bhabha putsit- Ghe globe shrinks for those who own itO.
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dismissing the @rand narrativesCOof capitalismEa nd thusof evading the powerful
political issues associated with western globd hegemony.O

Certainly, the complex aftermath of colonialism cannotbe altered (even for the
tiny clutch of people who are the subject of my study) by this new fluidity made possible
by media and migration. The @erverse longevityQof the colonial history is @outished in
pat, by the@ersisting colonial hierarchies of knowledgeand valueQin which the
Wondeing Mingrels with its cosmopoilitics is often complicitN especialy in theway it
celebrates theliterary legacy of Empire while disavowing its violent roots, by claiming
newness, a clean break Gnformed by a mistaken bdief in theimmateriality and
dispensability of the pastO (Gandhi 14)

However, in other ways, the groupadopt a more thoughtul, ironic approach, not
repressing but remembering the trauma of history and yet seeking an emergent space of
freedomto celebrate tha mixed heritage In his gorgeouspoen, @ied Beauty® Gerard
Manley Hopkins praises God@ glory for @appled thing<) (kies of couple colour® and
QlI thingscountr, origind, spare, stranged So it is with the Wondeing Mingrels-- the
wondrousthing aboutthe project isits capacity to undeminetraditiond fixities by its
ongong acts of cultural trandation, aided by the participaory mediumtha houssit and
the cultural chutzpah of the people who contributeto it, it presents arobug chdlengeto

thelogic of keeping thingsin ther place.
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