The Engaged Pedagogy Associ ation

Avant-garde Creative Composition
— Fleshing out the Exquisite Corpse; Geigo; & Fluxus, Life into Art —

Taylor Mignon

Introduction

“The yellow day creatively resurrected the old water.” Through ten years of
instructing creative writing at Hitotsubashi and Daito Bunka universities, this
poet-translator continues to hone his course activities; with due thanks to experi-
mentation and feedback from class members. The quote spearheading this para-
graph was conceived at Hitotsubashi University in 2007. The source which gen-
erated this sentence is the Surrealist movement, and the writing activity is called
The Exquisite Corpse. Below, this method of creative composition will be delin-
eated, with two more: the poem “Geigo” (“nonsense” or “gibberish™), after
Yamamura Bocho; and the written text of a performance derived from the Fluxus
movement. Finally, after detailing each of the three exercises, a few of the standout

examples by the participants will be showcased.

Why Creative Composition?

Other than my areas of research and interests which seque naturally into con-
ceptions for creative writing, a main inspiration to pursue this area of composi-
tion is the tedium of so-called, “academic,” textbooks at universities in Japan.
Experience suggests that a method for garnering students’ interest in any type of
writing will not be: describe your room in one paragraph with a topic sentence,
support and a conclusion, which is not even academic at all. The myth is that
undergraduate Japanese lack imagination. However, it is often the learning mate-
rial and resource themselves that lack creativity. By offering stimulating writing
activities in a wide range of contexts, the students’ interests are piqued and the
results sometimes astounding. These activities are suited to native English cre-

ative writers. Some of the other exercises for the course inlcude the alphabet
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poem, the credo, or creed; a fake obituary, and the study of rhyme to pen a lyric.
By giving bilingual handouts and providing a clear structure for the students to
write freely, they are bound to find a few opportunities to draw from their well of
creativity. The main focus is for students to enjoy their writing, as opposed to

successfully taking the joy out of writing.

The Exquisite Corpse Fleshed Out

This activity—developed from the French parlor game in the 1920s—is ideal
for the first lesson of a creative writing course or as a refreshing break for an
essay writing course, or even as an oral English course to illustrate the function
of adjectives. It allows class members to discover joy through English writing in
a cooperative setting. The activity combines collaborative and individual work.
Creative skills are developed in providing background for a short story using the
Exquisite Corpse as the last line. In this way beginning to advanced writers must
stretch their imaginations. It also reinforces grammatical terms. Some of the key
vocabulary which the instructor may need to preview are: “surrealism,” *indefi-
nite” and “definite articles,” *“adjective,” *noun,” (transitive) “*verb,” “random,”
and “coincidence.” Key quote: *“The encounter between an umbrella and a sew-
ing machine on a dissecting table.” — Lautreamont (Solt, 1999, p. 63) This activ-
ity is open to all fevels. As a footnote, Exquisite Corpse: A Journal of Arts and

Letters, now online, is edited by author and NPR reporter, Andrei Codrescu.

Procedure
Step 1:After briefly introducing the background of the Exquisite Corpse, write
the translation from the French—which is said to be the first sentence

ever created through this method —on the board:

] 2 3 4 5
ARTICLE ADJECTIVE ~ NOUN VERB ART. & ADJ. NOUN
THE EXQUISITE CORPSE DRINKS THE NEW WINE

Divide the sentence into five parts, writing their respective grammatical
terms, as well as numbers on top. Hand out a piece of paper to each member of

the group.
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Step 2:Divide the class into groups of five, and ask them to fold their papers into
five horizontal parts.

Step 3:Ask each person to randomly write an article and adjective on the first
section of the paper. Tell them any words they think of are suitable. Once
they write their first parts only, they fold the piece of paper (to hide the
writing), and pass it clockwise to their neighbor.

Steps 4 to 8: Repeat the process for each individual sections 2 to 5.

Step 9:Once all 5 parts of the sentences are finished, they read aloud the un-

folded sentences in turn.

Step 10:The final phase of the activity is a new activity acquiring the EC: the
sentence chosen becomes the last line of a very short story of 10-21 lines.
You may explain that the first lines setup or help explain the final sen-

tence.

Extensions

Conduct the activity so that groups together compose one story only, or in
pairs. Adapt language, even technical vocabulary for Business English classes
for example. If groups of six are easier to organize, insert an adverb between the
verb and noun. Alternatively, you may do this as a visual arts activity, where
each section of the paper is designated as a body part. Identities or biographies of
the visual creature may be created as a writing assignment. To add competitive-
ness, have an Exquisite Corpse Slam, with the learning resource judging which
sentence is the most imaginative. For advanced writers, longer compositions are

encouraged.

Notes
The verb of the EC will need to be changed to the past tense to fit the story
format, and that at times, between the verb and article and adjective, prepositions

may be required. Depending on the level, the instructor may need to have the
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class brainstorm adjectives, adverbs, and verbs in advance. For the story, I make
it clear that the clichéd expression “Once upon a time” is banned.

A very specific time, such as “At 10:36 in the morning on October 21, thirty
three years and a half before the birth of the Buddha....” is preferred. In order for
the learner to broaden the appeal of the story, have the writer avoid specific place

names. Make sure the indefinite article is changed to the definite for the story.

Class Member Compositions: The Exquisite Corpse Fleshed Out
The Slave of Freedom
by Alexandra Nikoletta Bogdanyi, Hitotsubashi University

He looked up at the sun that spilled its heat ruthlessly over the golden sand.
Everything smoldered in yellow and red; even the sky seemed to evaporate, lin-
gering spectrally over the earth. He knew it was the 1203rd year since the birth of
the man some called the Messiah, and, more importantly, that it was the 600th
year since the Prophet Muhammed’s journey to Medina. He was painfully aware
of serving masters he despised every day, masters who enslaved him in the name
of the Cross. He dreamed about freedom every night, counting the days until he
could finally become the master of his own life. Yet now, he could not recall how
long he had been wandering in this blazing hell without a drop of water or a bite
of food. His mind refused to believe that the freedom he sought so desperately,
the freedom he came so close to grasping, was slowly slipping away from his
hands.

He reached the top of a dune hoping for the hundredth time that he would see
something other than the endless waves of sunburnt sand. He slowed down and
for a moment he was almost certain that there was something in the distance,
something inviting and comforting, but when he opened his eyes after murmur-
ing a short phrase of praise, all he found was the brown infinity that once again
enslaved him.

His knees buckled under him and he tumbled down to the other side of the
dune. Sand filled his eyes and blinded him for a moment, but even through the
blanket of his eyelids he could see the glowing disk of the sun. It was a twisted
feeling of victory. He was free from the shackles, the endless days of mind-
numbing work and the gloomy nights of pain and shame. But this freedom was
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bittersweet, for he had no more choice than before. All he had to offer was his
life.

He struggled to crawl for a few feet, his hands and knees sank into the soft
fire of the sand. His lips felt dry. He craved for just one last mouthful of clear,
cold water. He could almost feel it on his tongue, pouring down his throat, leav-
ing a trail of hope in his body. All around him, everything was drenched in flames,
dressing the world in pulsating light. Then he saw it. It was almost how he imag-
ined heaven would be: smooth, blue, crystal clear, liquid life for all since the
beginning of time. He cried out in joy. It was so close he could almost dip his
hands in it. For him it was real: The yellow day creatively resurrected the old

water.

Class Member Compositions: The Exquisite Corpse Fleshed Out The Great
Mere Existence
by Naoto Furuta, Daito Bunka University

The animals called human beings haven’t been animals since yesterday or
this moment. The atmosphere of the dead word kept spreading and the creatures
were buried by the road of Humanism. When I went to a café, the hair asked
“What are you?” [ had coffee and walked to the station into a square. There were
leaves of grass. When I watched a leaf, I wondered “Which is being watched? 1
am melting into this landscape, or a leaf is melting in me.” The white brown suns

are gleaming honestly. I feel the serious apple shake the old rail.

Note

This wonderful example went against the guidelines. The preceeding lines to
the final sentence were meant to provide a setting for the final sentence, The
Exquisite Corpse. One is trying to make the illogical logical. This writer how-
ever, managed not only to make the final sentence a smooth non sequitur, but he
used the same grammatical pattern of The Exquisite Corpse in the second to last

sentence. If it works, always let the writer go against the rules.

Geigo & Geigo Story
Yamamura Bocho was a Catholic priest and experimental poet who wrote the
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poem “Geigo™ in 1913, predating the Surrealist movement. Sas’ translation fol-
lows:
Geigo
ABDUCTION SPONGE-CAKE
THEFT GOLDFISH
ROBBERY TRUMPET
BLACKMAIL SITAR
GAMBLING CAT
FRAUD CALICO
BRIBERY VELVET
ADULTERY APPLE
ASSAULT SKYLARK
MURDER TULIP
ABORTION SHADOW
RIOT SNOW
ARSON QUINCE
(Sas, 2001, p.19)

"To paraphrase Sas, the poem had influenced Hagiwara Sakutaro who defended
“Geigo” when critics attacked it. The idea behind this unique activity is to en-
courage peopie to think outside the common parameters of logic. It is similar to
Reverdy’s philosophy of joining unlike elements together to create something
unexpected—thercfore fresh. (In this sense, Geigo is esthetically similar to the
Exquisite Corpse.) Key vocabulary include “negative,” “random,” “discon-

2% e

nected,” “connect,” “spontaneous,” “unrelated,” and “unexpected.” Below is a
quote from a poet-scholar who brought Surrealist texts to Japan from Europe,
and was instrumental in the formation of Japanese homegrown Surrealism: < The
construction of the mechanism of pure art involves the breaking down of the
world of common associations. This breakdown is accomplished by the method
of joining two distant qualities.”— Nishiwaki Junzaburo (Hosea 1993, p.37). Geigo

is suited for English Literature majors.

Procedure

Step 1: Write Sas’ translation on the board.
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Step 2:Show that the items (nouns) on the left side are all related in the general
category of criminal acts, and note that the right side is comprised of

random nouns, which are not at all related to the left side.

Step 3:The class brainstorm general categories which are negative in nature.
Examples are natural disasters, diseases, types of chemicals or weapons,
lists of phobias and neuroses.

Step 4:Individuals list about 13 items from the category, and then to write ran-
dom nouns on the right side, these could be related to nature, types of

fruit, or other foods, animals, instruments, to mention a few.

Step 5:The next part will take some careful explaining. The participants should
have the basic Geigo skeleton, or “map” completed. Explain that the sec-
ond part also comprises of making a story in prose form. Each line of the
“Geigo,” that is, a pair of words or expressions, will appear in one sen-
tence at a time, and combined to form a prose paragraph(s) of intercon-
nected sentences. So after some background, the words “Abduction
sponge-cake” for example, will be joined together creatively in one sen-

tence. Then *theft goldfish™ are combined.

Step 6: When the members are finished, ask them to attach an original title (re-
member to capitalize first letters in first words of title), and on the follow-

ing line, to write “after Yamamura Bocho™ in italics.

Extensions

For lower level classes, or to demonstrate this abstract formalistic structure,
have the class members create a collaborative Geigo on the blackboard. Depend-
ing on the resources available, acquire the Geigo stories as seeds for multi-media
projects such as making a video visualizing the compositions, paintings, or even
photography. The individual Geigo and their respective stories, are collected under

one Cover.
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Notes

Make sure that the items listed in the category on the left side (negative) are
all tightly related, and that that group is not too broad or general of an area or
field. Have the words written on the left side first, and then the right. The Geigo
and Geigo story should each be thought of as independent pieces with separate
titles, even though the Geigo is a map to the story. If the writings are collected in
a final manuscript, the Geigo activity should preceed the story, which helps to
clarify this formalistic method.

Class Member Compositions: Geigo & Geigo Story
The Underworld
after Yamamura Bocho
by Yuji Harano, Daito Bunka University
diabolic watch
voodoo head
Jack the Ripper T-shirt
curse farm
sorcery wine
witch pen
alien tree
killer moon
hell sea
satan rock
death dog
ghost piano
hobgoblin falcon

Class Member Compositions: Geigo & Geigo Story
The Apocolypse
by Yuji Harano, Daito Bunka University

The diabolic watch ticked away the minutes. [ haven’t cut my hair since I
was five years old. So my head looks like a voodoo doll. My T-shirt was given to
me by The Ripper.
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I walk to the cursed farm. There are only animal bones. At the farm, I drank
wine of grapes crushed by sorcery. Then, a witch gave me a pen. She said “Take
care of it.” An alien stood beside a tree. He is an assassin from the moon. 1 was
fleeing his presence. I want to go to the end of the world.

I was running and running. There were many rocks resembling Satan’s face.
Then, a dog of death appeared in front of me. He pursued me. A hobgoblin on a
falcon pursued me, too. All the ghosts everywhere at once played the piano. |
was fleeing hard. Finally, I arrived at the world’s end. I saw the sea of hell, it was

huge and crimson. I muttered that I want to be healthy, because I am dead.

Fluxus Performance: Life into Art

Yoko Ono first met John Lennon at a L.ondon art gallery in the mid-1960s. If
[ recall the story correctly, Ono had an installation where the viewer had to climb
a footladder. From the installation attached to the ceiling hung a magnifiying
glass. By peering through the loupé, one could distinguish the tiny letters “YES.”
Lennon loved the concept, and went on to meet and love Ono herself.

If it were not for Fluxus, and the Gutai Art Association and anti-art *“Han-
geijutsu” predating the Fluxus movement (The Getty, 2007, online), L.ennon may
not have met Ono, and hence no “Bed-in” or “Imagine.” Art is usually meant to
shock, but Fluxus performances make us laugh.

The performances are printed in the form of scores, as in a musical score, so,
as Fluxus co-founding member Ben Patterson informed this poet, they may be
reproduced anywhere in the world by anyone, without worry of copyright. One
of the most famous books of Fluxus performances is Grapefruit, by Yoko Ono.
The text of the performance itsclf is the writing assignment, and then the perfor-
mance of the texts may be carried out for an extremely lively class experience.
The online Fluxus Performance Workbook is an excellent source of exhibitions.
The instructor, now performer or conductor, begins the class by acting out Fluxus
solo spectacles wordlessly, and then the instructor-conductor organizes class per-
formances. These shows are meant also to provoke the audience to participate in

the performances, rather than sit passively. This activity is open to all levels of

2% ¢ 99 Ce

ability. Possible vocabulary; “engage,” “react,” “humor,” “refresh,” “anti-art,”

27 ¢ k1Y ER 1Y

“art into life,” “process,” *“commands,” “musical score” and for contrast, *ordi-
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nary.” Key quote: “This international avant-garde group was one of the few Euro-

American art movements to incorporate numerous Japanese artists.” (The Getty,
2007, online)

Sampler of Fluxus Solo and Class Performances
Micro 1
Takehisa Kosugi
Wrap a live microphone with a very large sheet of paper. Make a tight
bundle. Keep the microphone live for another five minutes.
Date Unkown (Friedman, Smith & Sawchyn, 2002, p.40)
For a Drummer (for Eric)
by George Brecht
Drum on something you have never drummed on before.
Drum with something you have never drummed with before.
1966 (Friedman, Smith & Sawchyn, 2002, p.19)
Wall Piece for Orchestra to Yoko Ono
by Yoko Ono
Hit a wall with your head.
1962 (Friedlman, Smith & Sawchyn, 2002, p.45)
Sanitas No. 35
by Tomas Shmit
Blank sheets are handed to the audience without any explanations. 5 min-
utes waiting.
Date Unknown
(Friedman, Smith & Sawchyn, 2002, p.48)
Concerto #3
by Robert Bozzi
On signal from the conductor, each section of the orchestra performs one
of the following actions in unison:
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* turn heads from side to side

* stand up or sit down

* open or close mouths

* turn around

* move arms and legs

* blow noses

* look at watches

* scratch in various spots.

1966 (Friedman, Smith & Sawchyn, 2002, p.19)

Constellation No. 6

by Dick Higgins

To conduct the first movement of this piece, instruct audience members
to make any vocal sound within the semi-circle you define with your arm.
For the second movement, the audience simultaneously repeats the sound

at your signal. (Ross & Mignon, 2004)

Whoop Event (for Eric)

by Ken Friedman

Everyone runs in a large circle, accompanied by a strong rhythm. On
every beat, all whoop or yell in unison. May also jump or raise arms to
mark time.

1964 (Friedman, Smith & Sawchyn, 2002, p.21)

Piece for Any Number of Vocalists

by Allison Knowles

Each thinks beforehand of a song, and, on a signal from the conductor,
sings it through.

1962 (Friedman, Smith & Sawchyn, 2002, p.37)

Procedure
Step 1 Audience members simply write their original performances.

Step 2:Members conduct their own texts or scores; the learning resource
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may join as participant,

Extensions

Suggest the member-artists perform their pieces for a colleague’s class. Film
them. Class mates do further research into other related forms such as the Flux
Kit, to create their own objet. Fluxus performances and gallery exhibitions are
held on Bunkasai, Culture Festival.

Note

Stress that the writers compose their texts to be universally applicable, so the
texts are not be limited by references to specific language (for example Japanese
expressions) and first or specific persons. A discussion may be held or a survey
given to the audience who describe their reactions to each performance. The
leader of the class should encourage the writers to use the whole campus as their
whimsy follows. This activity could be held over two to three classes. It is liber-
ating.

Class Member Compositions: Fluxus, Life into Art
Say Hi!
by Mai Komatsubara, Daito Bunka University

The performers stand alongside the road in a straight line, facing the same
direction. When a passerby walks down the road, each performer says “Hi!” as
the person passes them by in turn. 2008
Class Member Compositions: Fluxus, Life into Art
Pretend to Die
by Hiromi Aoki, Daito Bunka University

When the conductor claps her or his hands, the members of the audience
dramatically pretend to die. When the conductor claps their hands again, the

members come back to life, in any manner they prefer. 2008

Class Member Compositions: Fluxus, Life into Art
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Stapler
by Naoko Iwasawa, Daito Bunka University
Take a stapler. Staple the air until all the staples fall out. 2008
Class Member Compositions: Fluxus, Life into Art
Board Eraser
by Kanae Shiraishi, Daito Bunka University
Prepare a blackboard eraser that has been used many times and a blackboard
which is very clean. Freely hit the blackboard with the board eraser three times.
2008
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