











OCEAN CROSSING: NANCY CUNARD  


a Web-Specific work by Christy Sheffield Sanford





After my introduction, I will show pages and read excerpts from a World Wide project entitled “Ocean Crossing: Nancy Cunard.”  The piece is heuristic in that there is a Nancy Cunard lifetime to discover.  She lived, wrote, published and died.  The piece is emergent in that I didn’t know the theme would involve civil rights and that I would follow Nancy’s life and character through her bracelets.  I didn’t know I would discover information about my own ancestors.





I have always been interested in the consternation of category and in this piece, I often tried to let the image govern the text and the text govern the image.  I want the person who comes to the work not to know whether the primary focus is art or writing. 





The discovery process led me to the Harlem Renaissance, The Spanish Civil War and the poetry of Nancy Cunard.  Excellent Web sites related to these subjects and others were linked within the “Ocean Crossing” piece.  Less complex but good quality sites—Cunard Ocean Liner and African jewelry—were also included.  The reader is taken into associated topics that broaden the perspective not just about Nancy Cunard but also the period, the education process and the power of the Web.  Linking to sites outside my own has presented interesting archival problems.  What one sees now is not necessarily what originally went up on the Web.  For instance, the Harlem Renaissance site is new; the old one moved and left no forwarding address!





“Ocean Crossing,” an essay-poem, questions the concept of biography—the form of the genre and how a person is remembered. The mythic quality of Nancy Cunard as mid-20th century literary force was well-known to me. I've been curious about how and why mythic status is created.  The piece begins with pre/misconceptions I had about Nancy Cunard and explores them.  This is dangerous in that careless readers skipping the introduction might assume every word they read is true.  Earlier I did a similar heuristic exploration involving selected lines from Willa Cather’s My Antonia and one about Josephine Baker that follows her eyes throughout her life. “Ocean Crossing” tracks Nancy Cunard through her ivory bracelets, charged on many levels, at times, with irony.  I chose the bracelets because many of her colleagues and fgvgggriends mentioned them in a book called Nancy Cunard: Brave Poet, Indomitable Rebel 1896-1965.  (Hugh Ford editor, Chilton Book Co., Philadelphia, 1968.)





I expanded the biographical approach to include autobiographical material, related to jewelry and armoring—�a subject that repeatedly surfaced as I read about Nancy Cunard. The use of an object to follow a life is an interesting idea. A similar method of stirring fresh associations was realized by Roland Barthes in his abecedaria treatment of his own life (Roland Barthes, Farrar, Straus and Giroux., Inc., New York, 1977.). The linear quality that naturally attends a lifeline was destroyed in the process. Authorial inclusion/intrusion has many historical antecedents. The increase of this tendency in the last half of this century can be attributed to many ideas, not the least of which is what I call "The Participatory Age."  





An extensive collection of Nancy Cunard's poetry, letters and Hours Press publications are housed at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center in Austin, Texas. 








	EXCERPTS FROM NANCY CUNARD: OCEAN CROSSING





n a n c y   c u n a r d in a flame-stitch of  water I had heard of her. I created an animation for another work. The images were my favorite but didn't fit the piece. I had called the series Ocean Crossing. The animation was developed for a section in which the heroine and her love cross the ocean. She shocked the world. I had used a black woman discus thrower but the picture was morphed and unintelligible. Nancy Cunard covered the Spanish Civil War.  Chunks of pink crystal with gold dribbles-hanging from her ear lobes. Her work on behalf of Negro rights. It looks like veins of a leg but vaguely like part of a breast, with the sucker of some kind of sea-life attached. Water, visible in sprays, in froth, spreads over the frame. One side is black and white. The other color. Suggestive but nothing you could pin down. I woke up and decided on a subtitle: Nancy Cunard. The lovers, dressed as fawns, were drunk on the lawn.  Olive green. I had heard of her.  Perhaps it was just the name of the liner that inspired me. She shocked the world. Could be the same family. I'm researching her. She was wealthy, a poet, not represented in women's anthologies or new anthologies honoring poets of the 30's-40's. She had a press called Hours.  She fell in love with a black musician. Was he a saxophone player? She traveled across the sea in many ways. She was English, lived a wild avant-garde life in Paris. Threw costume parties at her luxurious home. To ravage her. Where are those poems? Her papers are in Austin at U.T.  I woke up and decided on a subtitle:  Nancy Cunard.  Another waste land, I read she wanted to create one. She shocked the world. Anaïs Nin saw her printing Spanish Civil War pamphlets, remarked on her cadaverous state—olive green, her large-scale jewelry, her work on behalf of Negro rights. Nancy was a journalist. Where is the poetry?   Slid into the ocean. In Austin. Frothed over.  How well the image fits my idea of  Nancy Cunard. Except for the missing jewelry, the large uncut stone of amethyst, the barbaric coins and the missing poetry. And then there's a frame of a flame stitching water. She traveled across the ocean to Harlem, where she lived. Olive green. An amethyst existence. A cadaverous state.  Remarkable.  Luxurious. No anthologies. Was it so terrible or was she really so good, she was terrible. She shocked the world.  Wasted, decadent, printer, journalist, befriender of blacks and artists and, they say, a poet. Died at 69.








EXCERPTS FROM NANCY’S POETRY





A thought outgrows a brain


Open the doors the skeleton must pass


into the night





If ever we go to heaven in a troop


The tower must be our ladder





Sons of Romulus, Wotan, is the mark


     worth the bomb


What was in it? Salt and a half pint of olive.





 *Lines are respectively from three Cunard poems: "Visions Experienced by the  Bards of the Middle Ages," an ongoing anti-war poem, "To the Eiffel Tower Restaurant" and "To Eat Today" on the Spanish Civil War.








	HELLCAT





Nancy was a hellcat with 402 ivory bracelets. Her mother was Lady Emerald. Her father-the shipping magnate of The Cunard lines-was probably not her biological father! George Moore was.





Passionately anti-fascist, self-described left-wing anarchist, she wrote articles and pamphlets opposing/exposing Franco's government during the The Spanish Civil War.





She fell in love with a black piano player, Henry Crowder; due to this relationship was disinherited. "Honey, the love we did have."  During The Harlem Renaissance, she published an anthology of work by and about Blacks called Negro.





The bracelets: armor/amour. When you're skinny, you need maile protection.  Skinny, blonde with ice blue/emerald green eyes, depending on documenter.  Blue, green, blue. Emerald?








THE DISARMING PERSONALITY





Lying on a massage table, having energy therapy, I was speaking of how as an intellectual, my brain was stronger than my heart. "I use my brain more often than my heart," I said. Then, as she was massaging my chest I had the sensation an armored vest was being removed.








LES CHAUVE-SOURIS





The moon surrounded by a lake of light.  Yellow moon, low and full and the bats,


thousands of them leaving their expensive house at sunset. Dipping low, close to our heads, always the fear of guano, as they stream toward Lake Alice and the moon. Les chauve-souris, the bald mice, ravenous for insects. What of those wings occasionally popping in our ears as they almost fly into us. They are not perfect.





Driving south from Atlanta on I75, watching a full ghost moon moving in my field of vision from left to right, slowly resolving into a huge round of pale gold.














"SKINNING | KO"





On the way home, I had stopped in Macon where a friend introduced me to the I Ching. Throwing pennies, I concentrated on heads; mostly heads came up. 





Question: how to bring critical attention to my work without anger or groveling or going batty like Francis Farmer? Answer: Skinning.





"This hexagram describes your situation in terms of stripping away a protective cover.  It emphasizes that radically changing and renewing the way you present yourself is the adequate way to handle it. To be in accord with the time, you are told to: skin!





Image of the Situation: Skinning: before-zenith sun, thereupon conforming.  Spring Growing Harvesting Trial.  Repenting extinguished.





Associated Contexts Skin, KO: take off the covering, skin or hide: change, renew, molt; remove, peel off; revolt, overthrow, degrade from office; leather armor, protection."*





On Fay's table again. This time with images of removing gray matter from my heart.  Taking the brain out of  heart so I can see. Gold rain entering the heart.  I had just returned from Atlanta where I’d had a small basal cell carcinoma removed from the side of my nose. The doctor had recommended a peel.  Another level: A friend who works at a club in Atlanta where the strippers are of all shapes, sizes, ages wants me to come and learn how to strip. I had begun  to think of stripping.





*Translated by Stephen Karcher and Rudolf Ritsema, Barnes and Noble, NY, NY, 1994. 





  


	BRACELET WAR STORY I





Nazi looters strewing her bracelets in the fields of France.  Farmers of Veron picking them up, giving them back to her after the war.











BRACELET WAR STORY II    WE'RE ON OUR WAY TO SOMEWHERE





Sir Bache Cunard, dexterous craftsman, carving swans from silver and coconuts. His daughter became a saint. Banana yellow. Described in Spain as a willowy archangel bringing milk and bread, sweets for the children.  Nancy became banana yellow. Her bracelets, taken by the Germans or the French, were never returned. B a N a n A Y e l l oW      








SUDDEN ELEVATION





Racism#pride: In a performance-lecture, Adrian Piper stated some sociologists estimate over 90% of the people in the U.S. have black blood. Having a scant knowledge of genetics and being blond, I was shocked. Such a delightful prospect had never occurred to me. My French relatives, the ones I'd romanticized, obsessed over, were farmers and merchants. They couldn't have held slaves.





Colonialism#adventure: Should I search for my jewels that sank into the sea as the French branch of my family scrambled to escape the great uprising and fire on St. Thomas. What were they doing in 1805 with three ships in Santo Domingo. Two ships lost in the Caribbean. My surviving relatives formed a circus in Charleston.








THE TIMES WE DID DANCE       INCANDESCENT & ADVANCED





 "I don't know anyone to send condolences to-except ourselves—she was a wonderful woman...." Langston Hughes.  Nancy walking into a desert in Aragon photographing a dead daughter, the mother providing salty ham...Corbière red wine.  Beautiful poetry: surprise even shock, spareness, passion. Her mother was from Virginia. She sent her daughter an emerald bracelet.  Nancy threw it against a wall; later attempting to sell....





Lady Astor to Lady Emerald, "Well, Maude, what is it with Nancy now? Is it dope? Or gin? Or niggers?" Maude took the name of the gem she loved best. She gave her daughter paste. "Honey, what love we did have"...published Henry-Music for her lover Henry Crowder. Cover photo by Man Ray of Henry flanked by ivory bracelets....her real father George Moore, in his seventies, pleaded to see her naked...clothes falling away in a heap. Later he wrote of her back—beautiful like that of a weasel. 








	HENRY’S CAR





Henry had a small, dark blue car with scarlet interior. We called it "the bullet," and we drove it very fast all over southern France.





Remember me as a Redhead and Black, a Daughter of Wolfman Jack and Josephine Baker. Are you Naked Tonight?


