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Figure 13: Plate 38, Zeche Waltrop, Ruhrgebiet, D 1982. Photograph by Bernd and Hilla Becher from the book 

Industrial Façades 1982. Courtesy of MIT Press, Schirmer/Mosel Verlag. 

 

 

Nowak’s fragmentary lines, which conclude poem “38.,” echo this description and offer further 

analysis:  

       Separate in/to 

     two tracks two doors 

        doesn’t America “Land 

 

     of the Free…” 

    know this two from history (14) 

 

Nowak’s description of the building likewise concentrates on the “separate” tracks and doors, 

though the poem’s final lines pose a question about America’s knowledge and memory. This 

question wonders if American knows “this two” from its past. The ambiguous pronoun “this” 

does not have a clear antecedent within the space of this fragmentary poem; however, when 

considered alongside the prose portion of poem “38.,” particularly Nunley’s testimony, we can 

deduce that the memory inscribed in this poem alludes to America’s painful past of dividing its 

populace by race. Nowak’s use of the word “two” following “this” creates a homophone: “two” 

may refer to the two “tracks” in the photo, which metaphorically reference the division between 
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Black and white workers, as well as the division between the working and capitalist classes. 

When read aloud, though, “two” sounds like “too,” meaning “also,” suggesting that the speaker 

wonders if America, when narrativizing its history, remembers and reflects upon the racial and 

class divisions that have characterized the United States for hundreds of years. The juxtaposition 

of prose/worker testimony and lyric/ekphrastic expression ultimately “bridge[s]…personal 

and…public” information, “filtering” what it needs to “cement” and frame certain memories so 

as to be instructive (Barbetti 9). Nowak’s frame work is thus inherently political, as the re-

figuring of information unsettles readers from their romantic views of factory work and the 

“American Dream.” He demands that we consider “which bit of the totality is available, visible, 

in focus” and “whose interests are being served by the framing of social reality” (Hugill), both in 

the poem and, more importantly, in common narratives about American history with which we 

might be more familiar. 

 Poem “160.” extends Nowak’s critique of America’s racial and class divisions and the 

stories—or lack thereof—that we tell about these divisions. Formally, this poem stands out from 

the others in “$00/Line/Steel/Train”; its visually striking line breaks, typographical emphasis, 

and use of footnotes generate a poetic climax and crystallization of themes within the sequence 

overall (see figure 14): 
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Figure 14: Nowak, Mark. Scan of Page 21 of Mark Nowak’s Shut Up Shut Down. 2004. Shut Up Shut Down, by 

Mark Nowak, Coffee House P, 2004, p. 21. 

 

 

 

The opening lines in boldface again offer testimony by a steel mill worker who reflects upon a 

factory strike, apparently led by black mill workers. Reminiscent of Nunley’s testimony in poem 

“38.,” the source reveals that workers were “tired of never getting promoted, and they were 

tired of being treated like dogs by…White…foremen” (21). The line breaks surrounding this 

sentence’s concluding phrase highlight the words, “dogs,” “White,” and “foremen”; thus, while 

the linear sentence clarifies that the foremen’s treatment of the workers was inexcusable, the line 

breaks create a visual rhetorical effect in which the White foremen are name-called “dogs.” In a 

poem that depicts and reflects upon race and class divisions, this wordplay calls to mind the 

verbal irony at work in “the dozens,” a game of whit and insults prevalent in African American 

literature and music. While Black millworkers were treated “like dogs,” Nowak, in his staging of 
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information and words on the page, subtly shifts the insult: the racist foremen are the real “dogs.” 

The form of the poem thus performs two scenes at once, whereby the linear, grammatical scene 

linguistically masks the coded “playing of the dozens.” Only readers open to Nowak’s invitation 

to listen and to see will be able to catch this game of verbal whit, and he invites his readers to 

participate in such criticism as they read the poem, which offers a sort of formal solidarity with 

Black millworkers who were marginalized within their work communities. Too, since Nowak 

invites us to be open to his exposé, he expects that his readers will also work to discover their 

own solidarity actions, beyond his textual solidarity. 

Immediately below the bold lines rests a series of quips, what Piers Hugill refers to as 

“sloganeering and teasingly lyrical commentary” in his 2005 Jacket 2 review of Shut Up Shut 

Down. These slogans, which we might imagine on motivational posters hung around a 

workplace, demand that employees “Get [to their] work” and “get working (together) again” 

(Nowak, SUSD 21). As if erasing all tension and disagreements between the workers, the slogans 

offer directives or mandates to inform the workers of their employer’s desired outcomes. But 

these quips also offer states of being or states of mind, not just sloganeering: once employees 

“get work,” they “get (worked) over” (21), a colloquialism referring to working someone so 

hard that they are beat into submission. As this line further suggests, though, this state of 

exploitation also “get[s] employees worked up” so that they choose to “get working (together) 

again” (21). These lines thus suggest that the factory offers an educative experience: in 

repeatedly getting worked over (“they were tired of never being promoted, tired of being treated / 

like dogs”), employees learn who profits from their labor, and who profits from the racial 

divisions within the workplace. As Hugill clarifies, Nowak “attempt[s] to make the dialectical 

struggle between interrelated yet opposing (or apparently opposing) interests (between boss and 
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worker, black and white employees, the employed and the unemployed) apparent, shedding light 

on where class interests really lie.” The walkout thus represents possibility: for better working 

conditions, for job and class advancement, and for solidarity among Black and white workers. 

 Nowak conveys this hope through the ekphrastic lines that conclude poem “160.” 

Referencing another Becher photo, the lines read: 

       Because the photo 

     shows [Where] 

        stairs [might] mean 

 

      

     the door the next flight up’s 

    open* 

 

These lines describe the left edge of the photo, which “shows…stairs” that lead to the “next 

flight up” (see figure 15):  

 
 

Figure 15: Plate 160, Mines de Jarny, Lorraine, F 1985. Photograph by Bernd and Hilla Becher from the book 

Industrial Façades 1982. Courtesy of MIT Press, Schirmer/Mosel Verlag. 

 

 

However, the purpose of these ekphrastic lines is not merely to describe or represent one corner 

of a photo; rather, this poem writes through the scene in the photograph to reflect upon the 
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symbolic potential of the staircase. The speaker suggests that these stairs might lead to an open 

door, which further represents the potential for better working conditions, stable income, a raise, 

even a promotion. In the Becher photograph we likewise view the top of the factory, which 

features circular brickwork with metal cross-shaped beams in the foreground. Nowak’s line, 

combined with the photograph’s staircase that possibly leads to open doors and a kind of visual 

salvation, offers hope to workers, the suggestion that a better future lies ahead. 

 However, the salvific potential offered in these lines is tempered by the parenthetical 

qualifier “might” and an asterisk that leads our eyes—as well as our hope—downward. Nowak 

reminds us at the bottom of the page that “the factory’s long since closed” (21). This footnote 

clarifies that the word “might” does not suggest possibility; instead, “might” refers to a false 

hope of upward mobility since, in the end, industrial factories across the United States and 

Europe have shut up their doors. Even if “the door the next flight up” were open, no workers are 

present to ascend the staircase to pass through it. The tone of Nowak’s ekphrastic engagement in 

poem 160. is thus both inquisitive and critical, reflecting the anger and despair that run so deeply 

in working-class communities that have been decimated by capitalism, its need for racial 

division, and the current rates of unemployment, particularly in industrial cities and towns. 

 Any measure of hope offered in poem 160. or the corresponding Becher photograph is 

likewise mitigated by the form of the conclusion to each poem in “$00/Line/Steel/Train.” Nowak 

has claimed that the fragmentary lines that follow the prose portions formally resemble the 

“effects of neoliberalism and globalization on the manufacturing sector in the States” (Davidson 

746). In his visually staggering, broken, and non-linear poetic lines, Nowak attempts to “capture 

that fracturing, that collapse, that disintegration of industry and community and self that [he] had 

been a witness to in…the ‘rust belt’” (Davidson 746). Paula Rabinowitz elaborates upon the 



 
 

 157 

form of these ekphrastic fragments, suggesting that Nowak “locates collapse on the bottom of the 

page, within the poem’s text” (49).  

 While Nowak’s intention may have been to visually convey post-industrial collapse and rust 

belt recession, the act of ekphrastically conveying such disintegration actually offers a solution to 

the alienation and fragmentation experienced under capitalism. Rabinowitz gestures toward this 

idea in the final sentences of “‘Between the outhouse and the garbage dump’”; she notes: 

Depressed under the stanza’s horizon, however, lies another space of reverie, of pain and 

play, visible to the page reader but otherwise inaudible. This is the poem’s edge—another 

kind of outhouse, another dumping ground, with the potential for free play, crossing 

borders and mocking through reappropriation…[Shut Up Shut Down] offers materials for 

instruction, not yet collapsed. (49) 

These “materials for instruction” refer in part to the primary artistic/affective strategy at work in 

the opening section of Nowak’s volume: ekphrasis. The ekphrastic engagements in 

“$00/Line/Steel/Train” invite readers to make connections across time and space, to reflect upon 

the closing of industrial factories throughout Europe and the United States. At the poem’s edge, 

especially in the white space that frames the poems on the page, readers are invited to participate 

in the free play of meaning-making so they might uncover the causal relationship between the 

outsourcing of labor, unemployment, racism, and a global economic system. This visible white 

space is, contrary to Rabinowitz’s claim, audible as well: the almost ethereal fragments invite 

additional pause, breath, and reflection, as they provide even more space for reverie: readers can 

truly get lost in the swerves generated by the white space that literally surrounds each word and 

punctuation mark in these ekphrastic glimpses into labor’s history and present. Forced to 

navigate this white space, readers must again make connections between seemingly disparate 
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words and phrases or between words that play upon each other in surprising ways.  Nowak’s 

ekphrastic strategies and the critical and affective work they inspire provide a discursive form of 

anti-capitalist resistance that demands feeling, connection, empathy, and reflection—all of which 

work to counter the alienating effects of capitalism. Too, his ekphrastic work in 

“$00/Line/Steel/Train” collapses the boundaries between his readers and poetic/photographic 

subjects. In doing so, Nowak’s poems reanimate the relationship between audience and subject 

as they provide space for stories to be heard and, more importantly, experienced as part of a 

forming and formative collective, one that is grounded upon a willingness to listen. 

 

  



 
 

 159 

Part 2: 

 

Archiving Violence and Abuse in Shut Up Shut Down 
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Another set of instructional materials that contribute to this forming collective is comprised 

of textual sources—in particular, the nonfictional accounts of plant closings and the testimony 

offered by workers who were directly impacted by unemployment and the racist practices 

embedded within the steel industry. This first section of Shut Up Shut Down, like the volume 

overall, thus functions as an archive of American labor history. As Hal Foster notes in “An 

Archival Impulse,” the archival artist “seek(s) to make historical information, often lost or 

displaced, physically present” by locating and assembling “obscure [sources] in a gesture of 

alternative knowledge” (3-4). In his study on Kenneth Goldsmith and Mark Nowak, Michael 

Leong claims that “such notions of displacement and obscurity [are] crucial to Nowak’s… 

project: the title of his book, Shut Up Shut Down, suggests that the imperiled workers he 

advocates are being ‘shut up’ by corporate and political interests as their livelihoods are being 

‘shut down’” (para. 5). In his volume, Nowak seeks to upend the mainstream body of knowledge 

about labor history, as he highlights worker experiences that have been filed away in a folder 

long forgotten—in an archive “out of public consciousness” (Leong, para. 5; emphasis added). 

Leong clarifies that Nowak’s archival process “involves a re-situating of neglected information 

from the lower hierarchies of social memory into a counter-archive of alternative knowledge” 

(para. 5). In doing so, Nowak’s volume documents a collection of stories and memories, 

particularly about race and class relations within the steel industry, that would otherwise be 

archived in a file to which few people would have access. 

 

Archival Work and Indirection: An Investigation into the Murder of Vincent Chin 

Perhaps the starkest example of the complex and often violent intersection between race, 

gender, and class in Shut Up Shut Down is offered by Nowak’s poetic sequence, “June 19, 
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1982.” This third section of the volume chronicles yet another effect of unemployment: 

ethnocentrism and fears of “foreign” workers “stealing” American jobs. Similar to 

“$00/Line/Steel/Train,” this third sequence interweaves elements of several documents; 

however, rather than ekphrastically contemplate unseen photographs in “June 19, 1982,” this 

sequence more directly reflects upon the psychological and social effects of unemployment as it 

reproduces original photographs of Detroit, Michigan taken by Nowak. In twelve parts, Nowak 

crafts documentary poems that first offer excerpts from Raymond Williams’s Keywords: A 

Vocabulary of Culture and Society. In these quoted passages, Nowak (via Williams) explores—

and invites readers to explore—the cultural history of labor-specific words, such as “unemploy” 

and “idle.” In doing so, these excerpts expose the ideological weight and effects of language. The 

second segment of the poems found in “June 19, 1982” includes testimony by workers. As 

Nowak clarifies on the Works Cited page to the poetic sequence, this testimony comes verbatim 

from Shutdown at Youngstown: Public Policy for Mass Unemployment, which used the 1977 

steel mill closings in Youngstown, Ohio as a case study to analyze and define the impact of 

unemployment on the mill town families and former workers. As such, these narratives, which 

read like confessionals or excerpts from talk therapy sessions, recount workers’ suffering due to 

plant closings. The third and final portion of these segments samples information from the 1987 

award-winning documentary Who Killed Vincent Chin? Thus, this third portion provides a 

“documentary of a documentary” in which phrases, ideas, and reflective commentary are 

dramatically remixed to stage a series of lines that climax into the murder of Chinese American 

engineer Vincent Chin.  

Poem 7. offers an illustrative example of how this constellation of voices and documents 

works throughout “June 19, 1982.” Poem 7. begins with excerpts from Raymond Williams’s 
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discussion of the words “employ” and “unemploy,” noting that, by the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, these words were understood by the general public as referring to a “social 

condition,” rather than merely a defined state of being, particularly with the rise and 

advancement of industrial labor. After Williams’s passage notes how commonplace these words 

have been for over a century, Nowak quotes in bold the feelings of an unemployed mill worker 

from Youngstown: 

I’m having difficulty in starting to do things. I seem to have given up. I’ve stopped 

trying because all that I do seems to end in failure. I feel as though I am paralyzed. 

It is as though I feel numb all over. (77)  

The placement of this testimony immediately after Williams’s reflection suggests that the 

feelings of inadequacy and depression that stem from joblessness are also centuries-old, even if a 

scientific study of the psychological and sociological effects of unemployment had not been 

completed until the 1980s. By juxtaposing these materials, Nowak invites readers to make 

connections between job-loss throughout the centuries and to consider the ultimate cause of the 

emotional devastation that stems from unemployment. 

Speaking more generally about “June 19, 1982,” the bold testimonies confess that the 

unemployed workers feel betrayed by everything that surrounds them, including their families. 

One worker does not “trust certain members of [his] family” (83), while another man admits 

that he has a “strong desire to leave [his] home/family” and “feel[s] hate toward members of 

[his] family” (73). Burdened with the reality that they can no longer financially support their 

families, these men are overwhelmed by their anger and frustration, but displace such aggression 

onto individuals who have little or nothing to do with their unemployment. As such, they are 

alienated from their loved ones, and their actions—“I drink to forget my troubles…I drink to 
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ease the pain…I must take drugs in order to feel good” (65, 71)—further alienate them from 

the root cause of their pain: an economic system that cares little about their well-being. 

Ultimately, the workers feel impotent, without agency, and voiceless, as they are alienated from 

their families, from each other, and from themselves.  

Nowak’s staging of documents highlights how capitalism’s need for labor (or not) 

contributes to such alienation and the long-term consequences of it. In the remaining segment of 

poem 7., for example, Nowak splices words and phrases into two-line clusters that suggest the 

unemployed workers—disempowered and desperate for connection—retreat into a strip club to 

temporarily assuage their pain and to assert their masculinity: 

All Sexy Come 

Nude Show See 

 

service industries 

basement laundries 

 

“…service them 

either by giving them 

 

a lap dance 

or a hand job…” 

 

unemployment: 17% 

laid pink slips off 

 

hunger emergency  

human commodities 

 

The dead bolts 

The Master Locks 

 

discounted rocks 

the windows (77) 

 

Emblematic of a spectacle society, the social relationship between workers (unemployed factory 

workers and nightclub dancers) is mediated by ideas or images of what/who “men” and 
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“women” should be. Dancers are directed to “‘service [customers] / either by giving them / a lap 

dance / or a hand job’” (Nowak 77), and the male patrons have likely come to expect such 

“services” as a part of a normal relationship with the dancers. This exigent “hunger” for 

connection, however, has reduced women to “human commodities” (77); as such, this 

relationship more closely resembles a mechanized form of exchange where no meaningful 

connection is made. The intimate setting is reified, and the workers remain alienated from real 

human connection. Importantly, the focal point of this poem, as Michael Davison notes, is a 

“reference to an unemployment rate of 17%,” which is then “flanked by allusions to pink slips, 

strip club signage, factory lockouts, and sex work” (748). Echoing Williams’s claim at the 

beginning of poem 7., Davidson rightly concludes that “[u]nemployment ceases to be a story of 

personal loss (or lack of initiative) and more of a social process that affects everyone” (748), 

men and women, within a collapsed industrial community. 

But the staging of photographs within “June 19, 1982” also suggests that the social process of 

unemployment resonates with workers across time and space. Juxtaposed against poem 7. is an 

original photograph taken by Nowak (see figure 16): 
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Figure 16: Nowak, Mark. Photograph of Building with Broken Windows and “Detroit 2002.” 2004. Shut Up Shut 

Down, by Mark Nowak, Coffee House P, 2004, p. 76. 

 

Like nearly all photos in this sequence, readers view a façade of a now-abandoned building, and 

this particular image is characterized by a bolted and barred metal door, broken windows, and 

overgrown weeds. Graffitied on the concrete, as if memorializing this empty, dilapidated 

structure’s moment in time, is the tag, “Detroit 2002,” which grounds readers in another city and 

state along the Rust Belt region. As such, Nowak’s documentary project reminds us that factory 

closings and the insidious effects of unemployment have extended beyond Youngstown, and into 

the twenty-first century. 

This image also prepares readers to approach the final segment of poem 7., which mixes 

quotations from the documentary Who Killed Vincent Chin? with Nowak’s own ekphrastic 

reflections upon the photographs that precede the poems. Without the photo or reference list at 

the end of “June 19, 1982,” the “pink slips” mentioned in the poem might only seem to refer to 

garments worn by night club dancers and the lay-off slips delivered to the Youngstown workers 

whose testimony we have been reading. However, Nowak’s photo selection and his list of 



 
 

 166 

sources on his Works Cited page suggest that the pink slips likewise allude to the lay-offs of 

Detroit-based auto workers who were at the center of Vincent Chin’s murder in 1982. Gavin 

Goodwin affirms that “June 19, 1982” “interrogates how certain economic contexts provided 

fertile social and psychological grounds for such destructive emotions and lethally violent 

behavior to emerge” (112), as in the murder of Chin. Davidson further clarifies this economic 

context noting that, in 1982, Chin: 

…had been attending his bachelor party at a local strip club when he got into an 

altercation with two men who mistook Chin – who is Chinese-American – for Japanese: 

“It’s because of you little motherfuckers that we’re out of work,” witnesses remember 

them saying. Chin…was later accosted in front of a fast food restaurant, where the two 

men beat him with a baseball bat. He died of his wounds four days later. (747) 

Like many of the 5,000 Youngstown workers who suffered from auto plant closings in the late 

1970s, these Detroit-based auto workers misdirected their anger and frustration, “killing…an 

Asian-American man over the presumed loss of US jobs to Japanese companies” (747). 

Since it is preceded by Williams’s excerpts and the Youngstown workers’ testimony, 

however, Nowak’s poem invites readers to consider if Chin’s murder, while racially motivated, 

ultimately stems from a larger, more sinister system that thrives on the divisions between 

workers. The bottom “frame” that surrounds Nowak’s poetic retelling of Chin’s murder in poem 

7. features four ekphrastic lines, which seem to hold capitalism and its agents accountable for 

workers’ suffering. These final lines begin by referencing the photograph on the previous page, 

which is visible to readers as they scan the poem. Nowak calls our attention to “the dead bolts” 

on the right side of the image to remind readers that this once-thriving center of industrial work 

has been completely “shut up” now that the factory has been “shut down.” Again reminding 
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readers that factory-closings are ubiquitous across time and geographical area, he references 

“Master Locks,” a company that claims on its website to be the “largest global manufacturer and 

marketer of padlocks” since 1921 and boasts of its “shackles [that] are manufactured with 

materials that withstand harsh environments…and provide the required strength to stand up to 

considerable force.” The company prides itself in its global mission to help owners keep certain 

people inside or outside of buildings, and of course the “Master” ultimately chooses who will 

receive a space inside the factory. Too, the names of the component parts of the company’s 

primary product, as well as the general description of the product, elicit images of division, 

servitude, and criminality: “locks,” “shackles,” “harsh environments,” “force.” Since the overall 

poem draws connections between the victimization of unemployed workers and Vincent Chin, 

Nowak’s ekphrastic engagement ultimately indicts the system, the “Master,” that produces the 

need for such equipment to keep people in or out, shut up or shut down. The anger of the 

unemployed auto (and mill) workers, visually represented in the photograph by the windows 

which have been shattered by thrown rocks, is largely “discounted” by the overall system. In the 

end, the capitalist Master cares little about adult entertainment dancers, the unemployed steel 

mill and auto workers, and the murdered engineer, Vincent Chin. The racial and gendered 

divisions between workers—constructed by the Master to alienate workers from each other—are 

thus part of the capitalist system’s overarching strategy to move its businesses forward regardless 

of the collateral damage inflicted along the way. 

Nowak’s redirected language, his carefully remixed excerpts from multiple sources, requires 

his audience to think critically about the ways in which capitalism and pervasive unemployment 

form workers’ identities and inform their decisions. Importantly, Nowak engages in this 

didacticism indirectly, without being prescriptive. Bill Nichols’s commentary on the 
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documentary Who Killed Vincent Chin? could—barring a few minor edits—accurately describe 

Nowak’s nonprescriptive documentary praxis. Nichols notes that the documentary film upon 

which “June 19, 1982” is based “begins with an embedded, implicit explanation of what caused a 

specific murder” (Nichols, “Historical…” 61); however, like Nowak’s volume, this explanation 

is “built from a welter of fragments, a panoply of images and voices drawn from a wide range of 

sources…There is no voice-over to orient us” (61). Like this documentary film, Shut Up Shut 

Down offers various perspectives on and insight into unemployment via fragments of carefully 

placed information with no editorial remarks. No “voice-of-God” narrator guides readers; 

instead, Nowak stages an experience that takes readers on an emotional and intellectual journey, 

trusting our ability and desire to explore the narrative frames of unemployment, community 

violence, and mental health crises. Just as Who Killed Vincent Chin? searches for an “historical 

frame greater than a strict sequence of events with their presumably inexorable causality” 

(Nichols, “Historical…” 62), Nowak’s praxis acknowledges workers’ suffering under capitalism 

without falling into the fatalist trap of assuming that xenophobia and racial violence are 

inevitable in working-class communities. He does this in part by staging his materials so readers 

identify both with the unemployed workers and with Vincent Chin. The volume implicitly asks 

the revolutionary question, “Which side are you on?,” which has been a rallying cry for union 

workers since Florence Reece popularized it in song lyrics in the 1930s. After reflecting upon 

“June 19, 1982,” readers are likely inspired to be on the side of the working class, which includes 

the unemployed auto and steel mill workers whose confessional testimony is highlighted on 

nearly every page of the sequence. But taking this side, from Nowak’s perspective, means that 

we must also commit ourselves to an anti-racist, anti-xenophobic struggle so that artificial 

divisions between working people are no longer barriers to class unity. Readers of Nowak’s 
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volume are invited—encouraged, even—to indict the overall system that profits from the 

extensive suffering of workers. 
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Part 3: 

 

Polyphonic Testimony and Parataxis in Nowak’s “Capitalization” 
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Throughout his published work Nowak maintains a clear anti-capitalist point of view; he also 

unapologetically admits that he writes with an audience in mind. In an interview with Philip 

Metres, Nowak states: 

During the process of assembling Shut Up Shut Down, I consciously attempted to 

construct a new audience, a new social space, for the potential reception of my work and 

other new works that might emerge in this vein. Before the book was published, the 

premiere of the verse play “Francine Michalek Drives Bread,” about a Taystee bakery 

truck driver whose husband is killed in a mining accident and who takes a more activist 

role in her Teamsters local, premiered at UAW Local 879 union hall across the street for 

the Ford plant in St. Paul. The audience, uniquely, was split half-and-half between people 

from the literary community (and those split evenly among poetry and theater people) 

and workers from the Ford plant along with activists from various unions. (14) 

He goes on to explain that different sequences in Shut Up Shut Down were reviewed in both 

literary and labor journals, signaling his success at reaching a broad audience with a strong 

worker base. Too, his attention to the diversity of his non-traditional audience is notable: among 

the literary community were those interested in poetry and theater, signaling the multi-generic 

approach to Nowak’s work in general, but particularly in Shut Up Shut Down. In particular, 

Nowak’s attention to the “theater people” in his audience is likely a testament to his own poetics 

in which he challenges his own position as “author” or “poet.” According to John Beverley 

in Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth, the “function” and “textual presence” of the author has 

been central to “all major forms of bourgeois writing since the Renaissance” (35). However, 

rather than focusing on his control of language or emotion as a solitary author, Nowak 

intentionally alters his own function with his transition from author to compiler (we might also 
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say documenter or archivist). Nowak’s writing—both his process and his product—must be 

understood as a social practice in which he actively engages and assembles various voices to 

investigate, expose, critique, and challenge capitalism and its effects on workers. To achieve this 

writing-as-social-practice, he rids his poetry of the first-person singular in favor of the first-

person plural, which he again attributes to Beverley’s writings on “polyphonic testimonio.”  

In Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth, Beverley explains that testimonio is a specific 

narrative mode in which readers are asked to respect a narrator as a truth-speaker. However, 

rather than sharing truths about one’s individual experiences, the speaker of testimonio is 

representative of a larger social “predicament” and often “speaks for, or in the name of, a 

community or group” (33). Beverley explains that testimonio differs from narration in both 

picaresque novels and epics—two literary forms that feature a speaker who narrates a particular 

tale. In the picaresque novel, the narrative “I” is positioned against society at large and often 

assumes the role of a self-made man, albeit one who is still separate from the larger society; in 

the classical epic, the speaker’s insights often come from his hierarchical and patriarchal status. 

In contrast to the narrative voice in the picaresque novel and the classical epic, according to 

Beverley, “tesimonio [is] a nonfictional, popular-democratic form of epic narrative” that values 

and affirms the “everyday” life of the speaker (33). Testimonio is a more democratic form 

because it “implies that any life so narrated can have a kind of representational value, [and] each 

individual testimonio evokes an absent polyphony of other voices, other possible lives and 

experiences” (Beverley 34). The speaker of testimonio is intimately connected to a larger social 

order; even if her individual experiences differ from other members of society, her experiences 

and insights can speak to and for others as well. Throughout Shut Up Shut Down Nowak builds 

from this notion of an “absent polyphony of other voices” and crafts poetic sequences that 
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juxtapose testimonio from an array of voices. The polyphony is thus distinctly present—visible 

and audible—in Nowak’s writing, and leads to what he refers to as his use of the first-person 

plural.40 The primary poetic strategy that Nowak uses to embrace this first-person plural, to 

achieve this polyphonic testimonio, is parataxis. 

Like ekphrasis, parataxis invites connections and reflections upon the personal and the 

political, the individual and the collective, while demanding that certain words, phrases, or 

images interact with or meditate upon each other. Ilya Kukulin, scholar of contemporary Russian 

poetry, is instructive in his thinking about the nature of parataxis in documentary poetry. In his 

essay, “Documentalist Strategies in Contemporary Russian Poetry,” Kukulin claims that 

contemporary documentary texts (what he refers to as “documentalist”) are typically based on 

the “collision of facts belonging to different orders and of initially unrelated images and 

psychological states” (585). Drawing from the work of Jacques Rancière, Kukulin suggests that 

montage is the “syntax” of parataxis, which prompts him to adopt the useful phrase “paratactic 

montage” to refer not just to the collision of words with no stated grammatical connectors, but 

also to “chain[s] of images that are either paradoxical in themselves or made to appear strange by 

their collision” (Kukulin 585; emphasis added).  

Nowak’s title contains perhaps the most obvious example of parataxis—of a collision of 

words and images—in the volume, as the juxtaposition of “shut up” and “shut down” renders a 

number of possible meanings. On one hand, these might be imperative statements in which 

someone orders individuals to shut up, as in to stop speaking or to board up windows and doors 

of a building. This, of course, calls to mind the ekphrastic fragment in poem 2. of 

“$00/Line/Steel/Train,” which describes the tall arches of the Bechers’ photograph as “tongues 

extant,” a reminder that voices are waiting to be heard even as they are directed to “shut up.” 
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“Shut Down” might refer to the process of turning off a machine or closing up a factory, but also 

to the psychological and physical process of withdrawing when we are emotionally distressed. 

“Shut down” is thus not just a directive for workers but a state of being as well. On the other 

hand, the title of the book might also allude to several if/then statements: if you don’t shut up, 

then I will shut you down; if you do shut up, then we will shut down. Regardless of the 

grammatical function of the group of words and images in the volume’s title, Shut Up Shut Down 

asserts a set of relationship between psychology, emotions, the body, speech, and economic 

realities.  

In varying ways, the poetic sequences within Shut Up Shut Down assert such relationships 

through paratactic montage, which in turns advances Nowak’s poetics of the first-person plural. 

Perhaps the best illustration is found in the second and most well-known sequence of the 

volume—“Capitalization.” Like all sequences in this volume, “Capitalization” is composed of 

textual samples and a bibliography of works cited follows the sequence. David Rae Vance 

suggests in his “Radical Documentary Praxis [Redux]” that these textual samples are best 

understood as “documentary frames” (340), since a reader’s eye and mind must make 

connections between the enjambed samples, much like a viewer must make sense of the frames 

of a cinecamera. However, the poetry-as-cinema (or parataxis-as-montage) metaphor works best 

when understood in terms of documentary film where the cinematic frames are literally 

comprised of information from different sources, with a variety of voices, perspectives, and 

images on each frame. In much documentary film, viewers must engage in analysis and 

interpretation as they make sense of the frames’ juxtaposition; this is also true for the audience’s 

experience in reading Nowak’s “Capitalization.”   
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“Capitalization” includes three main types of frames, what Gavin Goodwin refers to as 

threads; Goodwin explains that: 

[t]he italicized…thread concerns Ronald Reagan’s breaking of the 1981 Professional Air 

Traffic Controllers Organization (PATCO) strike by the firing and imprisoning of those 

who took part. A second thread, in bold type, is an oral history of Depression-era 

unionism at the Westinghouse Plant in Pittsburgh (provided by Margaret Stasik, a worker 

at the plant). The third thread is constructed from excerpts from Margaret Shertzer’s The 

Elements of Grammar (1986) on the use of capitalization. (103-104) 

While audiences viewing film are usually able to seamlessly piece together frames of images, 

readers of Nowak’s “Capitalization” might need time to adjust to the montage of textual 

sampling in the sequence, which begins with a quote from Shertzer’s grammar book, espousing 

rules about capitalization: 

Capitalize the first word  

of every sentence, whether or not  

it is a complete sentence.  

Capitalize the first word of every line  

of poetry. (SUSD 33) 

 

The next frame or montaged thread is highlighted in boldface type and begins in the middle of 

the last line of the excerpted grammar book: 

Capitalize the first word  

of every sentence, whether or not  

it is a complete sentence.  

Capitalize the first word of every line  

of poetry. I started work  

on an assembly line  

at the huge Westinghouse plant  

in East Pittsburgh when I was sixteen.  

The work was dull and repetitive. (SUSD 33) 
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The shift from the imperative sentences of the grammar book to the narrative testimonial from 

Stasik’s oral history might initially jar a reader’s eyes and ears since the juxtaposition of textual 

samples, font type, and narrative point of view initially seems to be incongruous. This 

incongruity is heightened by the final thread or frame in the text, noted by italics: 

Capitalize the first word  

of every sentence, whether or not  

it is a complete sentence.  

Capitalize the first word of every line  

of poetry. I started work  

on an assembly line  

at the huge Westinghouse plant  

in East Pittsburgh when I was sixteen.  

The work was dull and repetitive.  

From 1954 to 1962, 

Ronald Reagan served as host 

of the television program, “G.E. Theater.” (SUSD 33) 

 

However, it is just this incongruity—this paratactic montage—of excerpts from a grammar book, 

oral history about union work, and news reports about Reagan’s breaking of the PATCO strike 

that deepens the poetic sequence overall. Kukulin notes that “such paratactic montage plays an 

important role [in documentalist/ documentary poetry], revealing discontinuities and unexpected 

commonalities within the usual semantic order of the world” (Kukulin 586).  

As “Capitalization” progresses, the information presented in one frame both forms and 

informs the material in the next so that readers can experience a layered narrative that grows 

from seemingly disparate sources. Toward the beginning of the sequence, for instance, we learn 

that the speaker of the bold lines was shocked by the number of layoffs of electrical workers at 

the Westinghouse plant in Pittsburgh, PA when the stock market crashed in 1929. She explains 

that, “[i]in spite of those tough times, / there was a feeling of solidarity. If a family was put 

out of their house, / people would gather there to stop the eviction” (Nowak, SUSD 36). 

Immediately following her testimony is information about Ronald Reagan’s television hosting 
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days at General Electric during the mid-twentieth century: “It was Reagan who ended each show 

/ with the famous slogan, / ‘Here at General Electric, / progress is our most important product’” 

(Nowak, SUSD 36). The irony of this juxtaposition is fairly obvious: just a few decades after 

hundreds of workers lost their jobs at Westinghouse and union organizing was effectively 

eradicated at the plant, Reagan emphasizes on national television that “progress” is most 

important at G.E. This sequence in “Capitalization” clarifies what such “progress” has looked 

like: unemployed workers lost their gas and electricity (the very products they worked to supply 

at Westinghouse), and at times, their homes. The sequence cuts to excerpts from Elements of 

Grammar with rules about capitalization: “Capitalize all Government titles / when referring to 

definite persons / in high positions or to their positions, / and all titles of honor or nobility / when 

referring to specific persons” (Nowak, SUSD 36). But Nowak’s sequence of colliding textual 

samples reveals that people in “high positions” were directly responsible for the layoffs at 

Westinghouse, and the unemployed workers (a title that would not be capitalized in the rule 

book) were the individuals who nobly banded together to “turn [the utilities] back on” and to 

fight for powdered milk and beans for hungry families (36). 

The irony of Reagan’s television hosting mantra about progress begins to climax toward the 

middle of “Capitalization.” As the grammar rules increase, reminding readers to demonstrate 

respect for inanimate objects by capitalizing the “names and synonyms / for flags of nations” 

(Nowak, SUSD 57), we learn that union organizers at Westinghouse were ostracized from their 

factories during the McCarthy era. We also discover that Reagan, now President of the United 

States within the narrative, has cited the Taft-Hartley Act41 to fire all striking air traffic 

controllers who demanded better working conditions and a shorter work week in 1981. In 

breaking the PATCO strike, Reagan incited anti-union sentiment throughout the country and 
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clarified that the federal government will unapologetically step in to defeat a strike if it sees fit to 

do so. His rationale for breaking the strike—that the controllers were in violation of their oath 

not to strike against the federal government—demonstrates the Administration’s allegiance to 

capital, to the kind of “progress” that Reagan spoke of when he hosted a TV show thirty years 

earlier. In the name of progress (capital, profits), Reagan disregarded the first amendment of the 

Constitution, intervened in a union strike, cost thousands of workers their jobs, and gained public 

popularity in the process. As one reporter noted after the breaking of the PATCO strike: “The 

immediate impact of the denouement / of the controllers’ strike has been / to enhance Mr. 

Reagan’s prestige” (Nowak, SUSD 57); however, as another sampled report suggests, “The long-

term implication is that / the controllers’ defeat could hasten / America’s drift towards / an 

almost union-free society” (58). Overall, “Capitalization” exposes mainstream American public’s 

allegiance to grand narratives about democracy, represented by their insistence upon linguistic 

signs of respect for government titles and national symbols. However, Margaret Stasik’s oral 

history calls this blind allegiance into question. Via Nowak’s staging of her testimony, we 

wonder: if workers need unions to struggle for better conditions, and if the federal government 

has the license to interfere with union activities to the detriment of American workers, then 

shouldn’t we challenge the governing rules? 

Nowak’s “Capitalization” is itself a challenge to the rule of capital/capitalization. From the 

outset we know his poetry will not follow the prescriptive remarks in Elements of Grammar, as 

he refuses to “[c]apitalize the first word of every line / of poetry” (SUSD 33). Indeed, the only 

obvious visual poetic indicator in “Capitalization” is his use of line breaks: the poetic sequence 

reads more like a play, with the different “parts” staged on the page. The play-like qualities of 

Shut Up Shut Down, however, place this book in a similar tradition as Llewellyn’s Fragments 
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from the Fire. Like Llewellyn’s text, Shut Up Shut Down evokes and inspires a community 

through its poetics. Nowak’s primary method to construct such a community is his insistence 

upon the first-person plural, or his search for the “we” inside each “I” in the testimony he 

records. In fact, Nowak has explained that he often uses “Capitalization” in his creative writing 

workshops “as a platform from which ‘to start thinking about collaborative verse plays that the 

workers write and perform together’” (qtd. in Goodwin 113). Gavin Goodwin explains Nowak’s 

process and elaborates upon its significance: 

Each stanza is written and performed by a different worker and in performance the whole 

group voices the refrain collectively. These workshops and performances provide a space 

wherein workers can creatively express and interrogate what they think and feel about the 

work they do. But these imaginative activities also allow workers ‘to envision a new 

narrative’ beyond the economic and ontological restrictions of neoliberalism. For Nowak 

it is this first-person plural approach, in his own compositions and in those he facilitates 

for others, that is key to liberating workers and writers alike from the hold of a neoliberal 

individualist consciousness. (113) 

The “neoliberal individualistic consciousness” that Goodwin mentions refers to the ideological 

preference—deeply rooted in American libertarian culture from its inception—for the “I,” rather 

than the “we,” especially in matters of economics. Nowak’s praxis de-privileges the neoliberal 

“I” and instead favors a collective process of information gathering and of voicing the causes and 

effects of economic crisis. Thus, the “character” of Ronald Reagan in “Capitalization” is not a 

solitary perpetrator or the embodiment of evil as he interferes in worker-based collective action; 

rather, Reagan is the face and voice of the Capitol/of capital. He is an agent of an enterprise that 

seeks profit-making at the expense of working people. 
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Similarly, though, Margaret Stasik’s testimony is not only hers (though it does document her 

experience). Stasik’s recollections of being red-baited to the detriment of union activity at U.E. 

speaks to a grander narrative about labor history: in her words: 

as the benefits we [the electrical workers] gained grew, 

those of us in the forefront 

became targets of red-baiting 

… 

The only thing they had to throw at us 

was that we were “Communists.” (Nowak, SUSD 47) 

 

Stasik notes in her reflections that her experience was shared by all others “in the forefront” of 

the organizing. The vanguard, a collection of individuals who are part of an even larger 

collective, has historically been viewed by mainstream America and its government as a threat to 

“democracy,” though Nowak’s sequence suggests that the government’s definition of 

“democracy” is actual profit-making according to a neoliberal agenda. The tenth scene in 

“Capitalization” clarifies this agenda. In the 1930s, as union activity gained strength, the press 

and churches were among the apparatuses that worked together to red-bait union leaders, 

creating public hysteria over the fear of Communists interfering with old-fashioned American 

values. In 1938, this hysteria culminated in the House Un-American Activities Committee, 

which offered political power to officials who sought to weaken the labor movement. The 

ideological and political power of such red-baiting completely ostracized labor leaders from their 

work and stripped the union of its radical, worker-centered core; for Margaret Stasik, this meant 

she was banished to a farm in Vermont selling eggs. Her personal narrative, however, 

metonymically offers insight into 1930s labor history in the United States. 

Nowak’s layering of samples from news reports about the PATCO strike and excerpts from 

the grammar text deepen the implications of red-baiting in the 1930s and add to the collective 

“we” inside Stasik’s narrative, her testimonio. After Stasik’s recounting of Fr. Charles Owen 
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Rice’s betrayal of the left-wing of the 1930s labor movement,42 Nowak samples the following 

passages: 

 While the notices were being put in the mail, 

 striking controllers and their families 

 met across the nation for rallies 

 sometimes interrupted by federal marshals 

 seeking to serve union leaders and members 

 with court orders against the strike. 

 You had Congressman McDowell  

of the Wilkinsburg Gazette, 

 a little tabloid that carried articles, 

 shouting “Red!” every week. 

 Capitalize points of the compass when  

they designate geographical parts of the country. 

The South has increased its manufacturers. (SUSD 49) 

  

Stasik’s recollections in bold suggest that the radical union activity at Westinghouse took place 

near two prominent Pittsburgh figures of the 1930s and 40s. Indeed, as Ronald W. Shatz notes in 

his History of Labor at General Electric and Westinghouse, 1923-1960, “the Westinghouse plant 

was [actually] located in the home district” of several individuals with “a powerful interest in 

defeating the UE: Father Charles Owen Rice, the guiding force behind the Pittsburgh Association 

of Catholic Trade Unionists, and Congressman John McDowell, a member of the House 

Committee on Un-American Activities” (188). The combination of a (conservative) labor 

unionist red-baiting more progressive labor leaders and a Republican political official—who also 

published a local newspaper in the Pittsburgh area—contributed to an ideology of fear and 

distrust in radical unionism that reached ordinary citizens in the pews on Sunday and on their 

porch stoops throughout the week. According to Nowak’s splicing of different texts in 

“Capitalization,” the hegemonic force of anti-communist sentiment and slander in the 1930s and 

40s comes to its logical and terrifying conclusion in the 1980s when the federal government 

militantly intervened in the PATCO strike. Although initially incongruous, the paratactic 
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juxtaposition of texts actually highlights the relationship between the union-breaking in the early 

and late twentieth century. Although ideological apparatuses contributed to the breaking of the 

union at Westinghouse, repressive apparatuses intervened in the Air-Traffic Controllers’ strike 

activity, as it was “sometimes interrupted by federal marshals / seeking to serve union leaders 

and members / with court orders against the strike.” Even Nowak’s end-stopped lines heighten 

our suspense, as readers unfamiliar with the PATCO strike might initially expect the federal 

marshals to “serve [aid or assist] union leaders.” As we move to the final italicize line in this 

particular passage, however, an additional phrase follows “to serve”: the marshals, in fact, 

interrupted strike activity “to serve…court orders.” The marshals, vested with federal power, 

thus carried out the wishes of the Capitol and Capitalism: to return the airlines to business as 

usual as quickly as possible. 

But the final juxtaposed passage in this section is particularly jarring, as it refers to a 

“compass” and, it seems, to geography. Readers might be confused by this textual sample, which 

clarifies the grammatical rule about capitalizing “north,” “south,” “east,” and “west” when they 

refer to “geographical parts of the country.” However, the final line of poem 10., which Nowak 

emphasizes as one complete sentence, crystalizes both this passage’s purpose in the poem and 

the effect of union-busting; the final line simply reads: “The South has increased its 

manufacturers.” Nowak’s staging of documents suggests that the weakening of union activity in 

the North ultimately leads to “runaway shops,” the moving of labor to a part of the country (or 

world) in which labor standards are significantly lower and union activity is almost nonexistent 

(in this case, the southern part of the United States, something that was prevalent in the garment 

industry in the twentieth century as well). Importantly, Nowak’s paratactic staging of documents, 

including Stasik’s testimony, speaks for and about two significant communities. First, this 
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sequence overall addresses the real, material effects of red-baiting on the left-wing faction of 

labor unions. It also speaks to the effects of anti-union sentiment on the working class overall. 

Margaret Stasik’s “I” therefore contains many, as her voice—flanked by excerpts from 1980s 

newspapers and a grammar textbook—speaks for the majority of working people in the United 

States. Poem 10., and “Capitalization” overall, clearly illustrates how Nowak paratactically 

stages documents to resurrect a history of working-class struggle; his insistence upon the first-

person plural further suggests that remembering this history as a collective and for a collective 

counters the neoliberal ideology that privileges individualism over communal concerns. Nowak 

thus practices solidarity at the level of the text, and he invites his readers to extend such 

solidarity action off the page as well. His project reminds readers that collective remembering, 

reading, writing, and action are necessary to build a future in which working people’s needs and 

rights are acknowledged, a future in which economic justice for all is the cultural norm and 

expectation, not just a mere slogan. 
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Part 4: 

 

Paratactic Montage and Internationalist Textual Solidarity in Coal Mountain Elementary 
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 The poetic and rhetorical processes at work in Shut Up Shut Down invite readers to be open 

to an indictment—or at the very least, a critique—of capitalism as a system that both fabricates 

and exploits divisions between workers. These processes comprise Nowak’s “materials for 

instruction,” and in the next section I consider how Nowak’s anti-racist, internationalist critique 

of capitalism plays out in his 2009 Coal Mountain Elementary, which simultaneously localizes 

and globalizes the conversation begun in Shut Up Shut Down as it reveals that that the process of 

globalization has also negatively impacted workers outside the United States. 

 To develop this poetic labor history documentary, Nowak collaborated with photographer Ian 

Teh, and the book includes Teh’s photographs, which are set in China, while Nowak’s 

photographs are from West Virginia. Overall, Coal Mountain Elementary explores the material 

and psycho-social impact of the Sago Mine Explosion that killed twelve West Virginian miners 

in 2006 as it allows prose poems to unfold from verbatim testimony recorded by the West 

Virginia Office of Miners’ Health and Safety in the days and months following the Sago disaster. 

Like many poems in Fragments from the Fire and Shut Up Shut Down, Coal Mountain 

Elementary makes use of appropriation as its dominant rhetorical and mode. Too, Nowak’s prose 

poems sample from surprising sources: the West Virginia Office of Miners’ Health and Safety 

website, lesson plans from the American Coal Foundation’s website, and over three dozen news 

articles that report on deadly mining disasters in China. Nowak organizes his book into three 

parts and introduces each with elementary school lesson plans about “cookie mining.” Elements 

of these formal lessons are then woven throughout the book, highlighting the “costs associated 

with mining coal” (Nowak, CME 87). Since the written text on the pages comes verbatim from 

his sources, the imaginative work of the book rests in Nowak’s assemblage of the materials and 
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in his listening for and perception of socially significant utterances. Marjorie Perloff would place 

such prose poems in the tradition of “poetry by other means” (Perloff xii). 

In his 2011 article, “In Other Words: Postmillennial Poetry and Redirected Language,” Brian 

M. Reed chronicles contemporary books of poetry that rely upon such “other means,” what Reed 

refers to as “redirected language,” or language that “appropriate[es] others’ words, redacting 

them, and presenting them as their own” (759). According to Reed, poets who incorporate such 

redirected language “reward, even require, seeking out and scrutinizing other texts. Above all, 

they tend to downplay self-expression in favor of documentation, especially of the demotic, 

vernacular, and popular” (759). In his survey, Reed briefly mentions Nowak’s Coal Mountain 

Elementary, which he rightly refers to as “an anticapitalist muckraking poem in the tradition of 

Muriel Rukeyser’s Book of the Dead” (775). Without closely analyzing the text, Reed suggests 

that Coal Mountain Elementary’s primary documentary mode is such redirection, the copying 

and re-representing of others’ words to construct an account of mining disasters in the United 

States and China in the twenty-first century. Reed correctly suggests that redirection “inclines 

such poems toward a pronounced self-reflexivity. They meditate on what the language deployed 

in a particular situation, genre, or text renders possible or impossible to say” (775-776).  

However, contrary to Reed’s definition of “redirected language,” Nowak never attempts to 

present this language “as [his] own,” (759), as one of the distinguishing features of Nowak’s 

documentary praxis is his persistent documentation of his sources. 

Nevertheless, Reed’s definition offers a vocabulary to discuss one aspect of Nowak’s Coal 

Mountain Elementary, particularly Reed’s use of the word “meditate,” which suggests that the 

process of redirecting language involves time, listening, and reflection—both before and after the 

construction of the poems. This meditative act calls to mind Barbetti’s discussion of ekphrasis in 
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which she argues that ekphrasis is a “tool of contemplation” that has the potential to engage with 

personal, individual, subjective memories and connect them to a larger context (Barbetti 10). 

While ekphrasis refers to a manner of meditative description and composition, though, parataxis 

typically refers to a style of diction. Thus, paratactic sentence structures might be woven into the 

ekphrastic poem; or, ekphrastic descriptions might be achieved vis-a-vie paratactic phrases. 

Sometimes referred to as “poetic indicators,” ekphrasis and parataxis are not always concomitant 

strategies of composition in documentary poetry. In Nowak’s Shut Up Shut Down, the two 

strategies often go hand-in-hand, and they work together to achieve a relational poetics that 

typically characterizes social documentary poetry. Coal Mountain Elementary, however, relies 

more heavily on parataxis in both its form and meditative strategy. In Coal Mountain, Nowak’s 

archival work is essentially paratactic and more fully embraces the first-person plural than does 

Shut Up Shut Down. Through this paratactic archival work and commitment to polyphony, 

Nowak’s Coal Mountain Elementary advocates for transnational worker solidarity as it more 

fully develops an internationalist critique of capitalism. 

In his 2010 interview with Philip Metres, Nowak chronicles his motivation for writing and 

method of producing Coal Mountain Elementary. He clarifies that Coal Mountain was 

intentionally designed to spend more time between each documentary frame, so that the quick 

jumps between documents in “Capitalization,” for example, are nonexistent in the later book. In 

the Metres interview, Nowak suggests that the form of Coal Mountain may have mirrored the 

larger global and economic context.  Nowak suggests: 

Perhaps there is also something to the fact that Shut Up…was composed and published in 

a time of neoliberal economic frenzy while Coal Mountain is a book about crisis that was 

composed and published during a ferociously slowed global economy/economic crisis. 
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[CME is] a book of tremendous loss published during a period of drastic losses in 

employment, manufacturing jobs, and the historical gains of the post-WWII working 

classes. (16) 

Published in 2009, a year into the recession that impacted the global economy and devastated 

communities throughout the world, Coal Mountain meditates on—and demands its readers 

reflect upon—the “death[s] of 15,000 coal miners in a three-year period in China…and this 

utterly devastating, heart-wrenching story at the Sago mine in West Virginia” (Metres and 

Nowak 15). Nowak elaborates that the “speed…of the montage, of the jump cuts, in Shut Up felt 

too quick…particularly given the nature of the stories in CME” (Metres and Nowak 15).43 

The slowed speed of the frames in Coal Mountain is apparent from the first pages. Even a 

quick glance at these initial pages suggests that readers must spend time digesting information, 

which is formatted in justified block-like prose poems. While the analogy between Nowak’s 

poems and film (both in the sense of movies and pre-digitized photographic negatives/positives) 

is a bit overdone at this point (Nowak himself speaks of his poetic practice in terms of 

documentary film-making), it is worth commenting on the visual analogy between the poems on 

the page and film frames (see figure 17): 
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Figure 17: Nowak, Mark. Scan of Pages 2-3 of Mark Nowak’s Coal Mountain Elementary. 2009. Coal Mountain 

Elementary, by Mark Nowak, Coffee House P, 2009, pp. 2-3. 

 

The overall visual form of these block poems resembles both film negatives and film positives 

alike, drawing a direct correlation between photographic images and Nowak’s documentary 

poems, which on these pages are comprised entirely of news reports and worker testimony. This 

analogy can be extended further, however. Pre-digital photographs required rolls of film to 

capture and produce images on paper. In these film negatives, the darkest portions of the 

captured images appeared light, almost ghostly, while the lightest portions of the images 

appeared significantly darker, offering stark contrast between light and dark features on the 

negative itself. However, film positives, which produced transparencies and slides, yielded the 

opposite effect: the lightest portion of the photographed subject, such as the sky in the 

background, appeared light, and the darkest portion appeared dark. The prose poems in Nowak’s 
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volume resemble these film positives in the form of slides: the darkest portion of the documented 

material—the stories of horrific mining disasters—appear in dark black font, whereas the 

background—the blank page—appears light. 

The metaphorical relationship between the poem/its content and the photographic process 

suggests first, and most basically, that the stories of coal mining disasters in the U.S. and China 

are worthy of documentary status, and Nowak’s volume certainly functions as a poetic labor 

history documentary. But this relationship also collapses artificial divides between oral, visual, 

and written compositions. In the first prose poem of the volume, for example, Nowak recounts 

testimony originally reproduced in news reports about an explosion that killed over 200 Chinese 

miners on the Lunar New Year Day in 2005. The title of this news report—“The Day that All 

Miners’ Wives Dread”—foreshadows what one woman felt about the day. According to the 

report, she “feared the scene when the dead would be brought to the surface and laid out in cold 

rows on the ground, awaiting identification” (Nowak, CME 2). This scene sounds eerily similar 

to the arranging of victims of the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire, all of whom were placed in rows 

before they were identified by their family members. The woman continues, “‘I have no 

language for my feelings…and there’s no way anybody else can understand it’” (2).  

It might initially seem that Nowak is capturing only a “still moment” of a woman seeking 

language to grieve over her seemingly inevitable reality. Her testimony—her oral recollection of 

her feelings—grounds the composition itself, which appears on the page as a photographic slide, 

worthy to be seen, read, and heard. However, if this is a still moment, it is one that contains 

within it infinite emotions. The woman’s admitted inability to speak about her emotions forces 

the reader to pause and consider the profundity of her loss of words. And as readers pause to 

reflect upon this moment by reading, listening, and seeing, they likely realize that there exists no 
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language for the moment when our deepest fears come true: when we lose a loved one to one of 

the most dangerous industries that exists; when our source of economic stability is completely 

upended; and when we must explain to our children that life as they know it will be forever 

changed because their father will never return home again. Thus, while Nowak’s visual 

presentation of this poem alludes to a photographic slide, the content carries within it the voice 

of a calm yet grieving woman who demands that we, too, feel a flurry of emotions that have no 

name. 

As we view the first slide of Nowak’s volume, though, we view his second slide, this one in 

bolder ink, suggesting that the story within it might be slightly different. In fact, Nowak 

demarcates the materials used in Coal Mountain in a similar way as in Shut Up Shut Down: 

worker testimony (about the Sago Mine Explosion) appears in bold font, whereas news reports 

(about mining disasters in China) appear in italics. Like the first prose poem in Coal Mountain, 

the content of the second poem conveys an inability to speak about a mining disaster, but in this 

case the speechlessness stems from the speaker’s desperate attempts to make sense of the day 

when twelve miners died in the then deadliest explosion West Virginia’s history. Beginning in 

medias res, the first sentence of the testimony establishes the mood of the morning of the mine 

explosion:  

And that morning I just — I did actually notice though and I made     

the comment of an old wive’s tale, you know, what does this mean,   

this lightning and thunder in January because where I’m from there’s  

always a — you know, the frogs in certain parts of the year and things  

like that. (3) 
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The speaker, a survivor of the Sago mine explosion, cannot fully put his thoughts into words, 

which is clear from his repetition of the phrase “you know” and the pauses in his speech, 

highlighted textually with the use of dashes. Rather than be frustrated with his inability to speak 

about the events of that day, he chooses to move forward in his testimony, trying to piece 

together the signs that might have served as a warning about the explosion. Reflecting upon the 

ominous and unseasonable January thunder that preceded the explosion, the speaker suggests 

that “there’s got to be a tale of some sort, you know” (3). Indeed, his mentioning of an “old 

wive’s tale” alludes to the folkloric belief that thunder in winter is a predictor of snowfall. In 

some versions of the tale, the thunder precedes a snowy blizzard. This belief, a superstition often 

attributed to rural working-class communities of Appalachia, carries within it knowledge based 

on experience and intuition, forms of knowledge often devalued for being less than scientific.   

Thus, while the testimony might seem to clumsily move forward with significant pauses and 

possible omissions, it also establishes both setting and mood for the story that is about to unfold: 

on the morning of the Sago Mine Explosion in 2006, it was unseasonably warm, leading to 

thunder and lightning across the humid air. As men gathered to enter the mining pit, they 

wondered together “what could this mean” that the “lightning and thunder [were] carrying on so 

bad” (3). The worker’s experience with warm Januaries, as well as their instincts, knew 

something treacherous was upon them, though this knowledge only found meaning in hindsight, 

after reflecting upon the day’s events. In sampling this testimony, Nowak chooses to foreground 

and vindicate the instinctual knowledge of these workers, as he opens Coal Mountain 

Elementary with their elliptical words, allusions, and ominous imagery. 

Importantly, throughout his volume, Nowak validates and visually emphasizes both sets of 

stories: the West Virginian miners’ testimony (in bold) and the news reports about mining 
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disasters in China (in italics). Both the bold and italicized prose poems are set in serif font, 

suggesting that all the words on the page are worthy of study and reflection. That said, Nowak 

elects to place heavier emphasis—the bold font—on the West Virginian testimony. Perhaps 

Nowak visually foregrounds this testimony because he is aware of his primary audience: 

American readers who might be particularly sympathetic to stories by and about American 

workers. However, the placement of the “slides” adjacent to each other, often throughout the 

entire volume, also suggests that the material should be engaged simultaneously, with one slide 

informing the other. Thus, while American readers might gravitate toward the bold testimony 

due to its content and font type, they cannot help but see the italicized words in the corner of 

their eye.  

Ultimately, the different slides interact paratactically, where readers must deduce the 

relationship between the compositions and, if possible, fill in the gaps and omissions from one 

slide to the next. As Gavin Goodwin has suggested, “even though the cuts [between frames] are 

less frequent” in Coal Mountain Elementary (112), Nowak is still engaging with paratactic 

montage, where, as Dan Featherstone has noted in his review of the volume, “the reader must 

make connections between decontextualized documents, instead of relying on the writer to make 

them.” However, the paratactic montage in Coal Mountain Elementary works quite differently 

than the montage in Shut Up Shut Down. As with most paratactic texts, we do experience a 

“chain of images” (Kukulin 585), but the images in the testimony and news story are not really 

paradoxical or strange in their collision. Instead, Nowak’s slides push against each other visually 

with their font type, but the content and images are clearly thematically linked. The 

“strangeness” typical of parataxis, though, is achieved when readers are asked to reflect upon 

mining disasters in another country—not just in the United States. Thus, not only does Nowak 
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invite his readers to spend more time on each frame (or slide) in Coal Mountain; he also 

challenges his readers’ values about work and nation; while Shut Up Shut Down confronts the 

racism and xenophobia of American working-class history, Coal Mountain Elementary “acts pre-

emptively to counter such economically-based racial antagonism” (Goodwin 112). Gavin 

Goodwin lucidly elaborates upon the significance of Nowak’s internationalist poetic praxis. He 

explains that the various narrative slides in Coal Mountain: 

invite acknowledgement of shared experiences, encouraging…empathy. Nowak’s text is 

‘transformatory’ in that it opens the door to international worker solidarity in the face of 

globalized exploitation. Without stating as much, this combination of textual samples 

seeks to disrupt workers seeing their Chinese/North American counterparts merely as 

economic competitors, a view that can, if unexamined, mutate into racism and 

xenophobia (as in the case of Vincent Chin), and, at the very least, undermine any 

attempt to create an international progressive workers’ movement. (Goodwin 112) 

Thus, while Shut Up Shut Down interrogates the racial violence within working-class 

communities, Coal Mountain Elementary is a work of textual solidarity in which the staging of 

documents asks its American audiences in particular not to see workers overseas as their enemy. 

Instead, Nowak’s sampled materials suggest that we are comrades engaged in a similar struggle, 

facing similar tragedies, telling similar stories about the work experienced in coal mines, and are 

part of the same bigger picture. 

Further, just as Shut Up Shut Down enacts textual solidarity through its incorporation of the 

first-person plural, so too does Coal Mountain Elementary. In his interview with Philip Metres, 

Nowak explains that the bold passages of CME do not stem from “one person’s testimony but 

testimonies from75 interviews montaged into a collective first-person plural” (15). The miners, 
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perhaps alienated from each other due to time and other economic constraints, unite in Nowak’s 

text to form a collective that, together, constructs a narrative about the Sago disaster from their 

point of view. Importantly, though, Nowak’s polyphonic testimony does not stop with the 

American miners; instead, he unites their voices with those from news stories of mining disasters 

in China. The narrative “I” transforms into a unified “we,” and this “we” becomes more and 

more diverse as we turn the pages. Too, the geographic and cultural distance between members 

of this economic and textual collective are no longer barriers within the pages of CME. While the 

distinct details of the miners’ stories are important and validated within the volume, what is most 

important is their shared suffering under capitalism and the miners’ and their families’ 

willingness to speak about such suffering. 

Ian Teh’s striking photographs of Chinese miners, combined with Nowak’s photographs of 

working-class mining communities in the United States, then help readers more clearly visualize 

this shared suffering of workers in the US and China. Two seemingly unrelated images on pages 

86 and 161 of the book illustrate such shared suffering, all while creating visual space for the 

distinct lived experiences of workers in different countries. Nowak’s photograph of a typical 

residential street in West Virginia, for example, is deceptively simple. In large capital letters, the 

message board in the top center of the page reads, “PRAY FOR OUR MINING FAMILIES” 

(86). Based on the sign alone, we might assume the subject of this photo is obvious: that a local 

business has expressed its compassion and solidarity with the miners and their families who 

suffered in the Sago Mine explosion. Upon closer inspection of the photo, however, we see that 

the image implicitly exposes an entire system that is complicit in the disaster. The punctum of 

this photo—the element that I cannot shake after each viewing of the image—is the red arrow on 

the left side of the image. While this arrow is meant to direct drivers to the exit of the parking lot, 
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in the space of this visual composition, it guides our eye to a camouflaged military vehicle that is 

passing the sign (see figure 18).  

 

Figure 18: Nowak, Mark. Photograph of Street with Pray for Mining Families Sign. 2009. Coal Mountain 

Elementary, by Mark Nowak, Coffee House P, 2009, p. 86. 

 

 

Without the red of the arrow, we might miss this detail, as the shades of green and black on the 

truck blend perfectly with the surrounding landscape. Immediately in front of this military 

vehicle is a Coldwell Banker sign, likely announcing that one of the homes on the left side of the 

street is for sale. To the right of this Coldwell Banker sign is a white pickup hauling a trailer with 

ramps, suggesting that this vehicle is used to transport other four-wheeled vehicles, such as small 

cars or ATVs. The right side of the street is then littered with business signs, suggesting that, 

while the left side of the street is residential, the right is zoned commercial. In the distance 

behind leafless trees, we can even see a reddish sign, likely advertising yet another business, 

possibly even a chain gas station. 
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Taken together, these textual details convey a story about this small West Virginian 

community. The message on the sign, with its call for prayer, has likely been recycled from 

previous calls for prayer. We can easily imagine that this sign previously read, “PRAY FOR 

OUR SOLDIERS” or “PRAY FOR OUR MILITARY FAMILIES.” The camouflaged Humvee 

is likely part of an army reservist unit, as several are located near Sago, WV, the most likely site 

of this image. Too, the conversion of this residential street into a commercial district is 

characteristic of small, economically challenged communities throughout rural America. With its 

houses for sale, young people joining the military, and fathers dying in mine disasters, this photo 

suggests that rural West Virginians are indeed battling for their lives. The economic condition of 

this rural state is the source of its suffering, and the mining disaster seems like one of many side 

effects (or symptoms) of this perilous condition. In fact, a study conducted by the Carsey 

Institute notes that West Virginia has been ranked as one of the most economically-devastated 

states in the US, where there have been “more deaths than births for a number of years” 

(Johnson).  

The image on page 161 then jumps—both cinematically and geographically—to a 

photograph by Ian Teh. Pictured are seven un-masked Chinese miners combing through the 

rubble of coal to collect prime pieces and load them into buckets and wheelbarrows. In CME’s 

“Second Lesson,” Nowak samples from an elementary school lesson plan, which refers to the 

process that these photographed Chinese miners are engaging in as “cookie mining,” a term that 

becomes increasingly offensive as Nowak’s book progresses and arrives at this image (see figure 

19).  
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Figure 19: Teh, Ian. Photograph of Miners Working in Coal Pile. 2009. Coal Mountain Elementary, by Mark 

Nowak, Coffee House P, 2009, p. 161. 

 

In the overview of this lesson, readers learn that they will discover “the costs associated with the 

mining of coal” (Nowak, CME 65). Although the original lesson plan introduces students to 

finances and business management, when (literally) placed within the context of mining disasters 

in the United States and China, the “costs” refer to much more. Nowak samples a brief passage 

from the elementary school’s lesson plan, which indicates that the lesson (on how to make 

mining financially profitable) should take: 

One 

to two 

class 

periods. (80) 

In this same lesson, Nowak samples a news source about a mining tragedy in China, noting that a 

“local taxi driver” commented that the tragedy “will continue to haunt us for years to come” 

(92). The claim in the lesson plan about the duration of the lesson is thus refuted by the taxi 

driver’s words. In fact, the tragedy and all of its effects will not merely take “one to two class 
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periods”; instead, the impact is a specter that will “haunt” the dreams of miners and their families 

as long as the goal of mining is profitability. Thus, the juxtaposition of text and ideas reveals 

“discontinuities” between what is taught to children and what happens on the ground in mining 

communities (Kukulin 586). The assemblage also creates “unexpected commonalities within the 

usual semantic order of the world” (586), as these passages offer the potential for meaning-

making between three seemingly unrelated types of texts: a “fun” grade-school lesson plan, news 

stories about mining disaster and death, and an image of coal miners in China. 

The two passages on pages 80 and 92 act upon each other in another related way: as Nowak 

lineates the phrase “one to two class periods,” he highlights the word “class,” suggesting that 

there are one or two classes. In the context of a book about mining and its relationship to capital, 

Nowak is clearly exposing the capitalist system as one that benefits from a contest between two 

classes: the working class and the capitalist class. And the reportage from the news source 

clarifies that the working class—including the miners, their families, and the taxi driver who 

reflects upon the tragedy—must intervene in this system or else “sad stories will increase” (CME 

92). 

However, as the book’s sections expose, this intervention is profoundly difficult when 

children are educated in such a way as to participate in the system itself. Pages 102 and 103, for 

example, juxtapose two directives to catalogue figures on/in a grid. The “Procedures,” which are 

taken from the elementary school lesson plan on gaining and losing profits when (cookie) 

mining, advises teachers to “Give each student / $19 in play money, / [and] a sheet of grid paper” 

(102). The juxtaposition between a seemingly innocent teaching activity that invites students to 

catalogue information about chocolate chip cookies and an excerpt of testimony from a Sago 

Mine Disaster Survivor clearly exposes how the dispossessed are willfully forgotten. On page 
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102, we see that children learn to purchase cookies (which represent states) with their “play 

money,” and that they record their information on grid paper; immediately following this lesson 

we discover that, to identify the victims of the Sago Mine Disaster, individuals recorded “more 

or less a [numerical] code” (103). Even the man in charge of maintaining the Excel spreadsheet 

on the day of the mine explosion could not remember the name of the first man found dead in the 

“track heading” (103). In the lesson plan, children are taught that mining is fun, simple math, 

where mining properties are easily traded; however, the testimony and photographs reveal the 

hidden human costs of this business. Children are encouraged to joyfully participate in the 

process of profiting from coal mining, ignoring the real costs associated with the industry, a 

reality all too real for children who have lost fathers and brothers to mining accidents. The 

ideological training at the grade school level, though, prepares students to willfully forget the 

human life associated with coal mining. 

This particular lesson is also troubling in that it advises students in the process of 

reclamation. We learn in Part One of the lesson’s procedures that “Coal companies / are required 

by federal law / to return the land they mine / to its original, or an improved, condition. / This 

process…is a significant expense for the industry” (94). Students, then, must discover how to 

mine enough chocolate chips from their cookie-states so they can still yield a profit after 

spending their play money to return the cookie to its original condition. The irony of this 

reclamation process in the mining industry is highlighted in a color photo in this same section 

(see figure 20).  
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Figure 20: Teh, Ian. Photograph of Billboard against Hilltop. 2009. Coal Mountain Elementary, by Mark Nowak, 

Coffee House P, 2009, p. 79. 

 

A large rectangular billboard stares at the reader, presenting a green, mountainous landscape 

with yellow fields below and a blue sky with white billowing clouds overhead. The billboard 

suggests that all sources necessary to sustain life are available in the image, as trees are present 

in the foreground. In Ian Teh’s photograph, it appears that this billboard has been intentionally 

placed directly in front of a mountain that has been mined completely, stripped of its life. Mute 

browns and tans reminiscent of the Dust Bowl surround the billboard, while a few bushes 

foreground the main photograph as straw-like grass appears to break along the ground. Just 

behind the billboard, along the ridges of the mountain, carved into the mountain are mine shafts, 

still faint brown, evidence that the mountain has literally been stripped of its natural resources. 

On one hand, the billboard suggests that, once the process of reclamation is complete, the 

landscape will be restored to such an idyllic scene as painted on the sign.  

However, since the image on the billboard is itself framed by a white border, and the colors 

of the image are far too neon to be found in nature, the billboard calls attention to its own 

artifice. The actual landscape has been “drained of its spontaneity and glee” through the process 
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