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convention. Rather, it feels structured by 
necessity. Through these stanza-like pas-
sages, Manguso commands attention. She 
builds a corridor of interconnected cham-
bers, which invite readers to linger, to pass 
through quickly, to return and dwell.

It’s tempting to describe her style in 
negative terms—unsparing, uncompro-
mising. A typical passage might read, “One 
afternoon I declined a ride from one city to 
another with a friend who didn’t survive 

his twenties. I didn’t think I’d survive the 
afternoon without spending four hours on 
the bus back to college thinking and writ-
ing about what had happened during my 
trip.” In its way, her prose is as finicky as 
poetry; it lives and dies by the way it’s ar-
ranged on the page. (Manguso’s poetry, 
though equally cerebral, is less astringent.)

Ongoingness seems like the product of 
absolute reduction. Specifics have been 
seared away: where the narrator went to 
college and where she now teaches, her 
favorite band and the painting she fell in 
love with, the elderly writer she corre-
sponded with before his death, and the 
names of her friends, husband, and son—
all are a curious blank. She leaves plenty of 
white space, which toward the end of the 
book is interrupted by bursts of color, as 
the vibrancy of the present demands her 
attention, or summons an infant memory. 
A blue stuffed animal makes an appear-
ance, as does the brightness of her boy’s 
hair, or the rainbows of her husband’s 
youth. Stripped of excess, the sentences 
are so stark as to seem opaque.

The one point when Manguso seems to 
falter is after Ongoingness ends. In an after-
word, she explains her choice not to include 
the original diary, and details her process 
of rereading the 23 files, selecting excerpts, 
and then dispensing with this strategy al-

together. This is the first time that she goes 
out of her way to explain herself; her coda, 
like those prefaces by fellow authors, be-
trays the apparent confidence of the rest of 
the book. The sentences grow longer and 
more prosaic. It’s perhaps best to consider 
these final pages akin to a director’s com-
mentary: some may find this insight illumi-
nating; others may find that this postscript 
dilutes the work itself.

In his 1972 book Ways of Seeing, the art 
critic John Berger draws a distinction 
between naked and nude female sub-
jects, a metric since applied to writerly 
self-portraiture. Readers expect memoirs 
to orient themselves around a set of po-
lar axes: growing pains versus progress 
gained, exposure versus disguise, confes-
sion versus composure. Manguso’s work 
defies these dichotomies; its closest rela-
tive among schools of painting might be 
Abstract Expressionism. She weaponizes 
solipsism to dive into the bedrock of hu-
man experience: memory faltering in the 
face of mortality; the humility commanded 
by time; the impossibility of taking the full 
measure of one’s life. The question that 
pervades all of Manguso’s work, and forms 
the heart and vascular system of Ongoing-
ness, is: Why write? That question’s ob-
verse reveals itself as: How to live? 
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David Azzolina writes: “Psy-
chotherapist Alfred Adler is 
quoted as having said,  ‘The only 
normal people are people you 
don’t know well enough yet,’ 
or words to that effect. I have 
not been able to verify that quote with a 
legitimate source. I even wrote [Adler’s 
granddaughter] Margot Adler when she 
was alive and she only knew it by hear-
say.  Any suggestions?”

John Simbeck hopes someone can 
source a comment “by Nie tzsche (or 
Goethe? Kierkegaard perhaps?)” that he 
paraphrases as “  ‘Steal a loaf of bread (or 
larger goods) and the weight of the Law 
comes down mercilessly; steal a fortune 
and you’re deemed daring; steal a coun-
try and you become a hero.  The amount 
of blame falls in inverse proportion to 
the magnitude of the crime.’ That last 

phrase is the key part I remember the 
closest,” and differentiates the quotation 
from other versions of the same idea, 
such as that delivered by Brutus Jones 
in the opening scene of The Emperor 
Jones: “For de little stealin’ dey gits you 
in jail soon or late. For de big stealin’ dey 
makes you Emperor and puts you in de 
Hall o’ Fame when you croaks.”

Josh Mittendorf seeks the name of a 
short animated Canadian film (circa 1972) 
“told from the perspective of a homun-
culus inside a man’s head, who sketches 
on an easel dangerous things he sees that 
he wants to remember and avoid in the 

future. Soon there are so many, 
the outer man becomes jittery 
and visits a psychologist. The 
psychologist (German accent) 
fits him with glasses that make 
everything look smaller. He is no 

longer afraid of his boss or barking dogs, 
but in the last scene, he is crushed by a 
steamroller that appeared, through his 
glasses, to be too small to worry about.”

Sonnet written to someone old (Jan-
uary-February). Hank Hudepohl identified 
the work requested as “To My Mother on 
Her Seventy-third Birthday,” by Arthur 
Davison Ficke,  A.B. 1904. It appears in his 
book The Secret and Other Poems (1936).

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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