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CHAPTER 9

Culinary List Form in the Experimental
Poetry of 1960s Finland: Literary Menus
and Recipes

Juri Joensuun

A reader interested in different approaches or eras of avant-garde and
experimental literature—whether he or she reads concrete poetry, Samuel
Beckett’s or Georges Perec’s prose, works of American postmodernism, or
conceptual writing of the new millennium—is likely to stumble across
enumeration, the list form. Reasons for the list’s almost symbiotic compat-
ibility with experimental approaches and techniques are numerous, as the
literary list can serve a variety of functions. One can hypothesize that
experimental writers easily, even instinctively, adopt the list because the list
form can produce two situations on a smaller scale that experimental writ-
ing seeks to explore on a wider scale. First, it can bring about a break from
the conventional poetic or narrative norms and expectations, and second,
at the same time, it can highlight writing as a material and technical prac-
tice for recording, manipulating, and producing verbal information. And,
in a more thematic sense, the list form is apt for dealing with order, hier-
archy, or power, be it social, ideological, political, or systemic—themes
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and subject matters dear to many experimental writers. This chapter tries
to explore the symbiosis of enumeration and experimental literature by
introducing and analyzing a peculiar subgenre of literary lists: texts that
utilize culinary list forms such as the menu and the recipe.

By the term “experimental” I refer to a variety of formal, material, tech-
nical, or conceptual approaches consciously chosen by writers to explore
the processes of creation, composition, or reception, as well as literary
forms, norms, and values. The root word “experiment” refers to a science-
like model of testing, the ambition “to extend the boundaries of [...]
artistic practice,” which also “implies rejection of hide-bound traditions,
values and forms” (Bray et al. 2012, 2). To do these things, experimental
literature is, nonetheless, quite sensitive to its own tradition: it recycles
and reworks established techniques, methods, and formal approaches of
writing. Typical experimental literary devices include collage, experiments
with typography and spatial design, non-linear and multimodal narration
as well as the application of rules and constraints (3 la OuLiPo!)—and,
intersecting with some of these, the list form.

One specific example of experimental writing can be found in menu-
poems. A menu can mean, first, a designed set of dishes and drinks to be
consumed in a specific order. As such, the menu—the order of appetizers,
main dishes, desserts, and appropriate drinks—represents a developed cul-
tural order, which represents certain professional rules and tastes. A menu
in this regard represents a meal as controlled, sociable eating and drinking.
Second, menu can mean an optional list of dishes (4 /a carte) in a restau-
rant or canteen. Compared to the menu, which, according to Henry
Notaker (2017, 104-105), first appeared at private dinner parties in
France during the nineteenth century, the recipe has a longer and more
complex genealogy. In practice, the recipe can be described as a textual
formula for the purposes of preparing specific portions of food or bever-
ages. The recipe is not necessarily textual nor culinary, but the textual
form enables its two central functions: recording and consulting.? Besides
food and drink, recipes also connect to the history of medicine, drugs,
naturopathy, and esoteric areas of knowledge. As textual genres, both the
menu and the recipe are recognizable, practical, non-literary text types.
Both of them are also lists, listing a series of dishes, ingredients, steps, and
stages of production. They present (sequential) actions that are oriented
toward possible future action.

Food listings have a long tradition in the history of literature. A sub-
genre of the literary list, food listing can be an inventory of foodstuffs, or
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part of the description of a meal, its preparation, composition, presenta-
tion, or consumption.® Food listing can also be (a part of) a fictitious,
imaginative recipes or menus, in fiction either embedded in the narration
or presented as a separate list when the agent of narration is more unclear.*
In poetry, recipes or menus can be used as a recognizable epistemic form
“filled” with unexpected (poetic) content. As such, enumeration is usually
one of the determining factors that provokes the reader to recognize the
familiar form of the recipe or the menu. The graphical and typographical
principles—the ways lists accentuate texts as images—are important, also
in culinary forms. Even if “literary recipes” or “literary menus” present
fictitious, sometimes impossible dishes—food and drinks that could not
exist in reality—still, what seems to be decisive is the way in which they
transport the reality of cooking and the cultural memory of food traditions
and thus also speak to the personal culinary memories of the reader.

In the literary context of the 1960s Finnish experimentalists, the use of
recipe and menu forms can be considered a part of “a series of efforts to
articulate new relationships between art and the rapidly changing every-
day, between ‘high’ and ‘low” and between the different discourses in soci-
ety” (Veivo 2016, 773). Eating and drinking are inevitable and
mundane—everyday—activities in the very sense of the word. “When we
eat,” food sociologists inform us, “we are not merely consuming nutri-
ents, we are also consuming gustatory (i.e., taste-related) experiences and,
in a very real sense, we are also ‘consuming’ meanings and symbols. Every
aliment in any given human diet carries a symbolic charge along with its
bundle of nutrients” (Beardsworth and Keil 1997, 51). The examples
explored in this chapter expand on this notion and represent polysemic
approaches to taste, status, and cultural order. Their impact rests on the
clash between the mundane and the exceptional, the everyday and the
fantastic. Menus and recipes offer ways to examine these relationships in
symbolically coded forms.

Besides these social implications, two viewpoints from experimental
poetics can be considered. First, as both recipes and menus are usually
non-literary, practical forms, their inclusion and imitation in literature is
strongly connected to the tendency seen in experimental writings to draw
from other sources such as recovered texts, literary objet trouvés, appro-
priations, and re-contextualizations. These practices are found in early
avant-garde techniques (e.g., Duchamp, Breton), modernist writing (e.g.,
Eliot, Williams), post-war American experimental poetry (e.g., Ashbery,
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Berrigan), as well as in the conceptual writing of the new millennium (see
Epstein 2012). Second, one can ask in what ways the list form relates to
constrained writing and procedural literature in the Oulipian sense (see
endnote 1), meaning rules, methods, or other formal principles willfully
chosen and imposed by the writer. The list as such is too broad a form to
be accepted as a constraint in the Oulipian sense.® Yet, it can either be
joined with a variety of Oulipian constraints or function as an essential
background structure in certain instances of constrained writing.°®

From the viewpoint of European or global literary studies, my material
comes from uncharted territory, 1960s Finland. I hope that the alleged
obscurity and marginality of my material will add insight on the versatility,
universality, applicability, and incisiveness of literary lists and their areas of
usage. My focus will be on the poetic usage of the list form: the tension
between, on the one hand, the unity and the order inherent in the list
form and, on the other hand, the free imaginative variation in the content.
In my examples the list form ironizes order. Connected to this theme, the
readings of the selected recipes and menus will reveal symbolic and ideo-
logical meanings that exceed their supposedly culinary content.

L1sTs IN THE EXPERIMENTAL LITERATURE
OF 1960s FINLAND

Before I proceed with my primary material, I will give a couple of exam-
ples of the list form in 1960s Finnish experimental literature. The aim is to
offer some literary-historical context and also to consider thematic and
formal similarities between these starters and the main course: four texts
(two menus and two recipes) that prove exceptional in the ways they com-
bine distinctive content with inventive use of form. The four texts chosen
show a representative selection from 1960s Finnish “culinary literature.”
The form of the list distinguishes them from conventional and non-
experimental literature which is typically less cognizant of form.
Internationally, the 1960s was an active decade for experimental
endeavors in art and literature. Different “neo-avant-garde” activities were
born around the world, the term Conceptual art was introduced in 1961,
the Fluxus Manifesto was conceived by George Maciunas in 1963, and Sol
LeWitt’s seminal text “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” appeared in 1967.
The 1960s also marked the beginning of postmodernism in literature
(McHale 2008). Concrete poetry was vibrant in Europe, but also in Latin
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America. OuLiPo was established in 1960 and consolidated its position
during the decade.

Meanwhile, also the remote, in many ways still post-war and barely
urban Finland “saw the rise of a new interest in the avant-garde [...] espe-
cially in poetry” (Veivo 2016, 772). In many respects this was something
new. The period of Finnish-language modernism only really took off in
the 1950s. Before World War II, attempts to translate the innovative
approaches of the European Avant-gardes (Futurism, Dadaism, and
Surrealism) into the Finnish context were extremely rare. Only German
Expressionism had some positive reception in Finland as figures such as
“the first modernist” Edith Sodergran (1892-1923) and Uuno Kailas
(1901-1933) show. There are many reasons for Finland’s cultural hostility
toward experimental literature. The legacy of the brutal civil war (1918)
politicized Finnish culture for decades. Avant-gardistic arts were regarded
as suspicious imported goods in the eyes of both right-wing and left-wing
political groups. Together with a lack of literary tradition, a lack of urban
culture, and the linguistic “outsider” status of the Fenno-Ugric language,
this created a hostile climate for avant-garde, artistic innovation, and
experimentation.”

But in the 1960s something changed in Finnish literature along the
lines of innovation and international influences in other arts (e.g., visual
arts, performance, electronic music, see Hottinen 2016). Especially the
short, three-year period of the mid-decade saw a burst of some 30 works
of versatile experimental literature (Joensuu 2016, 28). Besides such tech-
niques as text collage, visual text, enhanced typography, minimalism, and
different intermedial applications, the list was clearly the most recurring
form in the experimental endeavors of the decade. According to Harri
Veivo (2016, 773), the “attempts to get to grips with changes in everyday
life and to navigate in the new discursive world are visible in the use or
imitation of lists and catalogues.” While this is probable, other kinds of
motivation and functions for the use of lists can also be assumed. According
to Jan Alber (2016), postmodernist literary lists (1) foreground the lin-
guistic medium, and thus, are self-reflexive; (2) highlight (and make fun
of) our need to impose order on chaos; and (3) celebrate variety and plu-
rality. All these claims hold true also for many of the lists found in the
works of 1960s Finnish experimentalists, although labeling them post-
modernists would be daring.® Still, the following examples of 1960s
Finnish list poetry demonstrate the flexibility and variability of the list
form’s subject matters, approaches, and effects.
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I will start with a rather abstract, almost conceptual poem which uses
very non-lyrical word-lists.” “Informaatiota” (“Information,” 1966) by
Brita Polttila (1920-2008) lists different acronyms of political players of
the decade. For instance, “EFTA” designates the European Free Trade
Association, “YK” and “NL” are the Finnish abbreviations for United
Nations and Soviet Union, respectively. The ironic end phrase translates as
“Come on, get real / let’s go to movies!”

INFORMAATIOTA

EFTA
NATO
EEC
ANF
MLF
OAS
YAT
YK

TN
SEATO
USA
NL
FAO
MLF MLF MLF MLF YK YK TN

— Kuule il viitsi intoilla
menndin leffaan! (Polttila 1966, 9)

One can compare Polttila’s poem to an even more abstract, untitled poem
by J. O. Mallander (b. 1944), which consists of mechanical repetitions of
the Swedish words “nedrikning” (countdown) and “upprikning” (list-
ing), combined with the word “vidrikning” (reckoning, confrontation),
which appears only once (see Mallander 1969, 64). In the book, the list-
ing of two words fills the whole page lengthways: it extends from the text
area to the upper and lower edges of the page, deliberately violating the
typographical margin rules. In doing so, it suggests the infiniteness of this
list: the list goes beyond the material book. Like the poem above by Brita
Polttila, Mallander’s poem, too, highlights the materiality of language.
Stripped of its communicative and aesthetic function and turned into a
sign that signifies nothing beyond its own endless perpetuation, Mallander’s
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objectified language almost resembles concrete poetry. It seems as if these
were compiled or produced by a machine.!® The recipe and menu poems
also play with this kind of non-literary, non-lyrical, and procedural
approach to writing.

As in recipes, the following poem by Kalevi Seilonen (1937-2011)
seems to have a rather authoritative diction. The poem presents five rather
contradictious and sometimes nonsensical statements as facts. The title is
the organizing and grouping principle, binding together these five num-
bered main clauses.

Scientific Facts

Goethe had a weak understanding.

97 % of Finns are German.

Saarikoski has 12 drainpipes.

Finnish Broadcasting Company offends the Constitution.

Champignons are no champions. (Seilonen 1965, 22, original: “Tieteellisid
tosiasioita”)

SAN I e

All the lines are concisely phrased declarative sentences that evoke the
impression of being objective facts, even though they strongly claim some-
thing rather unexpected. Far from facts or scientific findings, these claims
resemble, respectively, historical and logical impossibilities, inside jokes,
conspiracy theories, or tongue-in-cheek opinions. The first claim on
Goethe’s cognitive capabilities could indicate a rebellion against Western
literary values and tastes, doubled in the non-traditional form of the poem.
Pentti Saarikoski (1937-1983) was a celebrity poet of the time, renowned
for his bohemian lifestyle, so “12 drainpipes” might be considered as a
sarcastic allusion to his industrious drinking. Furthermore, the leftist
politicization of the Yleisradio (Finnish Broadcasting Company) was a
widely discussed topic in the 1960s. The last sentence is a pun, which is
difficult to translate. It centers on the notion of taste: the Finnish term for
champignon is “delicacy mushroom” and the speaker claims that “delicacy
mushrooms are no delicacy.” A pun is a very different form of knowledge
than a scientific fact. While the first one is simply given, the second should
be the subject of investigation. The ascending numerical presentation in
the lines of the poem and the use of numericals in the text (97%, 12) ironi-
cally make use of mathematical conventions that stand in for objective
knowledge, order, and hierarchy, which the very content of the “facts”
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makes redundant. It would be impossible to achieve the same structural
irony (the delightful conflict between the serious form and the oddball
content) without the numbered listing. It is this idea of (linear) order and
logical sequence which is also typical for the formal arrangement of recipes.

The poems by Polttila and Seilonen discussed above make use of the
non-literary list’s documentary, “applicatory” function and transfer it to a
context outside the realm of objective facts—a feature they share with the
culinary lists discussed in the following section. Just as a list easily captures
topical, current discourse, the same form can ironize and criticize the ide-
ological dimensions of the content by laying bare contradictions that obvi-
ate the need for explanation. Irony is “potentially an effective strategy of
oppositionality,” even a passionate “mode of combat” (Hutcheon 1994,
29). This oppositionality can also be noticed in the following examples.

The first menu poem by Aronpuro in the following section uses the list
as a realistic (probably facsimile) part of a collage, with both documentary
and ideological tendencies. It also relies on the visual layout which the list
form typically produces. The second menu poem by Lappalainen presents
a bizzare menu, which documents mainly the workings of the poet’s imag-
ination. In the recipes by Hollo and Numminen the generic user-guidance
of the recipes is ironized by oppositional, countercultural, spiritual, and
psychedelic elements. These are reinforced by the procedural list formula
of the recipe.

MENUS AND RECIPES: FOUR SERVINGS

Peltiset enkelit (“Tin Angels,” 1964), the first collection of prolific experi-
mentalist Kari Aronpuro (b. 1940), includes a five-page collage poem
“Zodiac (aivofilmi)” (“Zodiac (Brain Film)”). Rich in typographical vari-
ety, the poem employs different types, signs, and symbols, while mirroring
a stroll in an urban landscape, framed by all kinds of oncoming verbal
stuff. In the mix there is also a menu (see Figs. 9.1 and 9.2). It resembles
a genuine, discovered text representing a selection of foods in a workers’
canteen (“Open from 9 to 23”). Instead of higher culinary cultures, this a
la carte from a working-class dining environment is as street-credible as
the poem’s references to, for instance, public transport, cigarette commer-
cials, or an etiquette text from a cheap booze brand (“Poytd / viinaa /
Bords / brinnvin”). Most dishes on the menu are affordable, mundane
grub, like oat porridge, fried herrings, or pea soup. Bread, butter, and
milk—cornerstones of the 1960s Nordic cuisine—are sold separately (see
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Fig. 9.1 Kari Aronpuro, “Zodiac (aivofilmi)” [a double-page spread], in Peltiset

enkelit (Helsinki 1964), 32-33
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Fig. 9.2
(Helsinki 1964), 33

Kari Aronpuro, “Zodiac (aivofilmi)” [excerpt], in Peltiset enkelit
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the end of the list). Maybe the most expensive dishes, Wiener schnitzel or
steak and onions (3.00 marks), spark the poem’s speaker to add a less-than
eloquent line underneath the menu: “a poet often has / pulsating bowels”
(“runoilijalla usein / sykkivit suolet™). Instead of a romantic poet’s pulsat-
ing heart, a modern poet seems to be driven by different, more material
realities.

This is not the poem’s only reference to poverty and hunger. Lower on
the same page, there is another reference to memories of (wartime) pov-
erty: “in the 40’s when / we used to eat swede” (“40-luvulla kun / lant-
tua syotiin”). This cheerless root vegetable symbolizes everyday survival.
Maybe this “history of hunger” is something that springs to the speaker’s
consciousness while seeing the range of all the unattainable dishes listed
on the menu. Thus, a simple re-embedding of a list of foods to this text
collage conveys an ideological significance.

This most probably authentic (a typographical facsimile) menu reflects
the ethnographic impulse that collages also have: recording the everyday,
unglamorous material, a canteen menu being one of the many mundane
lists of the 1960s. This menu is not (originally) fictive or poetic, but it
reproduces a pragmatic list and a certain, particular menu, discovered and
graphically preserved. Here the list introduces a brief moment of (ironic)
order in the midst of the wildly free multitude of graphical material that
the collage presents.

The second menu is a poem by Kalevi Lappalainen (1940-1988), who
had a rather peculiar, surrealistic style of writing. He lived in the USA
between 1960-1964 and again from 1971 until his untimely death in a
fire in 1988. His menu poem is a leap far from Aronpuro’s realistic food
list to more surreal servings. The effect of the form is different from
Aronpuro’s poem, where the list is embedded in the collage among all the
other texts. In Lappalainen’s text the list s the poem. It shows that the
culinary list cannot only serve documentary purposes, but also convey
culinary fantasy and imagination. Besides the title, which uses the word
“menu,” the reader also recognizes the form—the numbered listing,
under which the servings are presented. Syntactically, the poem is a simple
listing of dishes, but the contents of the menu are unusual, presenting an
array of impossible foods and culinary phantasmagoria.

I WILL REVEAL MY FAVOURITE MENU
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I serving: Embalmed Nefernefernefer.
Some Jimi Hendrix rubbed in oil. One fried onion.
IT serving: Fish grilled in lightning.
Hand soaked in water. Miss Almond tortured in fire.
IIT  serving: Boiled astronaut.
Little birds and radishes. Waist with cucumber. (Lappalainen 1968, 53,
original: “Paljastan teille himoruokalistani.”)

The poem plainly presents a catalogue of objects, some of them referring
to actual food (onion, fish, radishes, cucumber) while others refer to
human beings. They are either fictitious (Nefernefernefer, a character in
The Egyptian, a novel by Mika Waltari), real persons (Jimi Hendrix), cryp-
tic allusions (Miss Almond), or just human body parts. Thus, in a gastro-
nomical context of food and eating, the poem could be associated with
anthropophagy—that is, cannibalism. However, further reading allows for
a different interpretation which helps us to connect these bizarre combi-
nations that seem enigmatic, disturbing, and confusing.

It is tempting to read the anthropophagic references and unconven-
tional fusions as encoded erotic and sexual meanings. Eating and swallow-
ing have a close relationship to physical love and eroticism, not just due to
the oral dimension, but also because they symbolize procedures of inter-
nalizing, merging, and possessing. Framing normally inedible objects as
edible, the poem relies on symbolic transference, where erotic impulses are
converted into unexpected but powerful images. While some images
exploit conventional romantic or erotic symbols (hand, little birds, waist,
oil, perhaps a phallic cucumber), or otherwise clear references
(Nefernefernefer, a deceitful woman who used her sexuality as a tool),
some are more complicated. Both astronauts and Jimi Hendrix (at the
peak of his career in 1968 renowned for his suggestive performances) were
admired and adored by the masses, unlike the mysterious Miss Almond,
who, instead of inner burning, is tortured in fire. Images of desire unite
with weird, unappetizing images. Desire and disgust are close to each
other, even “dialectically conjoined” (Ngai 2005, 332-333). Then again,
Julia Kristeva’s view on abjection—a strong, horrible disgust which shakes
the foundations and boundaries of individual experience—is based on
food and eating: food loathing is “perhaps the most elementary and most
archaic form of abjection” (Kristeva 1982, 2). The list form is apt for high-
lighting and mixing the cognitive categories: the poem becomes abject
because it is situated at the border (see Kristeva 1982, 75) between
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eroticism, food consumption, and death or decay. It is the mixture which
the poem suggests that troubles us. It suggests that we are attracted by
what ultimately is also repulsive. The list as a formed order or the tradition
of the menu stands in stark contrast to these surreal evocations of disgust
that point toward the hidden and unconscious and not to the neatly
formed and known.

Once again, the form of the list as the poem’s structural idea reasserts
itself in the title. The title also implies the erotic and libidinal contents of
the poem, something that is in strong opposition to eating as “practical,”
mundane nutrition. Instead of “My Favourite Menu,” for instance, the
title uses specifically the word revenl, as if referring to something previ-
ously hidden. Additionally, the word simo used in the original title is closer
to lust, desire, or addiction, than the milder term “favourite.” This “lust
menu” is thus the area for the poetic imagination, where charged images
and associations surpass the culinary menu and result in strange, even
repulsing, surrealist servings. This private and sexual usage clearly clashes
with the social and culinary user function of a menu, connected with taste,
hierarchy, and order—while maintaining the form. Disturbing images are
listed in the menu form and thus set in conflict with the food references
this form usually is used for. The orderly listing as such highlights the dis-
crepancy between the poem’s messages. For the reader, the numerical
form and the cognitive setting of “menu” ties everything into an (almost)
meaningful culinary frame of reference.

The next example is by Anselm Hollo (1934-2013), certainly the most
renowned Finnish poet abroad, who lived in the USA from 1967 until his
death. “Good Stuft Cookies” (circa 1968) is immediately recognized as
relying on the form of a recipe: it utilizes the tripartite structure with the
heading, the list of ingredients, and instructions. As is so often the case in
lists, here, too, the reader immediately, even before reading anything, dis-
tinguishes and recognizes the numerical list as a visual unit, and thus sets
it off from the rest of the poems in the collection. This recognition and the
procedural nature inherent in the recipe form are quickly short-circuited
in the reading, and the reader’s attention on the list form turns poetic.
Hollo’s way of using spaces in the middle of the lines is also conspicuous.
As is the case in the previous example, here, too, the familiar culinary for-
mat is exploited by filling it with something other than real foodstuffs.
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good stuft cookies

2 gods

2/3 cup hidden psychic reality

2 teasp. real world

3/4 cup sleep

2 cups sifted all-purpose iridescence
2 teasp. good stuff

1/2 teasp. pomp & pleasure

beat gods hidden psychic reality
real world and sleep together

sift together iridescence good stuff
pomp & pleasure

add to real world mixture

drop by teaspoon

2 inches apart on cookie sheet

press cookies flat

with bottom of glass dipped in sleep
bake at 400 F 8 to 10 minutes

2 dozen cookies good stuff. (Hollo 1970, 98)

All ingredients are immaterial, spiritual substances. Unlike in Lappalainen’s
menu, there are no edible items in the mix. Beating two gods, hidden
psychic reality, real world, and sleep together seem to be like a mixture for
a philosophy of life. This is enhanced by the term “iridescence,” meaning
rainbow-like appearance of all the colors at once. While the form of the
baking recipe strongly hints at a context of middle-class communality that
values sugar-coated outward appearances, Hollo’s recipe seems to aim at
creating individualized truth and spiritual growth that transcend the need
for material proof of the recipe’s successful completion. A combination of
religious, psychic, and sensuous dimensions makes one ask: what is this
unspecified “good stuff” that seems to be both the aim, an ingredient, and
an evaluation of the result? It is hard not to acknowledge the perspective
of the late 1960s alternative or countercultural context and the advent of
general societal liberation, which included also psychedelic drugs. This
interpretation can be supported by the repetition of slang-like wording
“stuft” (drugs, booze), as well as the well-known treats of hippie cuisine,
cannabis cookies. Still, the interpretation should not solely stick to the
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countercultural dimension. The “good stuft” can be construed as the hid-
den motivator of all activity: the secret ingredient in any successful recipe
that remains unwritten. The recipe form thus also means an activation of
the reader, a reminder of a countercultural “do-it-yourself” ethics, an
impulse to seek her own good stuff. The reader must decide whether this
is a serious ideological theme, or just irony.

The final example is an exceptional drink recipe by M. A. Numminen
(b. 1940), a versatile artist, singer, composer, and writer. It is a set of
instructions for tea in six enumerated parts using a repetitive and cumula-
tive structure. Every unit repeats the earlier unit, but also adds a new
ingredient. Some of them are rarely used in kitchens.

THE TRUE TASTE OF TEA

I

II

111

VI

A genuine ceramic or porcelain pot