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Daniel Kane’s “Do You Have a Band?”: Poetry and Punk Rock in New York City takes its title 
from an exchange between the photographer Robert Mapplethorpe and the poet Eileen 
Myles sometime in the early 1980s. According to Myles, Mapplethorpe meant “What else 
could you be doing?” (187). That is, being in a band, preferably a punk one, seemed, for a 
time, like the absolute best thing to be in downtown New York, even if you were already 
a well-known photographer or a poet running the St. Mark’s Poetry Project. 
 
Yet, as Kane reveals, it started off the other way around, with Patti Smith, Lou Reed, and 
Richard Hell (of Television) all drawing energy and authority from their poet neighbors, 
primarily second-generation New York school poets like Anne Waldman and Ted 
Berrigan. “Do You Have a Band?” is not, then, “the now-familiar story of the Rimbaud-
enchanted and Beat Generation-infatuated rocker” (1). Instead, it’s a story of how poets 
and punks living in the same crappy neighborhood drew on one another’s ideas for 
legitimacy. The cool stances of the New York school offer a way to resist rock’s excesses; 
punk offers a way to resist clichés about the poet as a visionary romantic. Moving from 
the Fugs through Dennis Cooper, Kane provides a convincing archive, one richly 
documented and conveyed—as in his earlier work—through a compelling, narrative, 
style. 
 
Above all, as in his All Poets Welcome (for which “Do You Have a Band?” serves as a kind 
of sequel), Kane shows us the institutions that knit these writers and musicians together, 
in particular the spaces (Max’s Kansas City, St. Mark’s, CBGB) and publications (Angel 
Hair, C magazine, Hell’s Genesis: Grasp, Elinor Nauen’s Koff), venues where poetry and 
punk might confront one another.  In particular, the St. Mark’s Poetry project was a fertile 
intersection of careers, influences, and experiments. Nearly everyone in the book reads 
there, a place that is both vector and symbol, the place where Hell wants to be, where 
Smith can’t wait to leave, and where, after the building itself burns in 1978, Myles wants 
to rebuild with punk attitude. 
 
Although Kane describes poetry and punk as intertwined, each chapter finds one of the 
two in a more autonomous position, allowing it to confer authenticity and energy on the 
other. Kane begins with the Fugs, whom Kane credits with starting New York’s punk 
scene, and who drew on the power and prestige of avant-garde poetry to give their 
version of rock a proto-punk edge. Admittedly, they did so by skewering the seriousness 
of Allen Ginsberg and Amiri Baraka, as in “I Saw the Best Minds of My Generation Rot” 
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from Virgin Fugs (1967) and in a shocking “Al Jolson water-mouthed vocal” delivery of a 
Baraka-inspired song called “Up Against the Wall, Motherfucker” (28). This engagement 
with the avant-garde allowed them to develop a proto-punk irreverence, bridging avant-
garde bohemias of the 1950s and 1970s and anticipating the nihilistic strains of everyone 
from the Feederz to the Ramones (20). 
 
Irreverence is a key mode throughout, one traded back and forth between Waldman and 
Smith, Berrigan and Reed. For Kane, punk is at once a real thing practiced by bands like 
Hell’s Television but also an approach to rock ‘n’ roll and poetry that deploys irreverent 
energies against calcified, often commodified, versions of what came before. He describes 
a moment when lots of things were up for grabs, when “the old boundary lines between 
avant-garde art and commercial fluff, sung lyrics and lyric poetry, and club music and 
concert-hall music were all being merrily redrawn and at times erased entirely” (5). 
 
Poetry owns the first half of the book. Kane contrasts sympathetic but skeptical readings 
of Reed, Smith, and Hell with a rich chapter on second-generation New York School poets 
Berrigan, Waldman, Jim Warsh, Aram Saroyan, and others whose “undercanonized” 
work he depicts as insurgent against the (still) dominant first generation of O’Hara, 
Ashbery, and Schuyler. Reading literary punk in this context, Kane shows readers the 
vital soil out of which this music emerged. While Reed, Smith, and Hell have reputations 
as literary rockers, Kane demonstrates both the truth and untruth of this notion. Through 
their contact with poets like Berrigan and Waldman, these musicians wrote poetry that 
shaped their well-known recordings. Kane traces “Heroin,” “Walk on the Wild Side,” 
“Blank Generation,” and Smith’s cover of “Gloria” back to their origins in the journal that 
Reed started at Syracuse University: Hell’s Genesis: Grasp, and Smith’s 1971 book of verse. 
Here is just one of the places that “Do You Have a Band?” shines: in addition to being a 
meticulous historian, Kane is a skilled reader, and the backstories he provides to these 
songs are enjoyable and enlightening. 
 
But when these musicians make it big, what happens to poetry? In Smith’s case, it gets 
kicked to the garbage-strewn curb. For she ignores Bernadette Mayer’s crucial advice: 
“don’t ever get famous” (139) and, as a result, fares poorly here. Kane describes her as 
“ventriloquizing Poetry Project-affiliated writers” (123) and “invok[ing]” downtown 
poetry “to burnish her spectacular aura” on her way to becoming a real rock star (125). 
Reed, too, ends his arc with bombast. By 1996, Reed anoints himself a “real writer” in 
Schwartz’s lineage, in relation to, of all things, his decadent, ill-received theatrical 
production Time Rocker (69).  In the end, the literary aura around each figure fades by 
their chapters’ end, and readers are left feeling that the stadiums and major label contracts 
sucked the edge out of all three. (This is less true for Hell, who abandons his music career 
early and never becomes as famous as either Smith or Reed.) 
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If rock dulls the avant-garde in these cases, for another group of culture workers—the 
subjects of the last three chapters—the relationship works the other way around. John 
Giorno, Eileen Myles, and Dennis Cooper draw from punk’s rising mode to shake up the 
poetry. For these writers, punk and proto-punk provide a break with the poetic past, 
particularly the “the urbane literariness associated with the first-generation New York 
School poets—especially Frank O’Hara” (147). (O’Hara is a frequent villain for the poets 
here, with Myles’s chapter entitled, after a letter to the editor sent to the journal Koff, 
“Eileen Myles and the Fuck Frank O’Hara movement.”) Kane finds Giorno challenging a 
world where performance was simply “standing there and reading a poem out loud,” 
which Giorno thought of as “an admission that the poet was physically bound to the 
page” (149). Similarly, Kane identifies Myles’s project with her embrace of the 
“glamorous dissolution, romanticized ugliness, and populist possibility” of punk (187). 
And Cooper does nothing less than show that “New American and New York School 
poetry could be as fun and up to the minute as the music made by Generation X, Blondie, 
and Iggy” (213). All three of these writers have been rising subjects of critical attention in 
the past decade, and Kane does excellent work in contextualizing them. 
 
It’s compelling to read these queer writers as rejoinders to Smith, Reed, and Hell, even as 
Kane seldom figures their work as primarily about queerness. At first, some readers 
might be tempted to see Kane as straightening work that critics like Jose Muñoz and 
Maggie Nelson have found important as queer. But by making Giorno, Myles, and 
Cooper part of a larger transition—and contrasting them positively with Smith, Reed, 
and Hell—Kane invites readers to consider that queer is the literary story that emerges 
out of this era of downtown New York, and as punk’s most crucial legacy. (The writer, 
artist, and AIDS activist David Wojnarowicz had his own punk band in the mid-1980s, 3 
Teens Kill 4, and punk shaped the actions and aesthetics of ACT UP.) 
 
Ear to the ground, attentive to the dialectical turns of the avant-garde in an inventive 
moment of literary production, “Do You Have a Band?” adds to growing work on postwar 
literary institutions, continuing the project that Kane began in All Poets Welcome. It could 
have been twice as long; throughout, we get only hints of the larger economic 
circumstances that shape these communities, which would include both the 
commodification of punk as well as the neoliberalization of New York City that provides 
a background of cheap rents and dirty streets.  As it stands, however, “Do You Have a 
Band?” markedly complicates the often-hallowed story of punk, while adding texture and 
nuance to the arc of post-New American poetry, providing another essential piece of 
literary history. 
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