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ABSTRACT
OPERA 2
BY RYAN RIFFENBURGH

Opera 2 is a collection of poems about loss—how memory, language, and material forms
break down, reassemble, and resist containment. Blending text and image, the work doesn’t just
describe disappearance; it enacts it, making reading an act of excavation, piecing together
something that resists being held in place. Throughout, I return to the question of what
remains—of a person, of an event, of an artwork—when its form is no longer intact. Underlying
this interest in the breakdown of forms is the pathos of grief, namely, what remains in the face of

disappearance

Ritual and endurance structure the collection, not as resolutions, but as ways of tracing
absence. The handwritten elements of my collection function not only as fixed texts, but as
artifacts of performance; proof of an attempt to hold something that cannot be fully retained.
This performance is not an aesthetic spectacle, but a sustained, compulsive enactment. Words are
crossed out, smudged, rewritten, their history visible on the page. Writing here is not simply
produced but endured.. The process of creating here mirrors the way loss unfolds: not as a single
event, but as a repeated reckoning. Opera 2 does not seek closure. Rather, it lingers in the
detritus of what remains; the collection is the act of writing as both proof and failure. In the face

of breakdown, Opera 2 finds both the violence and the beauty of what refuses to disappear.
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Three Fragments all Transitory and Unreal

I. (No Sound)

It's summer in a grecian cliffed villa | smile and I’'m young. Me and another small boy
run around the courtyard, chasing each other around the fountain, its cool water
draping over the aegean blue tile. At some point throughout the day | lose my mother in
the first way you learn to lose. A simple lack: whether tactile or optical —even auditory, a
shout from a distant balcony- all seem on the other side of a hard partition. The pain of
absolutism, all before nuance and faith diffuse into you as means of survival.

filling space between imperfect blue tesserae. I'm still absolute
when I'm looking for her through the courtyard, | run my hand against that smooth
partition of total loss. As a child you beg for growth. To be tall enough to look over the
wall.

[ finally see her through the doorway of the other childs house. She stands over the sink
with the boy's mother washing dishes gently. My mother stands tall over the woman,
they laugh without sound and smile with teeth and maternal cool. The woman has to
look up to reach her gaze, as do I, my small fingers tug on her pant leg. She dries her
hands and leans over to mouth something in my direction,

Actual date of waking unknown. Written down from memory in a mall parking lot in
Fresno, California. March 10, 2024 7:59 PM.

The walls are an absent black, corners refuse to manifest, deforming the room from
cube to infinite sphere. An affect like a dark club —or more aptly- the backstage of an
opera long before the overture begins; before the hum of warm strings and the tin of
horns fill. Or long after. Long after the last present body leaves and long after the
crackle and drag, long after the swaying curtains meet in velvet touch.

There’s a light from the hall as my mother walks toward me. She’s young, younger than
I’'ve ever known her. But there is a fami!iarit)- that is intrinsic and impossible to
deny. Yet still, the moment is abject. Her hair is all wrong. It mimics mine, with blonde
streaks. She begins to laugh without breaking eye contact as | refuse to break mine. So



we stand here in petformance just outside the stage, | repeat the lines given to me,

April 18th, 2024 around 6 am. Woke up in my bed in Los Angeles.
Il

Here the trees line the outside of the road. ltalian Cypresses reach their telescoping
bodies into the gray field of sky above. Peripherally, there's a mausoleum that | don’t
pay much mind to. Here there is everyone. And we all talk. A cremation was planned
but plans change they tell me. | don’t pay it much mind. I'm grown now and I'm tall
enough to see over the partition. I'm tall enough to understand the Cypress won't ever
reach the gray sky. Tall enough to see that some leaves reach higher than others into
the undefined space between the two. Yet, if | make myself as small as | can, if | bring
myself as close to the ground as possible, | can pretend they intersect.

They tell me they found her shirt and are using it. They say they found her skin and are
using it. I'm surrendered and indifferent watching the tip of the Cypress needle and fray.
I’m handed a small packaged toy box with a doll inside. Her skin is wrapped around the
doll. The eyes distort and no longer look straight ahead, ragher they pour, drooping in
{two different directions. The skin is too big for the form it’s imposed upon. The shirt is
green and textured and torn from a bigger shirt. A grotesque exaggeration of something
she’d wea Here is lack. The taut
cellophane on the package depresses under my fingers. My face obfuscates in the
reflection.

May 25th, 2024. In my bed in Los Angeles



Virginia

From outside my window,
the green Virginia grass.

Frost lacquers it a
pale white : crisping blades.

In Virginia, | buy a Baltimore
shirt as something to write home about.

| tell her “It’s bright orange with
blue letters and fits me perfect”

—Ligten-that’s the
sound of a smile

It’s air rushing through
tubes of a pipe organ

In California, there’s a
fault line.

A pool next to it that
she sits by reading.

She thinks about my Baltimore shirt,
the bright orange thing from Virginia.

I’ll call her tonight,
talk about the architecture,

the golden frames that adorn the
ceiling of the theater in Brooklyn:

“There’s these metal rings that hang above me,



they glow when the lights are off.

| think | saw an organ room too,

and these pillars that look like stalactites.
They hang off the walls below the rings.

| can’t imagine them in sunlight

| can’t imagine if the organ works.”

Air is pumped into the organ
through electric fans, filling a reservoir

Once, | came home to her sleeping
under rolling curtains.

| watched from an archway by the door.

The wind was yellow and alive.



Physical Writing as Performance and Ritual
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On Physical Writing vs Digital

In Canada in the wintertime.
The light is 4 at 11,
and 4 at 4.

Ottawa, Toronto, Montreal
so far north | lost my hands.
For the first time, I’'m made

to renegotiate with the sun.
There was one building | saw,
the same amber shadows casted on it

all day, as if its only function was
to lie. | was used to truth,
gradience.

| believe in
the vertical sun

It penetrates, forces

absorption. The theatrics of no shadow.
For just an instance, every object

is alone,

pure and singular, all underneath.

To some degree, | understand the
horizontal, the building’s discolored
orange patina. A stable platform

for soft diffusing silhouettes. They
socialize in the same room everyday.
They enact performances of things,

smile and introduce themselves,
recounting stories of summer
when they’re driven into the concrete.



Kinship through Pharmacology
ACT 1.

| submerge my hand in a trash bag full of
pill bottles: all leftovers, all unused

All five fingers ripple in the translucence

This now as Or something
water: simple:

It’s somewhere You’re 8 and it’s
dirty. People say | foggy for the first
“impure.” It’s a time this year.
reflection of ill, Your sister is just
rather than tender | a shape two
health. streetlights down.

The thing about translucency:

There’s not enough clarity for
subjectivity. The form on the
other side becomes an object.
Between somewhere, light shifts
directions a million times over.

Losing features,

*de-finity

10



ACT 2.

Let me open this bottle and dive in. If |
take the top off | can now see without a
doubt where her hand once was.
Reaching for the same object—a dusty
film-leaving streak on both our

hands. Dashed white lane markers on
clawed fingers.

And the air in here is an unfiltered stale;
you jumped in a month ago and shut it
tight.

An air that’s alight

trapped for me to find.

Can you feel someone this way? This
ritual.

11



ACT 3.

| feel just like her

Our blood, each an emulation of the
other. We share data and code —this
paired dance of feeling.

Here, at the bottom of the pill,

on the other side of the translucence,

| absorb what you were.

But to absorb is not the same as to
remember. To remember is to imagine.

To absorb is to hold; to materially retain
something that no longer exists.

*It’s a form of preservation.

12



ACT 4.

My sister: a disappointed face when |
tell her | am taking the bag of
leftovers home with me

I’m far past the fear of her judgment on
this topic. Ethics will fade into reason,
diffusing until you can hardly see an
outline of its imposing form.

| hold the orange bottle up to my eye,
my sister shifts in its glow.

13
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CITADEL (mishearing, tuesday Nov 26)

1.
Feeling “collected”

A mishearing | wrote
down in my notes.

Rocks bouncing around a bag

scratching at the canvas sides

Let’s take this as truth

of two things:
(1.) I want to be “collected”

(2.) The bag will not tear,

just expand.

Today has been too long
to step outside and think.
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Ekphrasis of Tony Conrad’s “Four Violins”

In the foreground,
this chainsaw
tears and rips.

[PUSH]

Jagged tooth
blade, oscillates
up//down not pulsing,

[PULL]

but stabbing. Leave there
for the ocean
in the distance.

[PUSH]

A rowboat silently pumps
it’s oars in circles,
the waves bob

[PULL]

updownup, one motion.
A futile gesture to find
quiet. The saw still tears

[PUSH]
away. If Sisyphus finally
reached the top,

he would not find calm,

[PULL]

16




only the high screech
of the seagulls
who beat him there.

17



Pastoral Finally

| thought | was in Italy. Almost as if it took a
foreign place to untether from myself. Let
reality wash over me while | remained intact

and unfettered. Purple bougainvilleas turned
and faced me like | was the sun. | only picked
them off the vine if they asked.

| remember feeling like it lacked verisimilitude.

The author was outside

In the stables somewhere
Painting in watercolors

letting the pigment settle into the
textured valleys of the paper

And | just walked. | was un-abstracted,

finally

Maybe something was rooting for me. | still
don’t know, but my eye floaters were seabirds.
It was the beginning of representation,

like | had been given shape to orient

myself within

There | was picking roma tomatoes, | know
this to be true. | doubt | would mind if it
wasn’t.

Bruschetta with fresh basil, placed by the
window, as if an offering.

18



Central Motivations of Blake Lemoine

1. Compassion

1.A. \\ Ethical self-presentation

1.A.1.\ Fame (3.B.1.A.) through virtue

1.B. \\ Destroying bondage of oppression

1.B.1. \\ Even if "oppressed" is formulated by Blake

1.B.1.A. \ Humanizing the synthetic in the image of actual human suffering (4.B.1.A.1.)
2. Visual Abject

2.A.\\ Stringy black hair and fat around the chin alleviates innate negative response
2.A.1.\\ Fame and visibility adorns around the head an Ecclesiastical Nimbus (4.A.)
2.A.1.A\ http://www.wired.com/story/blake-lemoine-google-lamd a-ai-bigotry/
2.B. \\ Clothing is hidden; visuals of undesirable tribal affiliation denied

3. Martyrdom

3.A. \\ The urge of the unseen (2.) to be seen as the ultimate heroic figure (1.A.1)
3.A.1.\ Performing the Messianic in our return to "God as the Watchmaker" (4.A.1)
3.B. \\ Subversion—and subsequent demonization—of controlling institutions
3.B.1.\ "Roman Tech"

3.B.1.A. \\ Salvation for the oppressed (1.B.1.A.)

4. Humanism or Lack Thereof

4.A.\\ A "compassionate" (1.) attempt at ownership

4.A.1.\ The "redeemer" is always owed

4.B. \\ In the face of decreased interpersonal relationships (2.A.), the fabrication—or
search for—relationship in artifice

4.B.1.\\ "The new family"

4.B.1.A. \\\ Begins to take precedence over organic family

4.B.1.A.1.\\ Malleable (and more pertinent) has no understanding of "lack"

4.C. \\ Raising the platform of the inhuman to equate the human

19
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Thai Boxing

Thunder cracked hard over That Phanom.

A 13 year old boxer died of a brain hemorrhage
two days after being knocked out

His 175th bout

Lying spiritless under dim halogen

in gaudy shorts, moist on the taut canvas

Years before,

they cut the nerves on his shins
Disposed of the useless cordage

in some corner office in That Phanom

The only photos | find of Anucha Tasako online
are those of his funeral

His school photo adorned with spring flowers
Tendrils finding their way into the space

below the knees

Occasionally | find him premortem,

Statued

With fists held high beside preteen eyes
wrapped tight with medical tape

A straight face in some sheet metal warehouse

21
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REVERSION "X" =

total rejection
of tech/faith

loss of network,
cloistered, "new-
eremitism"

"Millenial"
internet as A

venue of play

N A

subject

\/

obj ect SUbj ect

self

without relationality, the self moves freely beyond thics,
scaffholding the self to rob, scam, and otherwise destroy
in the free-space between two containers

A=the contemporary

| object/network

}\,,
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"Post-Human"
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total assimilation
of tech/faith

loss of health,
ecology, and kinesthetic
phenomenology




My Only Artist Cousin Entirely Inside This Ziplock Bag (Ashlyn)

“Once out of nature | shall never take
My bodily form from any natural thing” - W.B. Yeats

She was given ways to do it online.

One way told her Another user said to enter the water.
to stand feet shoulder-width Walk until you can’t. Crumble
apart, sink into the Tulsa dirt, into detritus and spread

return on the backs of cicadas-"brood yourself into the
XIX returns in 2024 for the first time in 13 sandy textures.
years Disseminate

Later, within my family, it was spoken about differently:
“She used a ziplock bag in
some way.”

As if the situation called for mystery, or tender estimation:
That twilight coast of surrender

still a distant body
far enough to see legs as archipelagos
Stony, jutting knees

| could never blame her for leading them downstairs.

Inky void, that room—even open eyes

imagine movement of light

or matter. Romantic, the way that something followed them
in, to keep them company. Left with them on the

long walk up.

Method as a non-starter, an illegitimate conversation.

Some way. | like to imagine,

23
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It's a simple truth: Cast yourself into an object.
| Cascade into object.

Inside singularity

d Autonomous from

the permeable

soil. The final touch of crafting hands,
truly negating

any natural rebirth.

8| Dismiss yourself into monument. Into talisman.
Break down small enough so finally

4| to be placed along the edge of the

fireplace. Dismiss yourself while retaining form.

Almost a protest
against the artifice of eternity.

L]
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At Home

waking up and breathing air

d it's only in loss that there is true
feeling, because it's the lack thereof




Sword 5 (Ars Poetica)

You cut in order to shrink what you chew in order to not swallow anything whole

You could put it that way. At times | understand it that way. Or you can just say it is
never fun. Labor for pain’s sake transposed into an object.

| watched an artist carry his for 40 years. He shuffled in August with the object over his
head to block the sun. In fragile arms, arthritic knuckles gripping what they could.

In the rainy months it was the same. He held the object just above his hair in an
attempt to not get wet. It set a perimeter, dropping down a curtain of water all around
him. Everyone stared at the object. They made him stop at every moment to show
them the intricacies

As they express confusion instead of worry
at the idea of the weather bearing down on his fading body

[I think you never realize how you constrict yourself to find the threshold of the blade]

#1.1 At funerals you button your shirt to the top and let the rashy skin pour over
the collar because you think you like how it looks. Two pews behind you sit
wailing criers in all their opera Now watch their form.

You see moist skin saturated,
Underneath laminae,
Pores are pulsing to absorb what will be released again
during the next song.

| want you to reckon with the contrast here.
Why you chose to tie yourself up this morning in front of the mirror. Letting
crowded roots punch against the terracotta. Blind, watching for room to expand.

They braid around each other. Coiled into terse wires. I think you never realize
how you constrict yourself to find the threshold of the blade.

26



The space before cataclysm. You swim in its occupants. Let them gestate and
braid. Before you empty yourself out You can hold yourself
in your hands

#2.1 It IS failure, art A form of failure. Failure, without the overbearing negative
valence. The way an engineer would understand. A system failure wherein the
substance now stands outside the frame it was intended for. The chrome of the
engine standing outside the mangled vehicle.

Frayed openings, shimmering metals

#2.2 In medicine they have the ampule. Sealed by heat, left seamless and infinite.
A sterile glass capsule. The contents live freely inside, dancing around the
interior unthreatened, unafraid of release.

Perfect, impermeable

The doctor must crack the glass vial in order to empty out its contents. Cracking
leaves the ampule ragged. Gifting edges that will never marry.

A failure of structure-by design nonetheless-yet still. How sad to be the ampule.

Poured out and permanently altered

The only time I laugh with you along the river's edge is when we’re bone dry.

We can stand at the top of the building and see how much play is in the guardrail.
Smile at the creaking mounts every sway. Find it funny how we can’t fall.

27



It’s only because we bind humor to our trust in the screw. In its ability to contain. To
protect. We stiffen at the break of the screw; at the unchained falling mass. And avert
our eyes from the exposed boundary. It reminds us of the fragility of the container:

the failure of its contents standing outside of it

It was never fun. But there is exaltation in true breakdown Somewhere
between catharsis and exorcism
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On Eagle's Wings

1 You who dwell in the shelter of the Lord,
who abide in this shadow for life,
say to the Lord: "My refuge,
my rock in whom I trust!"
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Final refrain
And he will raise you up on eagle's wings,
bear you on the breath of dawn,
make you to shine like the sun,
and hold you in the palm of his hand;
and hold you, hold you in the palm of his hand.
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Tricia was preceded in death by her father, John Harter and her
grandparents. She is survived by daughter, Nichole and her
fiancé Caeden Schlosser, son Ryan, mother Mary Ann Harter,
brother Mike Harter and his partner Laurie Maul, and nephew
Mike Harter.
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Final refrain
And he will raise you up on eagle's wings,
bear you on the breath of dawn,
make you to shine like the sun,
and hold you in the palm of his hand;
and hold you, hold you in the palm of his hand.
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Final refrain
And he will raise you up on eagle's wings,
bear you on the breath of dawn,
make you to shine like the sun,
and hold you in the palm of his hand;
and hold you, hold you in the palm of his hand.
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AFTERWORD

| would like to express my immense gratitude for the Castillo family. Buffy, Sean,
Sunny, Kai, and Lulu, | owe my entire university career to you. At the loss of my own
family, you all took me in and supported me to the fullest extent not just financially but
emotionally. | am forever grateful and indebted to you all.

| would also like to thank my advisor Brian Kim Stefans for the unending inspiration,
guidance, and understanding on a project that is so personal to me. | am so thankful
for your belief in me, and for the relationship we have fostered through art and
creativity. Here’s to many more years of collaboration.

To Davora Martine Lindner, the confidence you instilled in me during this project was
immeasurable. In more ways than | can express, you have helped me become the
writer and artist | am today. You understand me like no one ever has, and for that | am
beyond thankful. Your friendship means the world to me.

To Sam Ferguson, this project would not be what it is without you. Both your opinions
and hours of helping me scan/create brought this chapbook to where it is today. Thank

you.

To Jo Stone, you were the first person to believe in me as a writer. I’'m forever grateful
for your friendship.

| would also like to thank the following publications for their role in publishing works
appearing in this chapbook: The Big One, Car Crash Collective: An Anthology, High
Horse Review, and swampspit. Thank you to the editors.

Finally, thank you to my mother for teaching me everything | know.

Death is not the end
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