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Introduction

ROBERT VON HALLBERG AND ROBERT FAGGEN


Subject Matter

In this second volume of Evaluations of US Poetry since 1950, a number of critics examine the subject matter of poems. “Subject matter” refers to an issue or series of events recognized by readers as consequential before a poet touches pen to paper. The Holocaust is subject matter because of commentary about what happened. Something similar can be said about race, the ecosphere, Christianity, America, immigration, city life, or even the body. Writers addressing these public subjects enter an already established discourse with a more or less identifiable audience whose positions can be plausibly imagined. A rhetorical bond, however alluring to poets, is in some measure constraining. The prospect of an established readership may reasonably mean a lot to poets who normally count on reaching only a few hundred readers. Allen Ginsberg’s pocketbook Howl (1956) has sold an extraordinary number of copies. Beginning with Leaflets (1969), Adrienne Rich built up a large audience for her poems and prose. Gary Snyder, too, reached a large readership. He remarked that a poet who can’t sell five thousand copies of a book should give up, though it took Wallace Stevens many decades to sell so many copies of Harmonium (1923). More recently, Claudia Rankine’s Citizen (2014) has found a very large readership. Books of poetry with recognizable subject matter often have a path to relatively large audiences. Not all subjects are compelling to audiences, nor are all treatments of favored subjects. The essays herein by Richard Strier, Charles Altieri, V. Joshua Adams, Oren Izenberg, and Keith Tuma analyze the dynamic between subject matter and poetic value, the ways in which addressing an audience produces difficulties as well as advantages.

Poems do not stand or fall by virtue of subject matter, one says. Wonderful poems are often slight in terms of subject. What matters is the arrangement of words and sounds, or attention to memorable details. Some great poems seem improvisations, rich in surprise, whose literary value comes unforeseen. Poems often do not have a subject matter; they make their way regardless of extant discourses. Themes are not the same as subject matter. But consider Johnson’s assessment of Paradise Lost. He claims that with regard to Milton’s “design,” Paradise Lost “may claim the first place … among the productions of the human mind.”1 He speaks (now controversially) of Milton’s purpose as “the most useful and the most arduous; to vindicate the ways of God to man; to shew the reasonableness of religion, and the necessity of obedience to the Divine Law.”2 Readers now may consider this claim an imposition of doctrine on an audience. Johnson shared enough of Milton’s faith to feel the grandeur of this subject matter, and he felt that it directly underlay the value of Paradise Lost.

Johnson explains his judgment with two other pertinent points: that this subject “is universally and perpetually interesting”; and that “the moral of other poems is incidental and consequent; in Milton’s only it is essential and intrinsick.”3 The first point follows from the supposed fact that the book of Genesis explains the origin and purpose of all life. The second is that the value of this subject is present in all the poem’s details; that it does not derive from instrumental causes. Allen Ginsberg declares in “Footnote to Howl” that “Everything is holy! everybody’s holy!” Johnson’s point is the contrary: that the story of creation and the fall is unlike most other subjects. Milton cannot add moral value to this subject. Some subjects still solicit a reader’s consent to their relative importance. They entail a shared estimation, concern, and even deference; in taking them up, a poet more or less consents to a sense of propriety. When a poet shows too great deference to propriety, a critic complains of the performance as unremarkable, predictable, not for doubters. A poet thinking as Johnson does, that subject matter underwrites major poetry, is tempted to write steadily of the One Great Thing, and that is a stultifying career plan. The story Milton tells is of violation and ruin. Johnson deeply understood its force. The great subject takes one’s breath away, makes it impossible to continue living as if it were untrue. Claudia Rankine is not Milton; Citizen is not Paradise Lost. Her story of a black citizen’s interiority ultimately takes one’s breath away, meaning it makes it difficult for social life to proceed. She tells of numerable social violations, even of particular ill-mannered people who are named. But the great truth of the book is that these events become metaphysical, something greater than their sum. One imagines that social wrongs may be corrected; we hear of the need for a racial dialogue or conversation. But the point comes when the wrongs so permeate life in America that one can no longer speak usefully about who did what to whom. This one great wrong obstructs analysis, speech, and understanding.


What did he just say? Did she really just say that? Did I hear what I think I heard? Did that just come out of my mouth, his mouth, your mouth? The moment stinks. Still you want to stop looking at the trees. You want to walk out and stand among them. And as light as the rain seems, it still rains down on you.4



It is a large national subject that, so handled, stands in the way of lesser subjects. The allegation that poems are a form of private utterance, that lyric means personal address, is overstated. Poets rightly reach for general significance. The most traditional vehicle for this is to speak to the character of a nation, as Pinsky, Kleinzahler, Ginsberg, Ed Dorn, and C. D. Wright unhesitatingly do. “America” and “American” mean: “You, out there, listen up.” Howl and now Citizen: this works. We are eager to stand together, at no cost, in poems. Johnson correctly saw that Milton had rendered moot the measurement of other poems.



Intellectuality

John Stuart Mill spoke of poetry—in particular, Wordsworth’s—as addressed to the feelings. Wordsworth seemed to him an admirable model of a way of being. Allen Grossman argued that poems always exemplify ways of being. Some recent poets indicate by lexical, syntactic, or rhetorical means a connection less to the life of the mind than to that range of expression suited to ways of being in intellectual institutions. This is a very different matter from what Mill found in Wordsworth. What affirmation might such poems express? Insofar as poems are generally affirmative, one takes those turns of phrase to express confidence in the procedures of estimation, analysis, and resolution avowed by intellectual institutions: the citation of evidence, more than authority, to support a claim; the consideration of alternatives; the pursuit of fresh understanding, unconstrained by immediate self-interest. Intellectual institutions are in those ways admirable. Eliot, Pound, and Charles Olson, quibbles notwithstanding, admired those institutions. And one can see that such admiration has been more characteristic since 1945 of the experimentalist than of the centrist camp of poetry. The big collected editions of Olson, Robert Creeley, and Robert Duncan are handsomely published by a university press. Involvement with academic institutions has come with some unapparent complications that the chapters below on Olson, Michael Palmer, Fanny Howe, and Robert Hass examine.

Some major terms of academic discourse—“power” is one—generate variants for particular disciplines, such as “authority” for literary studies. This process proceeds effectively because academic discourse is a coherent minority dialect, and institutional incentives facilitate circulation. Critics often do not intend to formulate variants of the dominant discourse among intellectuals of their time, but when the institutional status of literary studies is insecure, as it has increasingly been for decades, scholars and poets feel some reassurance in a fit between esteemed terms and concepts and the literary forms and expressions they explicate. In 1937, poet-critic John Crowe Ransom argued that “criticism must become more scientific, or precise and systematic … which means that its proper seat is in the universities.”5 After World War II, poetry took a seat there, too. Professors of literature now connect even contemporary poetry to recondite terms in circulation in learned journals. Parents pay costly tuition for instruction in the history and forms of poetry. University presses publish new poetry every year. Ransom’s moment was different. The poets discussed in volume 1 of Evaluations publish with trade presses that appeal to extracurricular readers seeking pleasure; the poets of volume 2 mean to please as well, but publish with presses oriented on, if not sponsored by, the accrediting institutions of higher education. Most of the poets in both volumes have drawn salaries from colleges and universities. The study of literature, even of poetry, is thought to contribute to the development of young minds. “The university has … become perhaps the most important patron of artistically ambitious literary practice in the United States,” in Mark McGurl’s view. “By far the largest number of serious readers in the postwar period … have been produced through the agency of the school.”6 In the late 1950s, McGurl reports, creative writing programs were advocated as correctives to the conformity of academia.7 The institutional site of poetry is now well settled and extensive.

Universities are rightly considered engines of invention, but their daily activities encourage conformity, which is a problem for poetry. Many readers want something distinctive from a poem, a summons to an unfamiliar zone of mind, rather than the disciplined thought of the time. Eliot spoke of the terrifying honesty of William Blake; terrifying, because intellectual independence is costly. Yeats’s fairies and gyres estranged him from his contemporaries.8 We are speaking of prophetic poetry, a narrow range of the art, but we refer more inclusively to poems that press hard against the expectations of their readers. It was Eliot, who was not comfortable with the prophetic voice, who said memorably that old men should be explorers. They have little to lose by taking a false step. Academics on the contrary seek approval from one another; their institutions solicit the approval of benefactors, legislatures, and parents. Oren Izenberg says that “a professor-poet is charged with the reproduction … of the institution’s values and protocols.” This is one reason why sensitivity to impropriety has renewed currency on campus; one can be easily reproached for not conforming with one’s words to the interests of the home institution. Mavericks are not legion in literary history, though Plato thought poets more like madmen than philosophers.

Four chapters in this volume explicitly assess intellectual independence. Peter O’Leary measures Fanny Howe’s dissent not from late capitalism but from the secular liberalism settled in academia. Her Catholicism is a conspicuous indication of distance from colleagues at the University of California, San Diego, where she taught for more than two decades. She “seems to have thrived,” O’Leary writes, “by making her intellectual life in the vicinity of those who are going other ways entirely. Her sister’s career must have often seemed to her the very thing she meant to avoid.” Ed Dorn was always pushing (from the populist left) against the enthusiasms of the literary left. Keith Tuma’s recovery of Dorn’s Christianity is surprising, but it shouldn’t be: his real sympathies were with the working poor. “I never had to worry about being a success,” Dorn observed. “Where I come from you were a success when you left town.” Professions of Christian faith set poets in a dissenting relation to the convictions of an academically oriented literary audience.

Oren Izenberg and V. Joshua Adams come at intellectual independence from quite different cases. They remind one of poetry’s affirmative function, in Marcuse’s sense, though scholars more often speak of it as critical.9 Izenberg wrote elsewhere that “[f]or both [Allen] Grossman and [Susan] Howe, traditional poetic questions of wisdom and freedom are experienced as a direct negotiation with the academic institution.”10 Izenberg claims in this volume that Susan Howe has been embraced by academics because she validates the concerns of their criticism and theory. Her work rests on the notion that one’s intellectual formation is the story of one’s life. And who among us disputes that? Her family life, she says, was an “intellectualized aesthetic domain.” This estimation of the importance of skeptical inquiry is characteristic of academic culture. She demonstrates the aesthetic potential of literary theory. The discursive protocols of academic interpretation seem so rich that they have generated art itself. Her “method of assembling … flatters our self-conception as interpreters,” Izenberg says. This is nothing to hold against Howe, who does not count herself an academic, but it is to be alert to self-validation in academic criticism. Adams argues that Michael Palmer’s “achievement … is only fully intelligible against the backdrop of professional intellectual life.” This is a sharp limitation, he finds, because the interests of professional intellectuals change: topics are exhausted, lines of inquiry reveal their limits. The linguistic turn to which Palmer tied his work is no longer so compelling as it was three decades ago. The center of philosophical debate has shifted away from the philosophical issues surrounding language. Palmer’s work seems dated.



Contemporaneity

Our overall question here is which poems should survive their original audiences. “We cannot say with certainty what will live,” William Gass observes, “and survival, by itself, is no guarantee of quality; but I think we can say something about what is deserving.”11 Yes, something, for curricula—and for our own conversations. Emerson thought that you should accept “the society of your contemporaries.” “Great men have always … confided themselves childlike to the genius of their age.”12 Matthew Arnold claimed that being in contact with the mainstream of “human life” is of greater consequence than any speculative thought.13 That measure might not leave Blake, Gerard Manley Hopkins, or Emily Dickinson in the Norton Anthology of Poetry, but Arnold had a point, and not an eccentric one. As different a critic as Georges Bataille similarly held that poetry “seeks as far as possible to render palpable, and as intensely as possible, the content of the present moment.”14 W. C. Williams, not otherwise an Arnoldian, criticized Pound and Eliot for their failure to find wonder in the lives of those around them. The contemporaneity criterion assigns poets the task of representing the thoughts and experiences of others, a task dependent on a concept of a social group whose experience can be summed: as that of a nation, class, sect, race, gender, and so on. Many poets decline that dubious task, and others—Whitman, W. C. Williams, Langston Hughes, Amiri Baraka, and Robert Pinsky, say—take it on gladly.

Criticism of contemporary poetry faces one grand hazard: one easily overestimates poems that seem to express one’s own experience. “The pleasure we derive from the representation of the present is due,” Baudelaire said, “not only to the beauty it can be clothed in, but also to its essential quality of being the present.”15 Which is to say ephemeral; the resonance of familiar idioms and attitudes is bewitching, even for poets. Speaking of the transmission of poetic styles as if they were hallucinogens, Coleridge observed: “No models of past times, however perfect, can have the same vivid effect on the youthful mind, as the productions of contemporary genius.”16 Estrangement from one’s moment is advantageous to critics who need to scrutinize representations skeptically. The prosodic forms of some few poets—think, for example, of James Merrill, Anthony Hecht, J. V. Cunningham, and Turner Cassity—summon memory of the long dead. Literary traditions, recognized in measures and conventions of phrasing, provide poets and critics with a critical distance on their own moment. The voices of the living ultimately need to be sounded in proximity to the illustrious and surviving dead. Pound thought that the “honest critic must be content to find a VERY LITTLE contemporary work worth serious attention; but he must also be ready to RECOGNIZE that little, and to demote work of the past when a new work surpasses it.”17 Echoes of the known past test the vigor of the present.

That some poet produces the art of the moment is often said, paradoxically, of a candidate for survival. Contemporaneity, like charisma in politics, generates an appeal in excess of achievements. A fit of poem to moment seems golden in the short term, leaden in the long. Lowell’s “Inauguration Day: January 1953” and “For the Union Dead,” Ginsberg’s Wichita Vortex Sutra, Robert Bly’s The Teeth Mother Naked at Last, Dorn’s Gunslinger; the last half-century has been rich in poems that briefly commanded attention, but a case has later to be made, as Charles Altieri and Keith Tuma do here, that despite their timeliness, particular contemporary poets, Adrienne Rich and Ed Dorn, can be expected to endure. These critics have to overcome firmly entrenched skepticism concerning topical poetry. “For works of art, the rule reads: never enter Time,” William Gass observes, “and you will never be required to exit.”18

However clever, that can’t be the whole of it: Dante, Milton, Pope, Blake all entered their moments and went on to enter many others. The Norton Anthology preserves for students and general readers a number of enduring topical poems. How have they survived? Samuel Johnson’s countermeasure—that “nothing pleases many and pleases long but just representations of general nature”—appears irrelevant to these literary achievements. Several of these poems—Milton’s “On the Late Massacre,” Shelley’s “England in 1819,” Yeats’s “No Second Troy”—are pitched in prophetic tones, severe, biblical, uncongenial. The poets present their moments as ruptures but repeats too, not entirely secular; time turns back on itself. The poems invoke a tradition that accrues power with its returns. These quite particular moments are presented as most general. Another line of canonical political poems—Milton’s “To the Lord Cromwell,” Marvell’s “Horatian Ode,” Blake’s “London,” Yeats’s “Easter 1916,” and Auden’s “September 1, 1939”—are notably rational, displaying measured or even altered judgments. Both groups of poems explicitly concern retention, recovery, and literary survival. The prophetic voice is most familiar in paratactic forms: single lines, chant-like, in series. But the more apparently rational poems shift that voice toward hypotactic syntax in stanzaic verse, which is why the sonnet form is so amenable. Hypotactic sentences suit rational discourse: verbs that register distinctions of place, party, and manner, as in Milton’s Cromwell poem; evidence cited, justifications proposed. The wonder is that prophetic assertions can be reconciled with the prosaic architecture of the sonnet; biblical rhetoric and native skepticism conjoined. Not only these intellectual qualities have made these poems indispensable to Milton’s heirs, but they have helped. It is certain that later political poetry is measured, as Pound advocated, against these standards. Rationality does not require equanimity; prophecy alone, without support of prosaic discrimination, has difficulty pleasing readers who know from English literary tradition that outrage, vision, and analysis are not mutually exclusive. These will be the measures of Lowell, Ginsberg, and Rich.



Range

This book is an experiment in literary criticism. The particular qualities that critics admire in recent poetry are revealing, however attributable they may be to individual tastes and proclivities, or to the interests of social groups. A larger issue is what critics attribute to poetry in general: the qualities that seem to them not arguably but inevitably valuable. Or one might more modestly inquire of the qualities that seem especially likely to find consensus among readers. They would be values that seem not to owe their prestige to a social class or institution. Three great English critics have invoked the “sanity” of poetry, a value that might plausibly be said to have a claim on everyone’s esteem. The first of these was Coleridge: “The … characteristic excellence of Mr. W[ordsworth]’s works is: a correspondent weight and sanity of the Thoughts and Sentiments,—won, not from books; but—from the poet’s own meditative observation. They are fresh and have the dew upon them.”19 The normative claim is made on behalf of a quality of representation: Wordsworth writes in a manner that corresponds to thoughtful observation; he actually looked at what was before his eyes. Rather than fantasize, he observed life as it is. (This would later be pretty much August Kleinzahler’s argument about Michael O’Brien, and Patrick Morrissey’s about Kleinzahler.) Coleridge appreciates the absence of extremity in Wordsworth’s poetry. The term “sane” is never far from its contrary. Praise of a poet’s sanity implicitly acknowledges worry about what Plato spoke of as the madness of poets, their divine authority, or inspiration, which here Coleridge contests.

Poetry might rather be a medium of literally accurate (not just figurative) representation of observable events and verifiable claims. Sarah Nooter shows that just such an objective was Sharon Olds’s. That is to say that poetry competes with other media of representation and explanation—exactly Plato’s worry. Arnold, thirty-seven years after the Biographia appeared, was skeptical of Coleridge’s claim: “Sanity,—that is the great virtue of the ancient literature; the want of that is the great defect of the modern, in spite of all its variety and power.”20 In the wake of Yeats, Pound, and surrealism, Arnold’s dissent seems well taken. Eliot, though, was careful to express himself temperately when returning to Coleridge’s suspicion of the relation between poetry and religion: “If I ask myself … why I prefer the poetry of Dante to that of Shakespeare, I should have to say, because it seems to me to illustrate a saner attitude towards the mystery of life.”21 The term “sane” indicates in particular health of mind. “Sensible, rational,” according to the OED, “free from delusive prejudices or fancies.” The absence of this quality forebodes mortality. Sanity facilitates survival, endurance. Eliot’s point is that Shakespeare’s secularity will seem to agnostics obviously saner than Dante’s Catholicism. But Eliot registers the value of attention to life’s mystery. This is a line of literary thought that now includes Ed Dorn and Fanny Howe, as Keith Tuma and Peter O’Leary explain.

However, no one any longer explicitly proposes sanity as an aesthetic category, though we have a substitute that conveys a comparable sense of being self-evidently attractive: range, which indicates a poet’s access to differences of diction, syntax, tone, and subject. Like sanity, it is an antidote to an undesirable alternative. Poems that settle in the idioms of a dominant social group are put at risk. A critic does not want to advocate the claims of an art that overlooks or “silences,” as we say, an unrepresented social group. The linkages of literary values and social practices are constructed and open to interpretation—anything but inevitable. In several essays here, poets are praised for their range of style and interest. One wants poets sufficiently free of social classes to see life steadily and whole, as Arnold urged. Not that recent critics mean to take instruction from Arnold, but they do so nonetheless. A rich diversity is the current version of disinterestedness and generality. “One of the most important attributes of humanity,” the philosopher Christine M. Korsgaard observes, “is our nearly bottomless capacity for finding sources of delight and interest in nearly anything, and so for conferring value on almost anything.… That fact about human nature is part of what makes liberal democratic forms of the state the right ones.”22 She speaks plausibly of a connection between resourcefulness and liberal democracy.

All styles equal, all subjects, too. Poets who confirm that hope are praised for their range. Where Arnold treasured a synthetic vision, critics now approve of the mobility of a poet’s investments of attention and honor. We press on the concept of range because more is meant by it than one may realize. From Korsgaard’s point of view, though she does not speak of poetry at all, good citizens exemplify the advantages of flexibility. Range refers to the establishment of order among different things. Its primary sense indicates a “row, series, or line.” Its tertiary sense refers to “an area, space, or stretch of ground” where one has liberty to move about freely. This sense includes “the area or extent which a particular concept or thing covers or includes”—its scope. One is reminded that a poet’s range includes the extent of his or her efficacy. Heterogeneity of style or subject alone does not adequately reflect the ambitions of this criterion. A wide-ranging poet makes a distinctive sense of the differences that engage him or her. We might well consider a poet’s success in reaching different audiences. The first quality of Shakespeare that Helen Vendler praises in her commentary on the Sonnets is not his universality (as Johnson had argued) but his “range of tones.” Shakespeare has constant access to different rhetorical techniques because his mind is a “storehouse or bank”; that is what makes the speaker of the Sonnets a convincingly “real” and “existential” being. Vendler is a mightily cogent analyst of the poems partly because range is a rich notion of human being that many readers wish to adopt as an ideal. The “speaker’s mind,” she observes, “creates our own.”23 Range is a concept of betterment, not only for her. Many stand ready to extend their resources and sensibilities; that is what counts as good faith among democratic citizens.

The most radically pluralistic critic here is Stephanie Burt, who, in her chapter on C. D. Wright from volume 1 of Evaluations, begins with a practical account of the reception of poems:


Poems, poets, books of poetry can get noticed when they do one thing exceptionally well: so well that readers with a few minutes to spare, and many other poems they could have chosen, pick this poem out of a magazine, or off the internet, or from a friend’s notebook, and copy it over or read it aloud or forward it to the rest of their friends.



What that one thing done well may be is entirely open for her, and should remain so for others, because the future is unpredictable. She advocates no scale of various qualities of poems; all qualities are contenders. One cannot know which will draw readers in the future. The poets most likely to survive are those who do so many things well or distinctively that some number of those things have a chance of hitting.


In general: poets who stick around do more than one thing, which means that they can also work on multiple readers, for multiple reasons. They are versatile: both of their time and not of it, interesting for reasons of diction or sound or line shape and, also, interesting for reasons of substance, for the claims they make about the world; interesting to readers who want to scrutinize one phrase forever, and to readers who take poetry in at great gulps. Poets who stick around are not … unitaskers.



C. D. Wright is likely to survive because she undertook diverse tasks: “More than any other American poet of her generation, Wright meant various things to various people, or to the same people in different poems: she was not only recognizable but at the same time versatile, variously emotionally engaging, both among her poems and between them.” Burt does not mean that different subject matters alone may ensure a poet’s survival. The virtues of styles, she says, determine survival. This raises a difficulty because one usually thinks of style as a unifying feature of a poet’s work.24 Burt’s claim seems to be that those who write distinctively in diverse styles are most likely to survive. Think of Adrienne Rich or Robert Lowell more than Elizabeth Bishop.

Burt’s pluralistic argument makes most sense if one imagines readers selecting this or that feature of this or that poet on the basis of established appetites. Burt draws on Allen Grossman’s sense of a good poet as a “hermeneutic friend.” Wright, she says, is the sort of person we would like as a friend, but concedes that some readers are attracted to uncongenial poets. Some great poets one would not want in close proximity. Think of Dante, Petrarch, Blake, Baudelaire, or Rimbaud as neighbors. We imagine companionable writers nearby because they are of our party, in terms of sensibility, manners, or politics. Burt’s sense is that a poet meets readers as they are, not as they may become. How then do some poets turn one’s head around? Do readers come inadvertently to antithetical reading? Burt’s sense of reception best suits poets who are not off-putting. One needs another account of reception for the strangely mannered Whitman, Dickinson, Yeats, Pound, Hart Crane, and Lowell, too. We refer less to the authors themselves than to the persons implicit in the poems.



Attention

A few poets bend their idioms away from contemporary usage, as Milton and Hopkins did; their implicit dream is of those forms of attention triumphant, which is to say just and expository, in some future. Dryden instead advocated continuity (in terms of diction and syntax) between prose and poetry. Wordsworth made the case again in the preface to Lyrical Ballads. Many poets and critics now urge that poems serve the expository function of prose. Prose-envy has rendered Milton’s dream an intermittent, minor phenomenon. Pound showed Ford Madox Ford his early poems in 1911 and Ford, Pound said, laughed so hard at the diction he fell from his chair and rolled on the floor. “That roll saved me at least two years, perhaps more,” Pound later reflected. The upshot was a slogan: “Poetry should be at least as well written as prose.”25 Plain-style poetics have dominated poetry in English for two centuries. A number of the essays here speak of accuracy of representation: veracity, precision, actual, particular, ordinary are terms of praise that derive from the mission of the novel or essay. Very few focus on figuration, or the sonic contours of verse. Kleinzahler puts the poet Michael O’Brien in a line deriving from Baudelaire, Whitman, and Frank O’Hara, who all sought to capture in verse the distinctive features of an individual’s experience in the great cities—“the confluence and interactions of the countless relationships” there, in Baudelaire’s words.

But precision is an odd thing to praise in poetry. Poems traditionally concern that which is hard to name: qualities that are rendered figuratively because literal terms do not capture the relevant sense. Physical objects may be precisely described, particularly those that are numerable. But why this stretching toward physicality and demonstrable truth? The uncertainty of metaphysical discourse seems intimidating. What we ask of language that is relatively free of the constraints of literal truth and ordinary communication, as poems are, indicates where we want to go in some future, our hopes for language and mind. Dryden, Wordsworth, and Pound imagine a poetry that can take over some of the expository and analytical offices of prose. Plain-style poets want to adhere to all that is too solidly settled to be displaced. Or is this inclination toward the prosaic driven by a wish to speak from the material, secular lives that pass for inevitable?

The concept of attention is very attractive to critics, but why? This seems, on the face of it, an undemanding measure of poems. What are you thinking of? Penny for your thoughts. To attend to something is a basic activity, important if preliminary to some more decisive predicate. In French, attendre most commonly means to expect, to await. Poetry does traditionally identify people, places, and things worthy of attention. Cal Bedient measures poets partly by their relation to physicality. He holds not only that one should attend to the physical world, though that is true, but further that poets rightly attend to that which is neither grand nor obvious. August Kleinzahler and Ken Fields are in agreement on this. Everyone attends to mountains and storms. Kleinzahler praises O’Brien’s restraint, austerity, and obliqueness, his ability to find in the noisy traffic of New York City unpredictable items that render the feel of experience. “O’Brien’s poetry is, above all,” he says, “about attention, attention to the smallest, most fleeting details … in the world at hand.” We shouldn’t say that attention is a small thing. Kleinzahler’s implication is that not all poets give all that is due to the objects of their attention. Sianne Ngai has written well about the currency of “interesting” in our critical lexicon. “Attention” is a more definite term, but both indicate an awareness of further judgments deferred for the time being.

Richard Strier admires Hass’s “Art and Life” as a “representation of someone paying full attention to a task.” Strier appreciates Hass as a poet of close attention and lyrical description. But Hass is also ambitious in metaphysical analysis of his contemporaries’ convictions concerning language and thought. This is to say that “full attention” is a matter not only of perception. Strier’s Hass is an intellectual poet in dialogue with Lacan and Wittgenstein. One notices that Strier refers critically to passages where Hass is superficial or distracted by trivialities—where the poet is slipping. This critical angle is important because the criterion of attention can be too easily met. The best of Hass, Strier argues, moves toward a synthesis of practical observation and subtle reflection.

A poet’s job is attentiveness more than judgment, Patrick Morrissey argues. Kleinzahler manages to record, he observes, the strangeness of American public life. His layering of various historical moments, recondite terms, and unfamiliar voices is a technique of bearing witness to the life of the nation. Attention, on this account, expresses not only curiosity and alertness but warmth and affection, too. That is the crucial point about attention in lyric poetry. Kleinzahler appreciates it all, as Whitman, Williams, and Pinsky (all Jersey poets) do too. The advocacy of attention by recent critics is a restrained way of esteeming affirmation and generosity, even selflessness.

One makes a special claim for poets who direct attention to new topics. They may be limited in terms of craft, but they are nonetheless innovators because without their poems certain subjects would be less acknowledged and honored. This is Sarah Nooter’s argument about Sharon Olds and physicality. Acknowledgment is a special concern in the wake of identity politics, but the matter goes further. The villagers of the victors in the ancient games had good reason to feel gratitude to a poet for recording their existence. Sarah Nooter feels the force of this one poetic office: esteem for service to a community is ancient. Since Pindar, the attention of lyric poets has conveyed admiration intended to preserve someone or some event in consciousness. Shakespeare’s Sonnet 55 famously boasts this value rendered. Nooter’s argument is that physicality is of concern to all. Any poet who directs attention to so pertinent and neglected a topic deserves wide acknowledgment, too. Shakespeare does not name his beloved: identity in that sense is irrelevant. His claim is that poetic attention defeats mortality. To be ignored because no one knows your name is one slight, but to be lost to oblivion because you are mortal is a bigger matter.

There is another dimension to this issue. One hears often of especially attentive language use by experimental poets. Distinctive manners of signifying are imitable at various levels. Jeremy Prynne’s “underlying contention,” John Wilkinson explains in his chapter from volume 1, “is that a poem apt to compel does so through a subtending linguistic structure that any native reader of its language already knows without knowing it—if a poem feels coherent in response to a reader’s true attentiveness, however enigmatic and reluctant to yield its secrets it may seem, then it may indeed be trusted to support the reader in linguistically dwelling on earth.” Those last words are amusing but serious, too. Pound and Eliot had stated repeatedly that poems are exemplary instances of language use; that poems help to keep a language in good working order, even for those who never read a poem. A poet’s proper engagement, then, is with the words of a language community, for they facilitate commerce, social policy, legislation, litigation. Life is better for everyone when a clear word attains currency.

Experimental poets may be the last writers from whom one expects didacticism. Oren Izenberg remarks that “[o]ur present moment regards the pedagogical imperative … suspiciously: as a dulling of our pleasures, as a descent from art’s higher calling, or as laying bare its bullying or ‘palpable design’ upon us.”26 Allen Grossman admitted that “a successful poem seems to me a picture of a successful person.”27 A poem honors, in his sense, an imagined manner of existence. This is what Charles Altieri calls “exemplary value” in relation to Adrienne Rich. Experimental poetry is actually full of instruction, mostly indirect, not dependent on precepts. Think of Charles Olson, obviously, but Robert Creeley and Susan Howe, too: they were much imitated, and not only by writers. Wilkinson says that Olson’s The Maximus Poems “is less a work that speaks for others than one creating a space for others’ spoken and written records, as well as for others’ furtherance.” Louise Glück reads George Oppen as an exemplary character; the values of the poems and of the man, the same. She praises him as “model citizen and model poet.” Katerina Stergiopoulou, in her chapter on Oppen in volume 1, rightly sees him as a figure of “deep skepticism, coupled with wonder.” This is his “most lasting value.” It makes sense that experimental poems and others too are esteemed less for the inculcation of propositions than for the exemplification of language use that renders some propositions plausible. What Izenberg nicely formulates concerning Susan Howe is conspicuous in Hopkins, too: “the force of feeling in perceptions of language in strange arrays.” “Men are … representative,” Emerson argued, “first, of things, and, secondly, of ideas.”28 “Go and do likewise,” these poets seem to urge, and this is a familiar didacticism.

In our moment, critics urge readers to sing of social needs. Even philosophers push intellectuals in this direction. Joseph Raz argues that “many values depend for their emergence on sustaining social practices, and that most others depend indirectly on social purposes for their existence.”29 This claim is discomfiting to literary critics who look to poetry for alternatives to social conformity. Poetry is the art least dependent on institutional order—and capital. Poets need only paper and pen. But Raz’s claim is that virtually all values (not just aesthetic ones) have a social origin. One thinking person is not enough.30 Lyric poets, philosophers, and those of faith are at a disadvantage in this intellectual regime. Consider the example of Czesław Miłosz in this regard. He reached a large English-language audience with an anticommunist prose volume, The Captive Mind (1955)—a portion of which appeared earlier in Partisan Review (1951). He established his US intellectual presence with prose and translations of Polish poets, especially Zbigniew Herbert. His own poems were another matter; they do without Cold War subject matter. Yet he retained the attention of American and British critics for years thereafter. His poems did not need topicality to hold an audience; true, the Nobel Prize (1980) fortified his reputation. We refer to him here to suggest that social engagement and advocacy help to establish an audience for poems, but that is not the only path to a large readership. We put the matter this way, it must be acknowledged, because of the exemplary impact of Rankine’s Citizen. Bishop, Merrill, and others discussed here have established their authority without deferring to the narrow, dry notion that all values are social.
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INTELLECTUALITY




CHAPTER 1

Why the Poetry of Adrienne Rich Mattered and Still Matters

CHARLES ALTIERI

VERY FEW CRITICS or readers would consider Adrienne Rich among the most gifted and imaginative poets of her generation (or generations, since her books date from 1951 to 2010). The laurels would undoubtedly go to Sylvia Plath and James Merrill and John Ashbery, with significant votes for Robert Creeley and Frank O’Hara—a pretty impressive list of entrants to my imaginary contest. Yet Rich is almost certainly a more important cultural figure than any of those poets, more important even than Allen Ginsberg, who did not produce a comparable level of significant prose. More importantly, she is probably at least as powerful a poet as any of those writers for how she makes poetry an instrument of both cultural and personal struggle.1

Contributors to this collection were posed this question: what poets who came to prominence after World War II have substantial claims to enduring value. I love this question because I idealize the critical task of providing languages of value that demonstrate how a poet’s achievements can be best appreciated. But in Rich’s case, that provides an especially challenging task because one has to ask poetry to pursue kinds of values from which it has for the most part become estranged in the twentieth century. Obviously we must address concerns for aesthetic value—deriving from the poet’s capacity to engage our imaginations in worlds that require an appreciation of craft if we are to participate fully in them. But for the best poets there are also questions involving the capacity of a body of poetic work to take on what I will call “exemplary value.” In this case, the poet’s achievement is to define for others a linguistically dynamic way of engaging the imagination in issues of pressing historical importance. And Rich has chosen to define that historical importance primarily in cultural rather than in literary terms. So she seeks an exemplary value that depends on self-consciously asking lyric poetry to address and to alter pervasive public models of belief and of behavior.

I think that Rich is the poet of her generation who most radically altered the dominant intellectual culture’s understanding of the work poetry could do, in large part because of how she performed that work. Rich’s poetry mattered, and matters, primarily because of how she managed to correlate two strongly held commitments. First, poetry had to speak a common language with its intended audiences so that it could be felt as active and direct engagement in pressing social issues. This required recuperating for poetry the prose virtues of clarity, pointedness, directness, and the capacity of the speaker to appear to suppress private for public interests. Second, poetry had to resist what had become common coin in the aesthetic sphere—namely the loving and often epiphanic engagement in elaborate images that could anchor and resolve emotional intensities. Instead, Rich wanted a poetry that could provide life and passion to a woman’s effort to present herself as directly speaking to matters of more than personal urgency. As we try to appreciate the power of these efforts to alter the domain of poetic ambition, we should also recognize the permissions Rich gave writers such as Claudia Rankine and Juliana Spahr to elaborate what can be done in poetry with the “intensity of language” developed by transforming the virtues of good prose.2

When I say that Rich changed the work ambitious poetry could do, I have to invoke two contexts. First is the obvious context of the poetry favored by the New Critics who dominated poetics when she started writing. They thought that poetry should emphasize impersonal stances in developing a structural complexity suited for the contemplative mind. Rich wrote her first volume in accord with these ideals, but in such a way that her Stoic pose revealed the agonies of making female identity conform to pictures of poetic labor completely inattentive to gender. Then she adapted a version of the personal modes of expression popular in the 1960s.3 But hers was not the version of the person coming to dominance in confessional poetry, or at least not for long. Rich had to learn to inhabit a person who did not need the fantasy-prone, unstable, and theatrical ego of a Lowell or a Plath. As poet and as essayist,4 Rich had to replace relying on lyrical images with an emphasis on prose virtues that could establish a persona capable of melding personal investment with discursive power. And then she could act as if the personal had the capacity to exemplify widely shared concerns.

Second, Rich had to carry out sustained warfare against a poetics of the epiphanic image that had dominated popular lyricism throughout the twentieth century. Rich would continue to rely on images for her love poetry, and often for the sense of nature that pervades her poetry from the 1980s to her death. But her insistently public poetry had to show by implication that the more poetry turned to lyrical images as modes of resolution, the more it exhibited modes of self-absorption and elitist idealizations of cultivated sensibility that blocked the work from any sustained commitment to social life. Her best public poems test what she can claim as truth by exploring how poetry could make present the satisfaction of passionate, lucid intelligence. This satisfaction involved a sense that a full adult life could be lived within the ways that this language could call attention to social evils and arouse sympathy for those oppressed by such evils. This model narrows our sense of the roles poetry can play in society. But Rich also establishes the necessity for her stripped-down lyrical presences by showing how elaborate or impersonal lyric expression finds its intensity primarily in self-absorption, rather than in recognition of pressing social demands on all citizens. By putting the self to work finding what can suffice as clear statement, Rich casts that lyric self as engaging history rather than evading it. Her critics are right that Rich can seem embarrassing in her less than capacious moral intensities and in the unevenness of a poetry not always able, or willing, to recognize differences between what passionate commitment pursues and what careful judgment might require. But when Rich succeeds—in her prose and in her poetry—she unites lyric with the best resources of analytic prose.

The best way of deflating my own rhetoric here is to turn to the charges leveled against Rich by Helen Vendler’s influential essays in the New York Review of Books. These will directly set the challenges to which there must be a concrete and telling response if I am to make good on my claims. Vendler’s writing on Rich changes some over the years, as Rich changes, but three substantial complaints persist: (1) Rich is too realistic, so she does not develop the space of imaginative possibility fundamental to the work of our major poets; (2) she does not sufficiently explore the imaginative resources of masks and personae; and (3) she writes oversimplified moral allegories instead of testing the imagination’s powers to produce sympathy and understanding for all sides of significant issues.

Vendler’s development of these charges is too sharp to be subjected to footnote status, so I will cite examples of all three charges. (1) “There is a pathos of self-mistrust in the belief that history, unlike autobiography, is ‘objective,’ and that the lyric poet should subordinate himself to this ‘objectivity.’ … The poet has no recourse other than to hope that both history and nature will become doubles of himself, while remaining themselves (as they did, for instance, for Lowell). ‘Objectivity’ is a trap for the lyric; all lyrics are fatally subjective, even when most objective in appearance—especially when most objective in appearance.”5 (2) Yet there are subjectivities and subjectivities. For Vendler, Rich suffers from a fatal “inflexibility of stance”: “A poet who could conceive a topic other than autobiographically might have written the poem imagining herself as mother-in-law one day, when some daughter-in-law would find no easy way to address her inaccessible poet-mother-in-law, and vice versa” (ATR). Even Rich’s poems about other people “strenuously pursue what it is to be Adrienne Rich in middle age—her investigations, her commitments, her memories, her outrage. I wish these poems were not so exclusively bound to that single realist vision” (ATR). (3) “In Rich, the moral will is given a dominating role that squeezes the lifeblood out of the imagination” (ATR). Rich is too much absorbed by social evils, where one can readily take sides, rather than focusing on “for instance, the kinds of sophisticated individual moral evil that interested Henry James or Proust” (ATR). Her poems usually become occasions for “realist oratory”: “She presses points, she pursues an argument, she cites instances, and she pitches her voice above the conversational or narrative level—not always, but more often than not. Conscience, as she says, hurls questions at her; she hurls, in her turn, accusations at society” in a way that presents her as a “moral allegorist” (MA).

Vendler is crucially wrong and insightful at the same time. All three tendencies pervade Rich’s poetry, although they take different shapes in different stages of her career. Yet, in my view, Vendler does not see the achievement that Rich’s narrowness allows her, nor does she appreciate why and how Rich’s construction of a distinctive lyric space for the immediately personal might matter for her time, and for ours. Therefore, I will argue that Rich offers a distinctive and valuable modification of the insistence on the personal established by confessional poets, the New York School, and Projective Verse, which was in turn a sharp break from the tenets of New Critical poetics. The confessional poets stage the lyric speaker as having a problematic inner life that produces a blend of intensity and pathos challenging any authority that might ground judgment or afford generalizations to which the individual might be bound. Deprived of judgment, the poet must rely on the power of the personal to provide an intricacy and vitality that can fascinate us with the presentation of differences from what is expected in bourgeois social life.

Generalization is intrinsically cruel when applied to such sensitive individuals. Rich, on the other hand, holds that strenuous attention and firm syntax can put poems in a public moral theater. That is the sort of personal poetry that satisfies her.

The longer I live the more I distrust

theatricality, the false glamour cast

by performance, the more I know its poverty beside

the truths we are salvaging from

the splitting open of our lives.6

She tries to replace that theatricality with a personalism of will and intelligence capable of resisting a pursuit of the forces tormenting an inner life and requiring that the ego meet itself at its extremes of imagined personal anguish. For Rich, the theatrical plunges us into anxieties and pains that are a constructed mix of real pain and imaginary stagings that make it always difficult to know how to adapt in relation to the practical world.

My story begins with how the personal gets established, and misinterpreted, within the radically impersonal poetics governing Rich’s first volume, A Change of World. Consider how “An Unsaid Word” completely satisfies New Critical criteria while allowing the personal to make its pressure felt as a measure of the difficulty involved in the Stoic vision the poem tries to celebrate:

She who has the power to call her man

From that estranged intensity

Where his mind forages alone,

Yet keeps her peace and leaves him free,

And when his thoughts to her return

Stands where he left her, still his own,

Knows this the hardest thing to learn. (FD 5)7

This is terrific formalist poetry. The rhyme scheme provides a powerful containing force in its brilliant play of single and multisyllable linkages, all circling around “man,” whose off rhyme is and is not part of the formal closure. After all, it is the man’s “estranged intensity” whose freedom to travel where it must seems a given in the poem. Then there is the control of the poem’s single sentence as it struggles to preserve the sense of impersonal containment on which the claim to knowledge must depend. In order to appreciate the pressure on the sentence, we have to recognize the complex double meanings within this single sentence that challenge and reward knowledge. “Hardest thing to learn” has to refer both to the simple difficulty of learning, and to the pain involved in that learning of what must be the case if the speaker is to be true to her task as wife.

It is tempting to read this poem in terms of Rich’s later work as an attack on the husband’s self-absorbed sense of privilege. But then there is no point to Rich insisting on discipline, and no sense of how her first volume seeks out the complex balances praised by the then dominant poetics articulated by the New Critics. I am pretty sure Rich wanted to provide a kind of nondiscursive knowledge of the copresence of opposites basic to married life. And this kind of knowledge in turn glorifies the Stoic role, since it offers the most comprehensive stance possible, and since it avoids unseemly acts of personal assertion that might rebel against the authority of that knowing.

Even the final “this” fits the picture of ambiguities contained within the imagination’s efforts to present what might be capacious and disturbing in the poet’s project. Yet there is something about this line that projects Rich’s distinctive sense of what cannot be satisfied by the ideal of knowing by means of imaginative labor. The ambiguity in the rest of the line contributes to an idealization of the kind of knowing poems offer. But “this” is not quite a candidate for knowing because of the tension between its deictic multiplicity and the ways the resulting indefinite concreteness challenges any specific claim to know what “this” might involve. “This” clearly refers primarily to leaving the man free to establish the terms of relation with his spouse. But the way “this” resists articulation suggests significant, unacknowledged resentment. To be more accurate: “this” leaks resentment and covers it over or represses it at the same time, so the speaker can think what is being learned suffices for the roles she feels she must play.

If I am right, the demands for correlating the personal and the real that Vendler complains about take a good deal of their intensity from Rich’s gradual understanding of how the heroics of the early poems were in fact aspects of the problems women faced rather than successful means of coping with limited options. A good deal of her later power stems from her ability both in poetry and in prose to confront the limitations of how these early poems seem exercises in a brilliance that is also a self-delusion. And when their limitations are exposed, there emerges the need to try out alternative accounts of how poetry might reveal what the prevailing poetics had a tendency to conceal. When Rich became aware of the problem of deliberate repression in the name of knowledge, she had to find ways of knowing that were compatible with her most basic personal commitments. Her poetry had to exemplify the capacity to trust those powers insofar as they could become articulate for a generation of women increasingly aware of the disjunct between their powers and the social pressures on their values.

But recognizing the need to correlate personal will with intelligence is a far cry from finding poetically engaging and satisfying means of staging the personal. I think most critics (including Vendler) have failed to see how thoroughly Rich, in the poetry between Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law and Diving into the Wreck, tried to put to use, for different purposes, Lowell’s theatrical, psychological version of the personal. Look at the first section of “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” (and contrast this to Rich’s later “Mother-in-Law”):

You, once a belle in Shreveport,

with henna-colored hair, skin like a peachbud,

still have your dresses copied from that time,

and play a Chopin prelude

called by Cortot: “Delicious recollections

float like perfume through the memory.”

Your mind now, moldering like wedding-cake,

heavy with useless experience, rich

with suspicion, rumor, fantasy,

crumbling to pieces under the knife-edge

of mere fact. In the prime of your life.

Nervy, glowering, your daughter

wipes the teaspoons, grows another way. (FD 35)

The description here is sheer Lowell. As in “Memories of West Street and Lepke” or the first half of “Skunk Hour,” persons are reduced to fragmented features that evoke human lives without honoring anything human about them. All the feeling is left for the alienated figure of the poet.

Here, this distance between poet and her object is intensified because the second-person address generates only the heaping of descriptive detail rather than any promise of dialogue. And, more important, the ambiguous grammatical transition to the poet herself can only be presented in negative terms: whatever she is, that particularity can be defined only as growing another way.

The poem goes on like this for ten sections. At times the descriptions take on a historical pathos; at times repression comes brilliantly to the surface, as in section 8, where the repression solicits a moment of identification:

… Deliciously, all that we might have been,

all that we were—fire, tears,

wit, taste, martyred ambition—

stirs like the memory of refused adultery

the drained and flagging bosom of our middle years. (FD 37)

But how is the poet to develop that identification because its basis is so negative, so much a matter of suffering and impotence? This is how Rich ends the poem:

… poised, still coming

Her fine blades making the air wince

But her cargo

No promise then

Delivered

Palpable

Ours. (FD 39)

Notice two crucial features. The intensity here depends less on the situation than on the rather farfetched simile of the mother-in-law’s arrival as the flight of a helicopter. And the identification can only repeat the sense of plight, but in a highly condensed fashion that eliminates all rhetorical posturing. The poet achieves a kind of resolution, but at best the recognitions involved remain ambiguously tied to a pathos that it is impossible to do anything with, except to name it as inescapable. There remains an intractable tension between the pull of lyric and the competing pull of a being left with only the fact of being abandoned, with nothing but the pain of historical being. The only trace of redemptive hope is this hovering “ours,” which is potentially powerful only if it can be given significant attributes that are not reducible to distance, irony, or fantasy. Rich knows that she must own that identification and base on it her encounters with the women’s frustrations. But all the grounding for her poetic intensity is contained in descriptions of a person whose situation she cannot identify with. She needs a public identity she can will privately, and she needs a language by which the power of that will might become manifest and capable of confronting the historical forces diminishing such power.

Rich’s next volume, Necessities of Life, seems structured around precisely this effort to produce an “I” who can own her experiences and build community around the intensities by which she can establish a distinctive sense of “I” capable of choosing from history as well as suffering under it. But to my ear at least, this “I” remains a fantasy figure because it is established in metaphors that could be in Lowell or in Plath. And metaphoricity does not seem an adequate way of taking historical responsibility for the suffering the poems record:

So much for those days. Soon

practice may make me middling-perfect, I’ll

dare inhabit the world

trenchant in motion as an eel, solid

as a cabbage-head. I have invitations

a curl of mist steams upward

from a field, visible as my breath,

houses along a road standing and waiting

like old women, knitting, breathless

to tell their tale. (FD 56)

All of the complexities of “breathless” and the force of the enjambment actually prove too much, too theatrical, so they displace the tales themselves into gestures about telling tales.8

Now we are ready to recognize the accomplishment in perhaps the first moment when Rich turns from metaphorically characterizing the “I” to syntactically embodying cadences as an effective power within history. The force of the poetry no longer depends on metaphors almost cancelled by their uneasy spacing:

I want this [leaflet] to be yours

in the sense that if you find it and read it

it will be there in you already

and the leaflet then merely something

to leave behind, a little leaf

in the drawer of a sublet room.

What else does it come down to

but handing on scraps of paper

little figurines or phials

no stronger than the dried clay they are baked in

yet more than the dried clay or paper

because the imagination crouches in them …

just as we almost miss each other

in the ill cloud of mistrust, who might have touched

hands quickly, shared food or given blood

for each other. I am thinking how we can use what we have

to invent what we need. (FD 103–4)

Here Rich in effect offers a powerful response to Vendler as she elaborates a poetry of the actual historical “I.” It seems now that Rich does not so much renounce the theatrical as change its focus from being a condition of pathos to being an enticement to action: nothing less than the staging of committed and intelligent speech might allow women to face their oppression. Notice especially how three features of these lines work together to restore the emphasis on syntax that sustained the self-destructive Stoicism of Rich’s early poems for what are now commitments to a new sensibility. First, there is a directness of speech, of good prose absorbed into lyric that replaces what we might call “the directed staging of traditional lyric modes of emplotment.” Correlatively, there is a clear focus on objective conditions, at least in the sense that the passage establishes how few resources the women can share. That objectivity presents for Rich a demand that the poetry at least face the challenge of finding ways to transform those conditions without denying them—not by raising them into lyrical meditation but by testing how lyric intelligence might direct engagement in a future dictated by what it reveals about their condition in the present.

Finally there is a concrete matter of how the poet calls on the resources of language—not to produce images that engage the imagination but to manifest powers that might engage history. This poem faces the difficulty of having to construct from the intimate space of conversation about sending the leaflet something that approximates for the lovers the general force desired by the actual leaflet. At this point in her career, Rich has no vocabulary for facing such difficulties. But there is a metaphoric beginning of a response built simply on the way the issue of “use” is syntactically formulated. When Rich says, “its intent is clarity,” she is speaking not just about a quality of the poetry but also about the satisfaction of an intention, and so a manifest condition of will. This will is realized in the passage we are reading by Rich’s shift from the wanting that defines the rendered personal relationship to a “thinking” that seems an innocuous modification but carries the full challenge of the poem. Can there be a thinking that is not only a wanting, or only a complaining about the failure of those wantings?

Rich is too smart and too careful to propose a specific solution that thinking makes available, especially since the poem is concerned not with specific solutions but with extending an intimate relation into the public sphere. But the activity of thinking referred to by the poem, and demonstrated in the poem, can at least render its situation with a precision that generates confidence in the clarity of the poet’s vision. Rich’s poetry can make that clarity not just a condition of statement but an achievement by the language that constitutes the statement—in this case by the intricate balance of the closing assertion, “we can use what we have / to invent what we need.” This balance seems to carry at least the notion of affirmation in the saying, so it nicely extends the intimacy. That intimacy is also addressed and extended by repeating “we” three times in the passage, as if all subject terms had to be willed to take on their full meaning. Rich complicates the passage by making the balance seem slightly awry, with six words in the first clause asked to balance only five in the second. But while the word count establishes contrast, the syllable count creates the equivalence on the level of poetic utterance. And it is that difference between the prose of the world and the lyric investment in that prose that suffices to carry intense personal investment not just in the future but in the linguistic resources by which we struggle to develop a new shape for that future.

Now I have to escape my own narrative and offer an analytic mode for responding to Rich and thereby fleshing out terms for appreciating what she accomplishes in the poems after the theatrics of Diving into the Wreck. My
















































































































































Notes


	1. This chapter was written a year before the publication of Rich’s Collected Poems: 1950–2012, ed. Claudia Rankine (New York: W. W. Norton, 2016). But I want to mention two notable, quite intelligent and sensitive reviews of the collected poems that nonetheless seem embarrassed by poetry trying to achieve the public significance that Rich sought. Both essays, by Marjorie Perloff (“The Will to Change,” Times Literary Supplement, September 2, 2016) and Dan Chiasson (“Boundary Conditions: Adrienne Rich’s Collected Poems,” New Yorker, June 20, 2016, 78–81) clearly prefer the more private moments of self-conscious lyric in her work and ignore the struggle to test will by forcing it to take responsibility in public political efforts to speak a common language. Perloff does observe that Rich has turned out to be a crucial force in shaping the political turn in poetry, but in Perloff’s essay this is not quite praise, perhaps because Perloff refuses Rich’s challenge to imagine how such work might make demands on us to alter our models for judging the poetry.

	2. I quote from Adrienne Rich, Arts of the Possible: Essays and Conversations (New York: W. W. Norton, 2001), 48. And I owe to Wendy Martin in conversation this observation about contemporary poets interfusing poetry with prose forms of making sense.

	3. Claire Keyes, in The Aesthetics of Power: The Poetry of Adrienne Rich (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986), makes this point forcefully in her second chapter. Keyes’s book is also important as very intelligent testimony to what Rich’s book meant for readers in an age characterized by efforts to think about gender in relation to issues of power. Keyes hears Rich’s reliance on Lowell and Plath in her early efforts to develop a personal poetry (64–87), then stresses how Rich locates the power she seeks not in images of the self but in foregrounding how creativity becomes overtly present in the act of composition.

	4. I will not address Rich the essayist here except to point out that her way of treating personal commitment as a measure of truth and opposition to the lie in poetry correlates closely with the emphases in her prose, and it is that relation which plays a large role in her achieving a distinctive and unreplaceable presence in the literary landscape.

	5. There are two reviews from which I quote: Helen Vendler, “Mapping the Air,” New York Review of Books, November 21, 1991; and “All Too Real,” New York Review of Books, December 17, 1981. This quotation is from “All Too Real.” I will cite in the text the first short essay as MA and the second as ATR.

	6. I have taken all my citations of Rich’s poems before An Atlas of the Difficult World from Adrienne Rich, The Fact of a Doorframe: Poems Selected and New, 1950–1984 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1984). This citation is from page 266. I will put subsequent citations in the body of the text with the abbreviation FD.

	7. Many other poems in the volume have this same aura of dissatisfaction with the very success of the control the poem aims at. See especially “Storm Warnings,” “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,” and “Stepping Backward.”

	8. See the end of “Face to Face” for a more extreme version of assertions swallowed by the theatrics of metaphoric self-aggrandizement:










	9. Adrienne Rich, An Atlas of the Difficult World (New York: W. W. Norton, 1991). Subsequent citations will be abbreviated ADW and placed in the main text.
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