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Introduction

ROBERT FAGGEN AND ROBERT VON HALLBERG


Academia

Imagine two college students in a classroom waiting for their literature instructor to arrive. They have prepared for the day’s class, but one says to the other: “I don’t know why we had to read X. It’s dull—and difficult, too.” Not an altogether implausible scenario, even in a contemporary poetry course. A comment like that about a Romantic poetry course is less plausible, only because that course is more settled into required readings. The case for a modern poetry course is only a little less settled: Pound, Eliot, Frost, Stevens, Williams, H. D., Moore, and Hart Crane, say; then possibly Zukofsky and Stein. Eight major poets and a couple of others formerly known as minor writers—that is a curricular form one recognizes. A strenuous selection has been made for most periods of poetry; the years after World War II are an exception. Selection is what critics do, even if only indirectly. Their interpretive and historical essays advocate implicitly the merits of particular poets. Compilers of anthologies and textbooks make available to general readers and students the poems that critics seem to esteem, even if the ground of that esteem is not well marked. Poets neglected by critics may yet survive in anthologies, provided that their work draws the attention of younger poets. In fact, the efforts of critics alone may not be enough to canonize particular poets. Hugh Kenner’s advocacy failed in the case of Louis Zukofsky; that of Richard Bridgman and Donald Sutherland, in that of Gertrude Stein. Both writers are now in anthologies, though, thanks to younger poets.

Back to those students, and their instructor. Fifty-five minutes of class discussion ensue, most of it thematic interpretation. Then for ten minutes the instructor speaks of the historical situation of X’s writing, the evolution of a genre and a style, say, which leads to ten more minutes on connections between the poems and the social and economic history of the period. Class ends, and the students chat some more. The first one says she now realizes that they studied X in order to understand better the historical context of poetry in this period. The second one isn’t sure that that is what he wanted from the course. He’s been taking courses in the History Department and is accustomed to a broader range of evidence for general claims and more rivalry among the claims presented. He took the poetry course, he says, because he loves poetry. He writes poems, and may take creative writing rather than another literature course next semester. She admits to some love of poetry and has taken a number of literature courses, but class discussion in those courses seldom went in that direction.

Do historical explanations of literature adequately meet the interests of students? Few students come to literature courses out of historical curiosity, though many develop that interest. More come rather to understand why poems capture their affection. Teachers face the challenge less of creating interest in poetry than of amplifying an existent interest.

In what form is critical judgment best expressed? We favor the explicit one of Johnson, Pound, Winters, and Bloom. In putting together these volumes, we asked contributors to identify their criteria, even though evaluation is not entirely a measurement of conformity to criteria. Michael W. Clune argues persuasively that “[j]udgment is a process of disclosing particular features and qualities”—largely through interpretation. This process begins with curiosity and uncertainty, not with an agenda. “We [critics] are often speaking of showing [people] new criteria,” he writes. “The [literary] work satisfies a desire we didn’t know we could have; it exemplifies a principle we didn’t know existed; it manifests a new quality … a quality we don’t yet have a name for.”1 He speaks for the indefiniteness and implicitness of the critical process, and his words accurately render the feel of a literary education. Nonetheless, these two volumes record an effort to do the other thing: to formulate judgments plainly, as if in response to a student’s question about the worth of a poem, when everyone wants to speak definitely. Are the chapters below as direct as Johnson, Pound, Winters, and Bloom? Certainly not, but our authors have responded to that charge. And Clune explains well why that effort is constraining. We wanted explicitness not to settle standards of literary appreciation but to facilitate discussion of the value of particular poems. A great deal is known about how to interpret poetry, but not about how to assess it. F. R. Leavis’s account of the objective of evaluation is pertinent:


Essentially, a critical judgment has the form, “This is so, isn’t it?” … What, of its nature, the critical activity aims at, in fact, is an exchange, a collaborative exchange, a corrective and creative interplay of judgments. For though my judgment asks to be confirmed and appeals for concurrence in a recognition that the thing is so, the response I expect at best will be of the form, “Yes, but—,” the “but” standing for qualifications, corrections, shifts of emphasis, refinements, additions.2



When we began to plan this collection, we quickly made an impossibly long list of poets whose work might, in the eyes of our various colleagues, be the subject of an essay. Forty names: many of them not mentioned in these pages. We truly regret some omissions and do not intend the list of those included as an adequate selection of the best poets of our period. For some poets whose work we wanted to represent here, we were unable to find a ready critic. We worked finally from our critics’ enthusiasms. We could not pay for essays, nor effectively insist on particular poets. No canon is offered here. Yet selections will soon be made, if not by critics, then by editors alone; literary curricula favor a half-dozen poets to a half century. While waiting for the anthologies, we might tell students and one another more about why one poem rather than another warrants continued attention.

Suspicion of evaluation in literary criticism, while not new, has been consequential in the past half-century.3 In 1957 Northrop Frye wrote derisively of evaluation: “The demonstrable value-judgment is the donkey’s carrot of literary criticism.”4 “Every increase of appreciation,” he claimed, “has been right and every decrease wrong: … criticism has no business to react against things, but should show a steady advance toward undiscriminating catholicity.”5 Anthologies thicken without critical debate. New poets are added to subsequent editions. In a democratic literary culture, readers push back against tastemakers. Even T. S. Eliot felt that urge in 1920, before he had himself become a tastemaker: “The critic must not coerce, and he must not make judgments of worse and better. He must simply elucidate: the reader will form the correct judgment for himself.”6 A critic need not even name a relevant value. Judgment takes care of itself. Within a year he was of a different mind: “[O]ur standards vary with every poet whom we consider. All we can hope to do, in the attempt to introduce some order into our preferences, is to clarify our reasons for finding pleasure in the poetry we like.”7 He did see the point of stating reasons for approving of particular poems. Harold Bloom made this point more recently: “Judgments of literary value have no significance if not rendered explicit.” But he added: “Any literary academic who issues a judgment of aesthetic value—better, worse than, equal to—risks being summarily dismissed as a rank amateur.”8 Evaluation is rarely even discussed in academic settings. Frye objected that evaluative arguments do not illuminate a text: “Every deliberately constructed hierarchy of values in literature known to me is based on a concealed social, moral, or intellectual analogy.”9 Resentment of impure judgment has pushed evaluation off the table entirely—and not for Frye alone. He sought to establish literary study on an intellectual basis resembling that of biology, chemistry, or philology. And that dream is not entirely dead.

Evaluation takes a distinctive form in contemporary letters. Scholars of Romantic or Renaissance poetry may defer to established canons when making up syllabi for courses. Although the earlier historical periods are now and then unsettled by evaluative challenges, their established canons are supported by critical commentary. Concerning poetry since 1950, there are instead taste-encampments. What distinguishes their judgments from those of communities of earlier literary interest—scholars of Renaissance and Romantic poetry—is that taste-camps present no sustained critical examination of their rivals’ judgments. James Merrill’s readers, for instance, are rarely Adrienne Rich’s or Charles Bernstein’s. Yet judgments of one camp by another are systematically enforced. This has been true for decades. Rival camps preserve their coherence with taciturnity and disdain rather than debate. The outcome is that students and general readers can draw on only thin accounts of the merits and limits of writers within all camps. All camps appear to be held together more by sensibility than by literary ideas. Close, sustained comparison of writers from separate areas of the contemporary scene could change this.

Both scholars and critics write for students of literature. In contemporary poetry courses, students make their way through improvised reading lists. They contribute to the formation of a curriculum by testing the poets on offer. Those who leave them cold are unlikely to be included when the course is next offered. Readers of contemporary poetry—not only in academic settings—constantly ask whether a particular text has a claim to repeated attention. Literary critics more than scholars write for just such an audience. Critics of contemporary writing face a constantly expanding number of texts; the work of selection is nearly unavoidable. Leavis observed: “You can’t, as some scholars seem to suppose you can, have the poem in a kind of neutral possession, and then proceed to value it or not as you choose—or leave the critic to do the valuing. Any reading of a poem that takes it as a poem involves an element of implicit valuation.”10 To accept a poem is to preserve it for rereading. This curatorial activity is familiar even to general readers. They speak easily of poems recalled, exactly because the mass of contemporary writing is unmanageably large and destined to be lost. Readers build community by naming those texts that have become poems for them. Critics do the same, only they are better equipped to justify their selections than are students or general readers. Literary critics can explain how the literary values known to readers of earlier eras affect the open set of ongoing writing. The challenge to academic readers is to attain sufficient abstraction in one’s taste to allow one to recognize the longevity and mobility of literary values. “The real concern of the evaluating critic,” Frye said, “is with positive value, with the goodness, or perhaps the genuineness, of the poem, rather than with the greatness of its author.”11 The chapters that follow express positive value judgments to encourage memory of particular poems and poets.



Form

Eliot prizes poems whose parts come together remarkably: “It is not the ‘greatness,’ the intensity, of the emotions, the components, but the intensity of the artistic process, the pressure, so to speak, under which the fusion takes place, that counts.”12 Esteem for formal coherence dominated poetic theory from the late 1920s until 1960—and motivated great works of criticism. In essays but also college textbooks, the New Critics pressed the proposition that the essence of poetry is form. Its truth is obvious in great stanzaic verse, especially the English sonnet with its closing couplet. Shakespeare’s ability to fuse three quatrains and a couplet is sometimes wondrous; the whole self-evidently exceeds the sum of its parts. Eliot wanted to reduce the prominence of subject matter and emotion in literary criticism. The pressure, he stresses, is that of craft, or the strength of a poet’s engagement with language, for that is a poet’s “artistic process.” What the philosopher Christine Korsgaard says of the general phenomenon is true: “There is a terrible self-sufficiency about the most beautiful things, as if all they need is to be what they individually are.”13 Even in the 1960s, after Howl (1956) and Life Studies (1959), poets and critics continued to speak of poetic form as “organic.” What they meant was specifically compatible with Eliot’s view. They referred to something transcendent that occurs in the assembling of words and lines.

In the mid-1960s the notion of form inherited from the New Critics was rendered metaphysical by poets who nonetheless considered themselves at odds with New Critical doctrine. Here is Denise Levertov in 1965:


A partial definition … of organic poetry might be that it is a method of apperception, i.e., of recognizing what we perceive, and is based on an intuition of an order, a form beyond forms, in which forms partake, and of which man’s creative works are analogies, resemblances, natural allegories.14



Not diction, syntax, or rhythm but something other than these knowable elements of a poem are her concern. She draws on a familiar literary version of Platonism, as does Cal Bedient when he speaks of the poem’s relation to a source beyond the poet. The critics assembled here do not speak of inspiration, but the formalism of the past century retains vestiges of this ancient notion that are still consequential. One sees here how radical the poetics of Language writers means to be, for Charles Bernstein and Marjorie Perloff would have none of transcendent form. For them, poems are constructed by plan, as buildings are. When the plans are followed, the building is complete; nothing extra should be added to the plans of the architect and engineer. It makes sense that Perloff finds precedent for Bernstein’s poetry in Pope.

Charles Olson famously quoted Robert Creeley in 1950: “FORM IS NEVER MORE THAN AN EXTENSION OF CONTENT.”15 Together they meant to undermine the regnant concept of poetic form as a counterforce to statement. Jonathan F. S. Post appreciates Anthony Hecht’s poems as outcomes of a dialectic between brutal subject matter and elaborate, refined syntax and prosody. The New Critical sense of form as oppositional was perfect for Hecht’s project: he could hear the collision of violence and craft—content and form—and imagine a severe art appropriate to the atrocities and abuses of the mid-twentieth century. Post credits Hecht with engaging the Holocaust in 1960, before other English-language poets had turned to topical subjects. Post repeatedly refers to the strength and power, and emotional impact, of Hecht’s poems. Their ground note is suffering. Post quotes Seamus Heaney on form as resistance to necessity—genocide, bombardment, massacre, riot, chaos. Poets known as formalists ought to be not merely those who write in meter and stanzas, but those like Hecht and J. V. Cunningham, who demonstrate the significant functions of conventional forms.

A realized form has its parts where they are meant to stay. Some poems, however, dramatize the arrival of form, or a struggle between statement and silence. Nigel Smith shows that the setting of words to music entails tension between tempo and utterance, a tension audible in song but pertinent to lyric poetry generally. When a text is full, the music must make space or meet a tempo that accommodates the words; Joni Mitchell’s “Raised on Robbery” is an instance. Smith especially appreciates songwriters like Bob Dylan and Mitchell who push against an audience’s sense of a “proper distribution of syllables … into the available musical space.” Fluency, “verbal exuberance,” challenges musical forms and produces a sense of excess, excitement. Songwriters move words around within the form of a melody, and one hears that negotiation as a drama. Smith is particularly drawn to songs that speed up articulation in order to fit a musical measure. The dominant voice of lyric poetry is reflective, contemplative, that of someone figuring something out, often slowly. However, one recalls Tom Raworth’s unusual delivery of some of his poems at a rapid pace, the line breaks mostly inaudible. These performances were disorienting because one rarely hears verse proceed so rapidly, although some stage productions of Elizabethan verse sound too quick to modern audiences. Raworth seemed to wish to get the poem on an unfamiliar frequency, one so high that semantics were subordinated to sounds—a reversal of the usual ratio.16 The pleasure is not in rendering a sonic profile primary and a semantic chain secondary, but in the revelation of forms one had not previously heard so directly. Think of the great vocalist Jon Hendricks, and his collaboration with Dave Lambert and Annie Ross on “Cloudburst.” Nigel Smith’s claim is that analysis of the popular song should help one hear more of the play of forms in lyric poems. Raworth would have understood.

Recognizable forms are a hard sell: achieved, we say, meaning settled; enduring, meaning marmoreal, we say too, overbearing or funereal, not charming. The sense of something true said memorably is a very old appeal of poetry. Is it now anachronistic? Does literary history admit of anachronism? For some of the best critics, it may. Consider Charles Bernstein, who likes the roughness of fresh efforts, the awkwardness of something differently conceived, and imperfectly executed. The most valuable poem, in his view, is imperfect. “I prefer art that opens up possibilities rather than art that perfects a possibility. That may mean liking ‘lesser’ poems to ‘greater’ ones.” A lesser poem may have something hopeful about it, indicating a future, an evolution in view. Marjorie Perloff defends Bernstein’s poetry against the charge of formlessness. She makes the argument, derived in part from Roman Jakobson, that formal structures are functional, valid, whether they connect semantic, phonic, or even orthographical elements of a text. This matters because one knows these kinds of elements very differently. One understands semantic resemblances, hears phonic ones, and sees orthographic ones. She shows that these elements all operate in Bernstein’s “The Lives of the Toll Takers.” That is, if one is accustomed to thinking of form in connection with prosody or genre or figure alone, one may not recognize the variousness of form in Bernstein, or Ezra Pound, or Shakespeare’s sonnets, for that matter, or one may see it but not feel it, and therefore not appreciate these poets adequately. She advocates an especially wide range of feeling in the reading of experimental poems. Hear this, see that, and understand this other thing: altogether, that is poetic form, and ready to be felt.

After 1960 many poets expressed reservations about rhetorical as much as prosodic form. Linda Gregerson imagines a poet with rhetorical designs on readers but a medium that constantly surprises. In her chapter in this volume, she states that poetry is “a collaborative medium,” and certainly poets know that their intentions are only part of an equation. Histories of usage, syntactic structures, prosodic patterns, and vowel echoes also determine what poems say, not just how they say it; and then eventually readers construct their own interpretations. Like many readers, Gregerson is attracted by a mobile voice: changeability is her value, nothing final. Stephen Yenser similarly praises Elizabeth Bishop’s “errancy,” “wandering,” and “deviation.” It’s the strangeness of her voice that intrigues him, as it did Merrill. Yenser characterizes her “signature tone” as “sweetbitter”; he is not concerned, as Gregerson is, with the civic or political sense of mixed feelings, but at the level of style he is on her wavelength. Langdon Hammer affirms at the end of his chapter herein the justness of Merrill’s “dualistic sensibility”—the notion that there is a plus and minus to everything. Our collective peace, Gregerson suggests (and we concur), might be enhanced by more provisionality in our intellectual discourse. Politicians now show little interest in collaboration, which one reasonably thinks would be the payoff for resurrection of the subjunctive in public policy discussions. While this stiffness is a recent phenomenon in Washington, it has characterized literary culture since the appearance of Olson’s “Projective Verse” (1950).

One distinguishes poetic from ordinary language by means of some notion of the aesthetic, although that category has lost much legitimacy in literary interpretation. One wants poems to be consequential, maybe even poets to address the controversies of their time—as Milton, Marvell, Dryden, Blake, Wordsworth, Yeats, Eliot, and Pound all did. The status of poetic statement is directly at issue in the chapters (in volume 2) by John Shoptaw on ecopoetry, Charles Altieri on Rich’s political advocacy, and Sarah Nooter on Sharon Olds’s explicitness. Traditionally, poetic language is memorable, ready for recitation and the stonecutters. Stephen Yenser and John Farrell (in this volume), and Richard Strier and Patrick Morrissey (in volume 2), do speak for artful phrasing by Elizabeth Bishop, Charles Wright, Robert Hass, and August Kleinzahler, respectively, and for good reason. Exactness of expression is difficult. Gregerson, however, speaks cogently for provisional expression. Critics who esteem memorable formulations also want change and variety within careers and even individual poems. “Fugitive,” “erratic,” “deliberately discontinuous,” “fallibility”—these qualities, Gregerson argues, are valuable in poems. In social and political policy, in regulations and laws, one rightly wants utterances open to revision, reinterpretation, repeal. This is no more than democratic political deliberation. Why should poetry be different? Without a sense of the aesthetic (or of decorum), the question is unanswerable.



Magnitude

Why is the unity of some works of art thought “terrible,” as Korsgaard says? How might coherence elicit fright? A beauty that does not serve ends other than itself is a cause for fear, she says, presumably because it violates the ordinary sense of things as valuable for some purpose. To be made to recognize the existence of a value that needs no external justification arouses fear, because it suggests that one has misunderstood the order of things. Instrumental reasoning may be subordinate to something else. However hard it is to argue that the value of poetry lies in truth-telling, or in beauty, that is what is asked of high art. Eliot claimed that the “peculiarity of all great poetry … is merely a peculiar honesty.”17 He did not refer to the circulation of commonplaces; the repeated term indicates the opposite of generality. He referred in particular to Blake’s eccentricity, which he called “peculiarly terrifying.” He may well have had in mind the adagia of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Louise Glück said that the “true, in poetry, is felt as insight. It is very rare, but beside it other poems seem merely intelligent comment.”18 This Germanic term, insight, refers to unusually penetrating, intermittent vision. A philosophical argument is sustained; an insight is not. Insight appears independent of reasoning, or of context. How it is arrived at is beside the point. Literary criticism has a term for the power of strange, unsustainable truth: the sublime.

Angus Fletcher said that “the value of the most eccentric works falls on another scale [from that of Shakespeare’s sonnets], yet it is not easy to say exactly what that scale measures. It seems to measure a literary activity akin to the production of the sublime.”19 One does not dispute the truth of a lightning bolt; one acknowledges it, and hopes to move on. The poets of our period who tried to write something akin to the sublime? They are few: Robert Lowell, at the start of his career; Frank Bidart, more persistently; Ronald Johnson and Robert Duncan, too. A lonely band, after the modernists. This may be the one just sense in which one speaks of a falling off after Four Quartets and The Pisan Cantos.20 “Strangeness for me is the canonical quality,” Harold Bloom says, “the mark of sublime literature.”21 The poetry of the past half century has rarely been sublime; it has been more civic in its attention, agreeable in its idioms. For decades, this grand measure has been admired from afar, but suspiciously.

Cal Bedient begins his chapter on poetic ambition, in volume 2, with three criteria concerning magnitude: the first is that poetry “speak[s] a language that comes from behind the work, not from within it”; the second, that it express a vision of the largeness of life itself; the third, “that the work be in the final form of the full promise of its assumptions, a fresh demonstration of possibilities.” His second criterion gets at the discontinuity between the generation born in the 1880s and those born in the 1920s and 1930s. The United States has seen extraordinary expansion since 1945: of the economy and state apparatus; of its extraterritorial involvement; of research universities and colleges; and of technology. But poetry has seemed stubbornly secondary to its immediate past.22 Bedient credits Jorie Graham for answering to aspirations of the modernists, when some of her contemporaries regarded modernism as a wrong turn. Merrill’s The Changing Light at Sandover “countered the seriousness and monumentality of modernism as embodied by Eliot and the Eliot-influenced New Criticism,” Langdon Hammer writes, “at the same time that it rejected the professionalism of the creative writing programs.” John Wilkinson praises Charles Olson’s explicit engagement of his predecessors. When we speak of Whitman as the father of American poetry, we take for granted the magnitude of the art that had come to seem dubious after 1945. Large spirits, seeing others grandly, are rightly called magnanimous; maybe too-this or too-that for companionship, but candidates for greatness. No one wanted an abject poetry, but some important poets did want to turn down the volume after Pound’s arrest.

Poetry is a conservative art insofar as its traditions are constantly renewed by living poets. The term “sublime” is infrequently invoked by recent critics; most (aside from Bloom) are shy of its grandeur. But it remains a measure. Something similar may be said of “unity.” Critics recognize a need to explain alternatives to this concept of poetic success. No one speaks of Arnold’s “high seriousness,” but the concept bears on Post’s analysis of Anthony Hecht. Sianne Ngai has recently argued that our live aesthetic categories are deliberately diminutive: “zany,” “cute,” and “interesting” have currency in discussions of the visual arts.23 There is less reason in the criticism of poetry to generate new rubrics for advocacy. Poets are not constrained to styles by market forces. A poet may revive a diction or prosodic or rhetorical form by force of will and skill, as J. V. Cunningham has demonstrated. Thanks to paper and pencil, we can have the poetry we want, regardless of immediate precedent, as Pound and Eliot demonstrated.



Academia, Again

Back again to the classroom. We have seen a reduction of judgment not simply to feelings or to the irrational but to one’s personal background as determined by categories of race, class, and gender. An evaluation of a work answers no doubt to particular interests, but should they be so limited? This problem was made pointedly clear to one of us while serving on a doctoral oral examination. The student’s main field was Renaissance drama; her secondary field was American poetry. She had taken written examinations, and the committee of three professors—two in Renaissance literature and one in American poetry—would then question her further. Most of the examination was taken up with questions about the Renaissance. I had only ten minutes left to ask questions about American poetry. On the written exam, the student discussed two poems, Williams’s “Portrait of a Lady” and Plath’s “Daddy.” So, I asked two questions. The first was: “What contemporaries of Williams wrote poems with the same or similar title?” She knew of Pound’s but not of Eliot’s. I then moved on to “Daddy” and asked, “Is this a good poem?” Her answer was simple and startling: “You’re Jewish, aren’t you?” I probably looked puzzled enough for her to respond, “No, it’s a good thing.” I ignored that and stated that I just wanted her to tell me about her evaluative criteria. The dissertation director abruptly ended the examination, and the student left the room fairly distressed. She passed the exam, but I’m not sure that I did. And her dissertation adviser scolded me for asking the question about “Daddy.” “You sounded like Jesse Helms,” she said.

I might have framed the question in a more specific way—“Does Plath successfully construct a voice in the poem?” or “Is her transformation of the personal to the mythic effective?” Of course, the latter version could readily lead one to ask whether it is extravagant to use the Holocaust as a metaphor for one’s personal rage against a parent. Extravagant? OK, unethical? The student assumed that my own critical concerns came purely from my personal background. One would hope that an evaluation is not so rigidly predictable. That said, is it wrong to be concerned about ethical and moral concerns in relation to aesthetics? Are those complex categories strictly separable? Almost anyone who evaluates a work of art is concerned with how an artist engages an audience, with the means used to persuade and move us. Critics assess the success or failure of those strategies with a wide range of criteria, many of which cannot be determined by the critic’s origin.

We hope to have made clear—by our citations—that the efforts of literary critics going back to Plato remain indispensable. When Bloom says that strangeness is the essential canonical value, he is near Socrates on the madness of poets, and that is something to ponder. The suspicion of evaluation that began in the mid-1950s intensified in the early 1980s for a decade of debate about canon formation. John Guillory effectively ended that debate in 1993 with a study, as acute now as then, of institutional settings of evaluation.24 Recent books by Sianne Ngai, Rita Felski, Andrew H. Miller, and Michael Clune indicate that a return to evaluation is now underway, although selection has been a constant issue with regard to contemporary writing.25 We join these recent critics in reminding our discipline of the need for evaluation. They ask what immediately pleases students. Felski’s overarching term is “hooked.” Miller examines the allure of vicarious being, “other lives.” These terms seek the intelligent sense of first readings of texts—mostly narratives. The criticism of poetry is rich with terms of esteem that are differently oriented. What does one think after multiple readings, after discussion with others, after considering counterintuitive critical responses? Critics often summon attention to a poem read without feeling. They pull one back, a little shamefaced, to poems one might have better noticed. Not: What does it feel like to read this poem? But: And now what do you think? Ngai, Felski, and Miller, too, want to urge considered readings on students, but these critics begin with less skepticism toward first reading than has been the custom. The chapters that follow concern what most deserves considered admiration.

R. F.

R. v. H.
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VOICE




CHAPTER 1

On Voice as a Category of Analysis; or, Lyric Address

LINDA GREGERSON

I’D LIKE TO suggest that we revive the category of voice as an object of analysis, retrieving it from the discredited realm of mystification (“I haven’t found my voice yet”) and from denigration as a naïve delusion about the a priori status of the self. Voice—and I refer to the specifically rhetorical construction of voice, the who’s-speaking-to-whom part—has gone largely missing from recent discussions of the lyric poem, sidelined by attention to thematics or to formal lenses that fail to capture both the rigor and the subtlety of vocal navigation. For this purpose it helps, I think, to look at early English-language experiments with the construction of “voice” in all its provisionality and rhetorical complexity.

What are the evaluative underpinnings of this examination? I am interested in flexibility and range, a mobile alliance between the semantic and the symptomatic modes of meaning making; I hope to see our conversations about form acknowledge the turns of rhetoric to be as crucial as the turns of syntax, the deployments of meter and line break, and the construction of verbal figure. I would also hope that a more explicit attention to rhetorical voice might give us more flexible ways of contemplating—and inhabiting—the present “identitarian” moment, in which the crucial issues of racial, sexual, ethnocultural, regional, and dis/ability status are too often treated as exclusively thematic issues, divorced from all but the most obvious considerations of poetic method. Rhetorical voicing: old-fashioned name for an ever-immediate and foundational property of language. A genealogy of lyric voice might help us to identify unexpected affinities and distinctions; might even, in an ideal world, enable us to read more generously across the spectrum of as-yet-uncanonized work. Not least, it might provide an analytical framework and a descriptive vocabulary that move us decisively beyond outdated oppositional thinking. “Authorial intent” vs. “language writes us”: powerful (and useful) propositions that too easily harden into mantras. The lyric poem has always been a collaborative construct, one part poet, one part reader or auditor, one part the complex network of purpose and momentums and materialities that constitute its medium.


1. Thomas Wyatt

To suggest the range of vocal construction I have in mind, a range that comprehends the work of T. S. Eliot as well as William Shakespeare, Anne Carson as well as John Ashbery, I’d like to adduce just four examples, one of which, for brevity’s sake, I trust to be virtually self-explanatory. The first of these is a poem from the sixteenth century, by Sir Thomas Wyatt. I have written about Wyatt at greater length elsewhere,1 but his work is so foundational for rhetorical voicing in the English-language lyric that I have to adduce his example once again. I refer to his extraordinarily limber play with lyric address, the built-in-front-of-our-very-eyes impression of speaker and occasion. Wyatt cultivates a kind of vocal gesture—fugitive, erratic, deliberately discontinuous—we have since come to regard as the hallmark of personality. Experimenting with voice-as-characterological-symptom, he conjures the figment of an individuated speaking persona, one who is biased, irritable, and rhetorically unstable. The innovation lies not in the quality of strong feeling—to speak of and with strong feeling is as old as poetry itself—nor in the reference to biographical and social circumstance: this too is old. The innovation lies in method, the symptom-effect or vocal signature that suggests, by way of back formation, a socially embedded, distinctive personality. Wyatt’s contribution is consequential precisely because his method is at odds with the fully contextualized monologue that will reach its apotheosis in the work of Robert Browning.

Classical guides to rhetoric, assiduously studied by English schoolboys and incorporated into sixteenth-century English handbooks, offer counsel on what the rhetor must be, or seem to be; how the speaker must construct a self of words in order to suggest a presence behind the words, a presence that secures the efficacy of words. From the perspective of rhetoric, meaning is not the semantic premise but the measurable consequence of eloquence, an effect or manipulable impression, as when one spirit contrives to subdue another, as in, I mean to make you mine. Rhetoric emphasizes the transitive aspects of linguistic production, the conspiracy of words with power. The power to mold opinion is an emanation of the speaker’s person, or so the classical rhetoricians frankly posit: a thing is so because I who say it is so am a reliable person. And you are willing to believe what I say, or to behave as if you do, because the self you see in the mirror of my words, the space I invite you to inhabit as interlocutor, is a self, or a space, you like. Rhetoric invents its audience, too. There was a time when this model of concentrated will-to-produce-a-world sounded not only naïve from a theoretical standpoint but hopelessly out of touch. No longer. If the instruments of rhetorical efficacy have been altered almost beyond recognition, if inarticulateness itself has been formidably “weaponized” in the public sphere, the mechanics of who-recruits-whom to the collaborative production of meaning look uncannily like those described in the ancient rhetorics. Augustine called his professorship in rhetoric the “chair of lies,” and he believed that conscience required him to abandon it.

What is the role of lyric in a culture all too prone to manipulation? An urgent question, and one to which I’ll return. But first, some background on technique. The special innovation of lyricists in sixteenth-century England was to combine the flamboyant manipulations of rhetorical persuasion with the quasi-dramatic enactment of Petrarchan love-longing. In Wyatt, as in Sidney, Shakespeare, and a host of subsequent writers, the speaker implicit behind the lyric is at once a technical virtuoso and a creature capable of linguistic self-betrayal. Idiosyncrasies of phrasing, gaps in logic, ostensibly inadvertent lapses of proportion begin to be cultivated as symptoms of personality or clues to dissonant subtext. This turns the handbook premise against itself: rhetorical power is found to inhere not only in demonstrated mastery but also, paradoxically, in mastery’s breakdown. The most compelling word is found to be the word that makes its own fallibility, and that of its speaker, most palpably felt.

Wyatt’s most famous adaptation of Petrarch is deliberately pitched at the opposite end of the rhetorical spectrum from its original, which reports a transcendent vision of the beloved.2

Whoso list to hunt, I know where is an hind,

But as for me, helas, I may no more.

The vain travail hath wearied me so sore,

I am of them that farthest cometh behind.

Yet may I by no means my wearied mind

Draw from the deer, but as she fleeth afore

Fainting I follow. I leave off therefore

Sithens in a net I seek to hold the wind.

Who list her hunt, I put him out of doubt,

As well as I may spend his time in vain.

And graven with diamonds in letters plain

There is written her fair neck round about:

“Noli me tangere for Caesar’s I am,

And wild for to hold though I seem tame.”3

“Whoso list to hunt, I know where is an hind.” Grounded, demotic, shot through with aggrievement and insinuation, the poem begins by conjuring not only a speaker with an ax to grind but also an implied inner audience. And this audience, like the speaker, has attributes. It is gendered; it is “interested.” Wyatt’s poem begins in a kind of locker room vernacular, male. You want to try your luck? he says; I can point you in the right direction. “Whoso list to hunt, I know where is an hind.” And almost immediately, the first of several turnings: “But as for me, helas, I may no more.” This modulates, almost, to the more orthodox Petrarchan lover’s complaint. Almost, but not quite. For the speaker is pointedly not alone with his suffering, not even in the special sense of lyric complaint, which always inhabits the paradoxical public/private domain of that-which-is-written-to-be-read. This speaker has hunted with others who are in the game: “The vain travail hath wearied me so sore, / I am of them that farthest cometh behind.” The deprivation of which he complains, in other words, is relative as well as absolute; the problem is not merely the beloved’s coldness or inaccessibility but the social insult of a poor competitive showing.

The instabilities of renunciation and continued entanglement have been amply noted in this sonnet before, but for my purposes, the key point is that they both solicit and evade a psychological reading. On one level, the inconsistent push-and-pull (“I may no more,” “I follow,” “I leave off”) suggests the turmoil of captive desire and thus the symptoms of a psyche under pressure. The symptom-effect again. But this is one level only: we do not find ourselves inside a single, coherent subjectivity in “Whoso List to Hunt.” Producing the effects of psychological instability, and exceeding them as well, is something else: an instability of rhetorical proposition. From the knowing pseudo-confidentiality of line 1, which conjures an inner audience of fellow cynics, the speaker segues to a complaint mode in which that audience is vaporized. The second quatrain inhabits a different speaking-and-listening cosmos altogether; we have moved from quasi-dramatic to lyric mode. Even within that lyric mode, the speaking persona seems to waver between personal and social aggrievement, which wavering is temporarily “solved” by the abrupt and bitter return to the mockeries of public auction: “Who list her hunt, I put him out of doubt, / As well as I may spend his time in vain.”

Let me confess at once that these “slow readings” are by nature both ungainly and distorting. I do not for a minute mean to propose that the reader of the poem on the page or, in ordinary circumstances, “on the voice” will consciously pause to contemplate the blow-by-blow vicissitudes of the inner audience I have described: now he’s got their attention, now he’s losing it, etc. Nor even: now they’re vividly invoked, now they’re fading into something else, etc. Much less do I mean to suggest that Wyatt’s compositional method involved the hypercalculation of local transitions. This is not, as I understand it, how poems get made. It’s the speed and economy with which Wyatt limns the ever-changing social circumstance of lyric speech; it’s the radical provisionality of speaking voice, the overlap and permeability and cross-fades of rhetorical propositions, that make his work so thrilling and so new and also so decisive for later lyricists like Sidney and Shakespeare. Instability is the method, mobility the key effect. “Intermittence” is Wyatt’s genius.4

I won’t dwell in comparable detail on the yet more complicated negotiations of voice in Wyatt’s sestet, but it is worth noting one technique that has been added to the effects described above. Noli me tangere: the phrase is “spoken” in diamonds around the neck of the hind. “[F]or Caesars I am.” The diamonds purport to speak on behalf of the first-person hind, who speaks on behalf of “Caesar,” who claims to own her. “Caesar” quotes the risen Christ. The poet quotes Petrarch quoting a white doe quoting the risen Christ. In Petrarch’s shimmering vision, the paradox of freedom and prior possession, untouchability and stamp-of-ownership, invokes a coherent system of spiritual transcendence. In Wyatt’s poem, Caesar’s claims and God’s claims are restored to their foundational irreconcilability. And more. If the poet, as is plausible for this era as for our own, expects to be “recognized” behind the lyric persona as Thomas Wyatt, lover of Anne Boleyn, he risks not only blasphemy but the very real and palpable wrath of Caesar. Let us call this “layered voicing” and note the extraordinary limberness it requires of poet and reader alike.



2. John Ashbery

And one is left sitting in the yard

To try to write poetry

Using what Wyatt and Surrey left around,

Took up and put down again

Like so much gorgeous raw material …5

No one has picked up Wyatt’s gorgeous raw materials—the irreverence, the shifts in diction and implicit context, the teasing suggestions of person-behind-the-screen, the delirious juxtapositions of high and low—with more amplitude and resourcefulness than the American poet John Ashbery.

All things seem mention of themselves

And the names which stem from them branch out to other referents.

Hugely, spring exists again. The weigela does its dusty thing

In fire-hammered air. And garbage cans are heaved against

The railing as the tulips yawn and crack open and fall apart.

And today is Monday. Today’s lunch is: Spanish omelet, lettuce and tomato salad.

Jello, milk and cookies. Tomorrow’s: sloppy joe on

bun,

Scalloped corn, stewed tomatoes, rice pudding and

milk.

(“Grand Galop”)

From high theory (American infatuation with the French imports was at its height in 1975 when this poem was published in Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror) to the purest American demotic (“does its thing”), from semiotics to sloppy joes, the poet invites his readers to join him in the gleeful festivity and supple improvisation of a grand galop. Ashbery is not the only portal through which the rhetorical experimentation of sixteenth-century England came to twentieth-century America, far from it. But among writers of the late twentieth century, his is at once the most consolidated and the most bountiful exploration of vocal gesture I know. His fascination with the push and pull of rhetorical expectation seems to know no limits. His work has wonderfully enlarged (and challenged) our ability to think about the porous boundaries between ornament and semantics, periphery and center, throwaway and philosophical core.



3. Ross Gay

On the surface, the title poem of Ross Gay’s Bringing the Shovel Down would seem to stake coherence on the assumption, or the built effect, of personal voice.6 “Because I love you,” begins this poem,

… and beneath the uncountable stars

I have become the delicate piston threading itself through your chest,

I want to tell you a story I shouldn’t but will …

Because I love you. The stakes are high at once, both intimate and mysterious: Who is this you? Who is speaking to the you? What has either of them to do with me? Everything, says the poem, as it trawls through the vastness of the starry sky to the inwardness of the pulse in the breast with the hook that reels me in: a story. And, best of all, a forbidden story, which makes me co-conspirator in something that shouldn’t, for reasons yet to be revealed, be told.

“I want to tell you a story I shouldn’t but will, and in the meantime neglect, Love …”

There it is again—that liberty taken, the intimate address, and this time it is not merely a thing the speaker claims to do or feel—love—but a thing—Love—he or she has become, the one whom he addresses, who is and is not me.

… and in the meantime neglect, Love,

the discordant melody spilling from my ears but attend,

instead, to this tale, for a river burns inside my mouth

and it wants both purgation and to eternally sip your thousand drippings

Ears do not spill melodies, they are instruments of apprehension. Mouths do not run with rivers. Rivers do not burn. Disciplined to the parameters of a consistent and obedient conceit, drippings may constitute the source of a river, but they may also, disturbingly, gather in a roasting pan. And there is nothing obedient or well-behaved about this cascading imagery. Enthralling, synesthetic, these extravagant sensory promptings conjure a speaker who is not entirely in control and an auditor—the “you,” who is me—whose boundaries are not intact. The one who speaks and the one who listens interanimate. The story injects itself into the very veins:

and in the story is a dog and unnamed it leads to less heartbreak,

so name him Max, and in the story …

And there we have it, there with the speed of a by-the-way, we are warned. The story is toxic and aimed at the heart.

… and in the story are neighborhood kids

who spin a yarn about Max like I’m singing to you, except they tell a child,

… and combining in their story the big kids make

the boy who shall remain unnamed believe Max to be sick and rabid,

and say his limp and regular smell of piss are just two signs,

but the worst of it, they say, is that he’ll likely find you in the night,

and … inside the boy’s head grew a fire beneath the same stars

as you and I, Love, your leg between mine, the fine hairs

on your upper thigh nearly glistening in the night, and the boy,

the night, the incalculable mysteries as he sleeps with a stuffed animal

tucked beneath his chin and rolls tight against his brother

in their shared bed, who rolls away, and you know by now

And you know by now where the story is going and you shouldn’t continue to listen but you do.

… and I shouldn’t tell you, but I will,

the unnamed boy

on the third night of the dreams which harden his soft face

puts on pants and a sweatshirt and quietly takes the spade from the den …

And the poet, inch by inch and detail by detail, takes his story exactly where we fear it will go:

… and Max whimpers,

and the boy sees a wolf where stands this ratty

and sad and groveling dog and beneath these very stars

the boy brings the shovel down

until Max’s hind legs stop twitching and his left ear folds into itself,

and the unnamed boy stares at the rabid wolf whose wild eyes loll white in his head,

taking slow steps backward through the wet grass and feels,

for the first time in days, the breath in his lungs, which is cool, …

And with something like redemption flooding over him, the boy returns in the first light of morning to the bush where days ago the neighborhood kids found him picking raspberries:

… where an occasional prick

leaves on his arm or leg a spot of blood the color of these raspberries

and tasting of salt, and filling his upturned shirt with them he beams

that he could pull from the earth that which might make you smile,

Love, which you’ll find in the fridge, on the bottom shelf, behind the milk,

in the bowl you made with your own lovely hands.

From the ominous title through every insinuating reiteration of the intimate address, the promised story contaminates the air with dread. And because we love to be frightened, we are responsible for the story: the poem is a moral entangling. In the category of voice—the simultaneous construction of speaker and auditor—the poem is a veritable handbook of rhetorical technique. As an aging dog with its smell of piss infects the air, as malicious boys infect the mind of one who is weaker, as you and I, Love, your leg between mine, begin to lose our separate contours, so the story accumulates momentum and begins to colonize everything in its path. I cannot help but hear in those terms of endearment—Love, Love, Darling, Love—the echoes of Rudyard Kipling: “In the sea, once upon a time, O my Best Beloved, there was a Whale …” The echo is not, I think, accidental. In the Just So Stories, storytelling at its most elemental (Once upon a time) mingles with the teasing authority of intimate address. The one who speaks is one who knows, the one who listens is a child, and the scene is one of instruction: How the Whale Got His Throat, How the Camel Got His Hump. The story (in the shadow of bedtime?) is one of origins, which in “Bringing the Shovel Down” becomes the origin of evil.

The essence of Gay’s poem would seem to be momentum, narration moving relentlessly, heart-chillingly forward in a single rolling sentence. Yet in the course of this momentum it also builds a conspicuous formal coherence, at once aesthetically pleasurable and morally alarming. In the alternating registers of diction, from lofty to homely and back again, in the echoing images of what ought to be reassuring—lovers in bed, their legs intertwined; brother and brother in bed, a stuffed animal between them—the story enlarges and enlarges its embrace, until the darkness is all-encompassing. We are afforded no reprieve or moral insulation. The story that constitutes the subject of the poem becomes the story the poem itself enacts: neighborhood kids “spin a yarn … like I’m singing to you.” They do it for the hell of it; they do it because they can; they do it because someone is willing to listen, and power, like fear, is a kind of drug. And the yarn they spin is as venerable as the one that is spun by fate.

A lesser poet might end with the death of the dog: helplessness done in by innocence. But Gay deepens our sense of inextricability by turning and turning his tale. In a false catharsis that, horribly, works as well as the true, the credulous child finds peace again; dawn brings him back to sweet berries; the blood on his arm is merely the price of the sweetness. And the berries, crossing the most porous of narrative membranes, are the same as those now waiting for “you” in the fridge. In honor of your rapt attention, the bowl in which they chill is “yours.” That the intact gift of chilling fruit inverts, in its chilly doubleness, a famous William Carlos Williams poem7 is only the final sign of your, of our, capitulation.

Significantly, this poem appears not once but twice in Bringing the Shovel Down; in the second instance it is titled simply “Again.” The second poem conforms, line by line and turn by turn, to its original, except for a crucial difference, which changes everything:

and the boy sees a wolf where stands this ratty

and sad and groveling dog and beneath these very stars

Max raises his head to look at the unnamed boy

with one glaucous eye nearly glued shut

and the other wet from the cool breeze and wheezing

Max catches the gaze of the boy who sees,

at last, the raw skin on the dog’s flanks, the quiver

of his spindly legs, and as Max bends his nose

to the franks the boy watches him struggle

to snatch the meat with his gums, and bringing the shovel down

he bends to lift the meat to Max’s toothless mouth,

and rubs the length of his throat and chin,

Max arching his neck with his eyes closed, now,

and licking the boy’s round face, until the boy unchains the dog,

and stands, taking slow steps backward …

… into the rest of the poem as originally written, which acts now as a blessing rather than a curse.8

It is no accident that the turning point in this second version is a reciprocal gaze, the gaze of recognition that is poetry’s dearest fantasy. At its urgent best, the lyric recognizes, and grants its reader the gift of recognizing, a world that is larger than we are, ensoulments that are distinct from yet inextricably connected to our own. In its trajectory of emotion, its music, its ethics, its insinuating narrative, “Again” is as conspicuously manipulated as is the earlier “Bringing the Shovel Down”: how could it be otherwise? Poetry’s tools are technical. Its powers—of shared attention—rely upon the collaborative production of meaning, for better and for worse. It exposes to critical view both the dynamics of complicity and the possibilities of compassion.



4. Interlude: Poetic Method

The disclaimer built into my discussion of Wyatt merits further explanation, especially in the context of evaluative criticism.

I believe in “slow reading” as a durable source of insight and pleasure. I believe that detailed formal and semantic analysis is an invaluable tool for nuanced understanding of poetry. While I acknowledge and treasure other modes of response, I believe that the pleasures of analysis are not extraneous but integral to poetry. I know from personal experience that such analysis can teach a reader to admire the workings of poetry that may initially have left her cold. While I enjoy and even admire some poems that use themselves up on a first or second reading, I prefer poetry that gets richer over time, poetry whose effects are layered: some of them immediate, some slower to emerge, some even at odds with one another. I quite like poetry that makes me work, but I want it to make me want to work. I describe this to my students as my pig-and-truffle theory of poetry. More of this below.

So. Given my passionate advocacy of slow, close reading, why have I described it as “distorting?” I firmly believe that the methods and meanings unearthed by meticulous explication are constituent components of poetry (as indeed of other art forms) and not gratuitous add-ons. But. Meticulous explication does not and is not designed to capture the actual dynamics of ordinary reading or—and this is equally important—of poetic composition.

Pig-and-truffle. Years ago, the owner of a small French bistro in Palo Alto, California—let’s call him Théo—used to reminisce about truffle hunting in his native Dordogne. Théo was wont to wax most eloquent on the




	No poem emerges as the product of unimpeded will. Its medium is a complex fabric of vested inheritance. Words bring with them any number of digressive possibilities: vestiges of historical change and metaphorical adoption, sonic resemblance to words that have utterly different meanings, registers of diction that invoke particular social and linguistic codes, and so forth. Words are wonderfully sullied in transmission: they’ve passed through many hands, many vocal chords by the time they come to us; they bear traces of them all. The poet can weight her words in a given direction, she can do her best to narrow the interpretive possibilities, she can modulate context and tonality, but she can never be entirely in control. Words fight back. Voicing meets—no—voicing is produced by resistance.

	No poem emerges as the product of unimpeded will. It is worth belaboring the obvious here: language is not simply an assortment of words; it is at once a form of architecture and a series of momentums. Syntax is itself a contract of expectation. If I begin a sentence this way … If I begin a sentence this way, I seem to promise that something will follow. I may decide to fulfill the expectation I have raised; I may subvert it; I may bait and switch. When the poet adopts the momentums of syntax, as when she willy-nilly invokes the felt alliances and oppositions of grammar, she is already engaged in collaborative work.

	No poem emerges as the product of unimpeded will. Poets love constraint. Think of it as a kind of bondage fetish. In addition to the social, linguistic, and generic dicta that every writer chooses to engage, if only oppositionally, poets seek out something extra, some added layer of tethering-to-the-arbitrary. We call this form. It may be involve meter and rhyme, a set rotation of end-words or a repetition of lines, a series of modal expectations (elegy, praise poem, epithalamion), or the systematic inclusions of chance (a roll of the dice, the workings of a Ouija board). It may be entirely nonce, devised for the occasion or the length of a sequence. Pieces of fancy turned into coercion.

	To multiple business bound, then—to words, to syntax, to form in all its playfulness and stricture, and sometimes to the additional momentums of description or poetic figure or the lineaments of story—the poet takes on more than she can manage. Call it multitasking. Call it purposeful distraction. Call it whatever you will, but in the busyness of overcommitment, the poet finds that some things happen as though without her. Attending to the metrics, she must let syntax do part of the work on its own. Derailing an overly predictable rhyme, she finds that her pitch of diction has shifted. Correcting for a lapse into overly harsh or overly sentimental tonalities, she finds she needs the assistance of a new image or an interruptive second speaker. Conscious will is blessedly augmented and derailed. This is the phenomenon that used to be called the muse.

	As the poet in the course of writing must devise some means for opening intention to surprise, that is, to discovery, so a poem must afford its reader both a welcome and a path forward. This is what I call rhetorical negotiation, which I think of as a form of hospitality. T. S. Eliot once praised the kind of poetry that “can communicate before it is understood.” The construction and performance of voice is one of its surest means of doing exactly that. Poetry is perforce a collaborative medium.
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	4. For a reading of the poem under discussion here that fully acknowledges its complexity but argues for “consistency in the poet’s complex stance,” see Richard Strier, “Paleness versus Eloquence: The Ideologies of Style in the English Renaissance,” Explorations in Renaissance Culture 45, no. 2 (November 2019): 91–120, https://brill.com/view/journals/erc/45/2/article-p91_91.xml.

	5. John Ashbery, “Grand Galop,” Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror (New York: Viking Press, 1975), 14–21, passage cited 19.

	6. Ross Gay, Bringing the Shovel Down (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2011), 7–9.

	7. “This Is Just to Say”
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	9. 20th poesiefestival berlin, director Thomas Wohlfahrt, June 14–20, 2019.

	10. Kathleen Graber, The River Twice (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019).
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