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INTRODUCTION


Louis Zukofsky believed that the work of a poet’s life, across all genres, forms a singular whole: as he puts it in “A”-12, “Each writer writes / one long work whose beat he cannot / entirely be aware of.” His own work exemplifies the complexities and dialectical contradictions of that claim. On the surface, there is an orderliness to the considerable breadth of his writing: a methodical working through each of the major literary genres; the adoption or invention of strict predetermined forms; even the series of titles that imply a plan, such as “Poem beginning ‘The’” followed by “A”, or the alphabetically suggestive centerpieces of his canon: “A”, Bottom: on Shakespeare, and Catullus (poetry, criticism, translation). Yet when one examines these big works in detail, one finds a seeming anarchy and playfulness, an openness to contingency that eludes any planning. The overriding impulse in all this work is invention, which intimately involves a persistent reflection on itself and its inheritances—its objecthood in a world of objects.

Most of Zukofsky’s published writing in poetry, fiction, and critical prose has been collected. This volume represents an addendum to that corpus that aims not to change the shape of Zukofsky’s canon, but to make available a number of texts that deepen our understanding of his achievement. The Uncollected Louis Zukofsky gathers a diversity of works in several genres: poems, a play, critical essays and notes, and less easily categorized writing. Some key items have been out of print for many decades; some, particularly early poems, were published in Zukofsky’s lifetime but never made it into his books; others he considered publishing but for whatever reasons never followed through. These, however, are by no means scraps from Zukofsky’s wastebasket: an inveterate condenser, Zukofsky never kept such materials.

Only a small number of the texts here are “new” discoveries from the manuscript archives. Zukofsky rarely failed to finish what he started, and anything he finished he almost always saw into print sooner or later. But while there are no undiscovered masterpieces among Zukofsky’s papers, there are many minor gems and unexpected illuminations among the texts brought into print here.

• • • •

Zukofsky’s publishing career broadly mirrored the fortunes of formally innovative poetry in the United States over the course of his lifetime: a promising beginning, followed by long famine, then final feast. In the late 1920s and the 1930s, there is a flurry of periodical appearances; then a long period of only sporadic publication; and finally, in the last two decades before his death, a growing tide of small press volumes and trade collections.

Already steeped in the works of the first generation of modernist writers—T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, James Joyce, Marianne Moore, E. E. Cummings—the twenty-three-year-old Zukofsky brought himself to the attention of Pound in 1927. Pound published Zukofsky’s first major work, “Poem beginning ‘The,’” and connected him with his friend William Carlos Williams, who in turn recognized in Zukofsky a sharp editor for his own work. Those editorial skills stood Zukofsky in good stead when he was invited, at Pound’s instigation, to edit what became the “‘Objectivists’ 1931” issue of Poetry magazine. The “Objectivists,” a “group” that Zukofsky reluctantly invented at the behest of Poetry’s editor, Harriet Monroe, provoked little more than a ripple of publicity and controversy at the time, but it did actively project Zukofsky into the literary debates of the moment, where he fiercely argued on behalf of the kind of writing he believed in and practiced. Such advocacy would characterize his activities throughout the rest of the 1930s.

In some respects, his position was an isolated one. Although the importance of such modernist monuments of the previous decade as Joyce’s Ulysses and Eliot’s The Waste Land was increasingly acknowledged, there was a sense, at least in English-speaking circles, that formalist fireworks and experimentation had had their day, that it was time for a call to order. Eliot’s poetry after The Waste Land was notably less adventurous, and over the 1930s, he practically ceased being a poet and instead established himself as a critical and cultural authority, projecting an immensely influential middle of the road aesthetic in his roles as editor of the Criterion and at Faber books. At the same time, for many others—especially the Leftist writers in Zukofsky’s orbit, with whom he shared political convictions—the catastrophic economic and political developments of the decade demanded a more tendentious and accessible writing than the formally complex and sometimes opaque poetries Zukofsky championed.

Zukofsky was not, however, isolated during this time, either personally or in terms of literary involvement. He had abundant correspondence with Williams, Pound, Basil Bunting, Lorine Niedecker, and Carl Rakosi, was involved in at least one formal group, the League of American Writers, and irregularly did editorial work for New Masses. His major poems of the period—“‘Mantis,’” “A”-8, and the first half of “A”-9—all found prompt periodical publication. Still, by the end of the 1930s, he had yet to publish a book of poetry and felt increasingly estranged from both Pound and the Left. The two collections he would publish in the next decade, 55 Poems (1941) and Anew (1946), were small press productions underwritten at his own expense.

Beginning in the 1950s, Zukofsky’s publishing fortunes would change, at first slowly and then quite dramatically, as younger emerging poets like Robert Creeley and Robert Duncan—figures associated with what would come to be called the “New American Poetry”—sought him out, wanting to reconnect with a more formally inventive and expansive modernist poetics that had largely been driven underground over the preceding decades. Journals and presses run by these younger poets would bring out a half dozen of Zukofsky’s books over the later 1950s and early 1960s.

By the second half of the 1960s, Zukofsky’s work had been taken up by such major publishers as W. W. Norton (whose poetry series was edited by Denise Levertov) and Doubleday/Paris Review Editions. During the last decade and a half of his life, Zukofsky would see all his very considerable new work, as well as most of his early work (both published and unpublished), brought out by established publishing firms. In the days before his death in May 1978, he was checking the proofs for the complete edition of “A” by the University of California Press and awaiting finished copies of the elaborate fine press edition of his final work, 80 Flowers.

Since Zukofsky’s death, the vast majority of his work has been brought out in readily available and reliable collected volumes: “A”, in a succession of editions; an expanded edition of Prepositions, his critical essays; the Complete Short Poetry (including Catullus and 80 Flowers); the Collected Fiction; and a five-volume “Centennial Edition” of his more or less complete critical prose. These volumes from New Directions, Dalkey Archive Press, and Wesleyan University Press constitute the central canon of Zukofsky’s writings; but although they present the primary texts of Zukofsky’s work, they are by no means comprehensive. Overseen first by Zukofsky’s widow Celia, then by his son Paul, they represent a series of admirable but piecemeal editorial and publishing efforts, rather than a unified “complete works.”

The Uncollected Louis Zukofsky, then, is intended to address some of the gaps and omissions in these collections. In the present volume, we have Zukofsky’s only play, Arise, Arise, long out of print; an elaborate presentation of First Half of “A”-9, privately mimeographed for personal distribution and never reprinted; a substantial number of poems, mostly early and mostly published in journals, but which did not make it into any of his collected volumes; a gathering of critical pieces, some unpublished, that were not included in Prepositions, or in a couple of cases were substantially truncated for that collection; and finally a set of musical arrangements of passages from that most musical of long poems, “A”.

The majority of the material presented here is from the 1930s, a period of Zukofsky’s writing that has attracted a good deal of critical attention from scholars. For good reason: it was an extraordinarily active decade for Zukofsky, who was wading into various aesthetic, political, and aesthetico-political debates and tirelessly experimenting in a number of genres—verse, critical polemics, drama, and experimental prose. These previously unavailable texts present a more rounded view of his development as a young writer than can be gained from the texts Zukofsky chose to retain in his collections. The later, postwar works included are much thinner on the ground but stand as interesting illustrations of the mature Zukofsky’s poetics.


I. Arise, Arise

Zukofsky recounts in his Autobiography that his “first exposure to letters” was drama, specifically the New York Yiddish theater, where his brother Morris took him as a child to see performances of Shakespeare, Ibsen, Strindberg, and Tolstoy. Given the mature Zukofsky’s consuming interest in drama, evident most notably in his vast rhapsody on Shakespearean themes, Bottom: on Shakespeare (1963) and in “A”-21, an adaptation of Plautus’ Rudens (The Rope), it is perhaps surprising that Zukofsky himself only wrote one play. Arise, Arise, composed in the mid-1930s, has been an unjustly neglected work. Not much is known about the circumstances of its composition, or Zukofsky’s early hopes for staging or publishing it. Clearly, however, he valued the work, and when the opportunity arose, it was published and properly staged in the 1960s.

In 1950, Zukofsky submitted Arise, Arise to a Japanese journal, Shigaku (Tokyo), at the suggestion of Kitasono Katue. In a cover letter to the editor, Isaku Hirai, Zukofsky offered the following remarks as a possible preface:


I conceive of Arise, Arise as an action which is at the same time a poem—a poem perhaps best defined by the integral
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that having weighted in their minds some valid ideas of the West can form them as movement on several parallel levels of art. Such craft the East, for example, has achieved in the Classic Chinese theatre and the Noh.



While this note is addressed to a potential Japanese audience, Zukofsky frequently remarked that ideally his play should be performed by Chinese actors; he had a lifelong interest in East Asian drama. Zukofsky was attracted to a theater of artifice and little interested in dramatic realism, whether of character psychology or action. He was familiar with Strindberg’s dream plays and Expressionist drama (alluded to in “Poem beginning ‘The’”) and delighted in the absurd high jinks of Apollinaire’s Les mamelles de Tiresias and Alfred Jarry’s Ubi Roi.

Zukofsky, however, was temperamentally more low-key and grounded in the actual world than these models. After its first page or so, the action of Arise, Arise takes place entirely behind a dream curtain, projected as taking place in the mind of the Son, whose immediate reality is the fact of his dying mother. This latter is taken straight from Zukofsky’s life, as his mother (who is directly addressed in much of “Poem beginning ‘The’”) died after a lingering illness in 1927, as is also the passing mention in the play of an elder sister who died when he was a boy. Parallels to the play’s Father and Aunt can also be found in Zukofsky’s life. But although at any given moment the play’s presentation might seem ordinary, there is a persistent undercurrent of absurdity and non-sequitur in the dialogue—characters often speaking past each other. The play is interlaid with numerous quotations or paraphrases from a variety of sources, particularly Marx, unmarked quotations simply interpolated into the dialogue as if other voices are speaking through or taking over the characters.

Zukofsky stresses the artifice of the play’s mise-en-scène: the prominence of certain recurring props, the frequent sounding of diverse music. What initially appears to be a typical family melodrama fails to lead anywhere; scenes and scenarios change without explanation; one character dies offstage and is resurrected later; the character of the Girl is unstable; the Mother mysteriously appears and disappears. The dream aspect of the play is less the projection of a distinct other reality than a license for imagining change and alternatives within the present, the taken for granted. This destabilization of the ordinary is also a mourning process wherein the remembered continue to live within the present, offering a path beyond the isolation of the self into a sense of enlarged community.

All this relates to a growing political emphasis, a social allegory that culminates, conventionally enough, in a marriage and dancing. The double allusion of the play’s title gestures at its ambition: to Donne’s “Holy Sonnet 7,” in which the souls of the dead arise for the Last Judgment—“arise, arise / From death, you numberless infinities / Of souls, and to your scattered bodies go”—but also to the Socialist anthem the Internationale, with its exhortation to the workers of the world to shake off their economic bondage: “Arise, damned of the earth, arise, convicts of hunger.” On both the subjective and social levels, it is the recognition that the dead remain actively alive within us and the world we inhabit that is the revolution in consciousness offering a possibility for a radically new and more equitable order.



II. First Half of “A”-9

“A”-9, a complex adaptation of the medieval Florentine poet Guido Cavalcanti’s canzone “Donna mi prega,” is commonly taken to represent the culmination of Zukofsky’s pre-World War II work. Its intricate formal joinery and conceptual ingenuity have long attracted attention and have often been taken to be, for good or ill, quintessentially Zukofskian. The poet and his wife Celia published First Half of “A”-9 in 1940, in a mimeographed edition of fifty-five copies. Zukofsky’s own poem takes up only a few pages. The rest is occupied by what amounts to a presentation of Zukofsky’s workshop: Cavalcanti’s original Italian text; passages from Marx and contemporary physics texts that supply most of the poem’s vocabulary; four translations of the canzone, in whole or part (two by Pound and two vernacular versions by Zukofsky and his friend Jerry Reisman); an explanation of the rigorous intricacy of Cavalcanti’s canzone, along with a mathematical formula determining the distribution of “n” and “r” sounds in Zukofsky’s final translation; and a prose restatement of the poem’s content.

As this presentation highlights, in one sense “A”-9 is a response to Pound, who had placed his second translation of Cavalcanti’s canzone as a major statement within his own epic-length poem (as Canto 36). There is an aspect of one-upmanship in Zukofsky’s insistence on strictly adhering to the dizzying formal complexity of the canzone, which Pound, the master craftsman, had declared impossible to replicate. Furthermore, there is a sharp political rebuke in filling out the content mostly with material from Marx, as well as perhaps a repudiation of Pound’s nostalgic medievalism in working in a bit of contemporary science.

First Half of “A”-9 should be read in the context of 1930s debates about literary modernism and the political; it exemplifies Zukofsky’s conviction that the literature of the past is by no means irrelevant for a revolutionary era. Zukofsky can also be seen as translating Marx back into Cavalcanti’s meditation on love. Cavalcanti is brought into the present by implying that “love” (the philosophical subject of “Donna mi prega”) is at the heart of contemporary social and scientific discourses, that is, that representation of unseeable social and scientific laws draws on similar tropes. The colloquial renditions of the canzone by both Zukofsky and Reisman, on the other hand, counterpoint what often comes off as an exceedingly intellectual exercise to remind us that Cavalcanti’s poem, as well as perhaps Marx and quantum physics, are after all about love and sex.



III. Uncollected Poems and Translations

From the mid-1930s, which marks the end point of the poems selected for 55 Poems, any poem Zukofsky published would end up in one of his collections. There were, however, a significant number of published poems that never made it into that first book. The majority of these uncollected poems were composed in the 1920s and are coterminous with those in the “29 Poems” section of 55 Poems (the “29 Songs” are from the first half of the 1930s). During this period, Zukofsky was still trying out a range of modernist possibilities, such as the irony and satire of “Poem beginning ‘The,’” or the early movements of “A”, which have struck many as imitative of the Cantos but with a more autobiographical focus and relaxed manner. This would culminate in “A”-7 (1930), which can be taken as marking the beginning of Zukofsky’s distinctive verse.

These early poems can be described as “pre-Objectivist” in that they usually maintain a readily identifiable lyric voice struggling to express a sense of phenomenological density, of the impress of the larger world on the subject. They also stand as Zukofsky’s earliest attempts to write a politically conscious poetry that avoids tendentious declaration. In this regard, of particular interest is a largely unpublished sequence, “18 Poems to the Future,” which Zukofsky sent to Pound for The Exile as a follow-up to “Poem beginning ‘The.’” Pound found the sequence not up to the standard of “‘The’” and only published its preface, with its fiery quotations from Georges Sorel.

Nevertheless, this work is of interest as Zukofsky’s earliest known instance of a poetic sequence, a form that he would explore in most of his succeeding collections, as well as in “A” itself. Here, Zukofsky self-consciously attempts to break away from the nature-suffused verse of his early years and situate himself in the city, as part of a felt but largely unseen complex of technology and innumerable other lives. The individual poems are located at various points in greater New York City, and their political, even apocalyptic, implications are gestured at by epigrams drawn from John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. The mechanics here are rather crude compared with what Zukofsky would soon be capable of, but the sequence is an intriguing transitional work as he works his way out of the closed aestheticism of his student days.

• • • •

The modest gathering of later poems, from the 1930s through the early 1940s, offers glimpses of Zukofsky’s diverse experiments: a found poem, a couple of collaborations, a pair of brief lyrics for William Carlos Williams’s opera The First President, and a small cluster of alternative versions of published poems or outtakes that did not quite make it into one of Zukofsky’s collections. All the unpublished poems presented here, including alternate versions, were at one point considered ready for publication; these are not merely discarded drafts. But they offer insight into Zukofsky’s revising habits, which invariable involved condensation, often drastic.

The principle of collaboration, in its manifold senses, and the concomitant principle that all writing is necessarily rewriting, are central to Zukofsky’s entire enterprise—whether works overtly written by several hands or to be included in others’ works, reworking of poems by others, collage poems, found poems, responses to other poets, and of course translation. The mirror fugue on Carl Rakosi’s “The Gnat,” for instance, is a tribute to the two poets’ interactive friendship during a period in which Zukofsky was offering Rakosi detailed advice on his draft poems, much of which was incorporated into their final versions.

After World War II, virtually nothing that Zukofsky wrote failed to end up in a book, but we include two late poems. “Julia’s Wild,” a series of rearrangements of a line from The Two Gentlemen of Verona, is a well-known work that Zukofsky performed at readings and allowed to be published in anthologies, but chose to leave in Bottom: on Shakespeare within its context as an exchange with and homage to his friend Cid Corman. The poem can be understood as a combination of both a found and a serial poem—there are a number of other notable examples of the latter, such as “Songs of Degrees 1 & 2” (“Hear, her / Clear / Mirror”) and “A”-20. The final poem, “THE OVERWORLD,” was written as an epigraph for GAMUT: 90 Trees, the project for which Zukofsky had been gathering notes for some years but had only just begun at his death. This is another found poem and radical condensation, carved entirely out of the final “After Scene” of Thomas Hardy’s The Dynasts.

• • • •

Later in life, Zukofsky would gain some notoriety with his translations from Latin (a language he did not really know): the bravura “homophonic” translation of Catullus with Celia Zukofsky and the rendition of Plautus’ Rudens incorporated into “A”-21. We present here a handful of earlier, more conventional translations from French, a language in which he did have a reasonable competence. These translations—of poems by André Salmon, Guillaume Apollinaire, and Alain Bosquet—were produced almost as byproducts of other projects: the Salmon for an essay for Poetry, the Apollinaire in the course of Zukofsky’s work on The Writing of Guillaume Apollinaire, and the Bosquet for a projected wartime periodical, La France en Liberté. Zukofsky was intrigued by Salmon’s “nominalism” as manifested in the long poem Prikaz on the Russian Revolution—a presentation of multiple discrete moments and perspectives without recurring characters or plot, which he compared with the cinematic montage of contemporary Soviet filmmakers. The Writing of Guillaume Apollinaire, ghost-written to boost his friend René Taupin’s academic credentials, was not only about Apollinaire but was formally presented very much in an Apollinairean anarchistic spirit, and although Zukofsky persisted in expressing its personal importance to him, few others could make heads or tails of it. The “sequence” of snippets from Apollinaire poems offers a similar jeu d’esprit in miniature form. Decades later, Zukofsky would return to the French poetic tradition in “A”-19, where he performs some homophonic renditions from and improvisational dialogic somersaults on Mallarmé.




IV. Uncollected Prose

The earlier critical prose collected here, mostly from the 1930s, shows Zukofsky wearing his polemical hat. On the one hand, he is pushing back against voices calling for a more subdued and sober modernism, a retreat from formal experimentation. Zukofsky’s brief review of the Japanese-American poet Bunichi Kagawa, for instance, is more interested in firing a few shots at R. P. Blackmur and Yvor Winters, two critical figures influential in subsequent decades in institutionalizing a conservative view of modernism—or in Winters’s case, an elaborately dismissive one. On the other hand, there were Leftist writers and critics who took the literary itself as intrinsically contaminated by class elitism and bourgeois subjectivity.

Particularly in the later years of the decade, Zukofsky would advocate a politically relevant writing that nonetheless took full advantage of the long inheritance of literary forms and values. One such intervention was A Workers Anthology (1934–1935), which presented a historical selection of poetry from Ovid to Apollinaire to argue that literature of social critique was not incompatible with high aesthetic values, that in fact literary classics typically implied social and class criticism. This polemic is behind his unpublished review of Muriel Rukeyser’s first book, Theory of Flight, arguing that a sloppy and imprecise poetic technique muddies her on the whole salutatory political stance. Along similar lines, he wittily skewers Wyndham Lewis’s portentous polemic style as obfuscating whatever might be of value in his cultural criticism. In a more positive vein, Zukofsky succinctly highlights the distinctiveness of Basil Bunting’s poetry in what is apparently the only review of his first book, Redimiculum Matellarum (1930). A couple of pieces on Pound’s XXX Cantos can be read as augmentations of Zukofsky’s long essay on Pound (later collected in Prepositions), which, taken together, represent one of the few extended and insightful early discussions of the Cantos.

In addition to various reviews and brief critical and polemical notes from the 1930s, this edition presents the original versions of two key essays: “Charles Reznikoff: Sincerity and Objectification” and “American Poetry 1920–1930.” Zukofsky composed the former in early 1930 as a comprehensive critical introduction to Reznikoff’s work, which he intended for The Menorah Journal, at the time probably the only venue that would consider publishing such an extensive discussion of this little-known writer. The Menorah Journal rejected it, much to Zukofsky’s annoyance.

When he was invited to guest-edit a number of Poetry magazine, Zukofsky conceived of the issue as a snapshot of progressive tendencies in American poetry. He would have preferred to use “American Poetry 1920–1930” as his major critical statement, but the article had already been submitted elsewhere. So he retooled the essay on Reznikoff following Harriet Monroe’s suggestions—deleting the sections on fiction and drama, bringing into greater prominence the terms “sincerity” and “objectification,” and relegating Reznikoff to the subtitle. Thus were born the “Objectivists,” as the February 1931 issue of Poetry would be titled. Given the historical importance this essay has acquired, it seems worth presenting in its full original form, which was intended to draw attention to an unjustly ignored poet and friend who himself was temperamentally averse to self-promotion. This version raises the question as to what extent the famous discussion of “sincerity” and “objectification” is specific to the example of Reznikoff’s work.

When Zukofsky prepared Prepositions (1967), he drastically truncated the three main “Objectivists” statements—“Program: ‘Objectivists’ 1931,” “Sincerity and Objectification,” and “‘Recencies’ in Poetry,” the preface to An “Objectivists” Anthology—presenting them together under the title, “An Objective.” His purpose at the time was both to erase his historical relations with the “Objectivists” and to de-emphasize these documents in favor of “Poetry / For My Son When He Can Read” (1946), which he then considered a more significant statement of his poetic position. Less severely but for similar reasons, he considerably trimmed the more historical contextualizing elements from “American Poetry 1920–1930,” blunting its polemic edge. Although this essay may strike us today as a competent tour of the major U. S. poets circa 1930 (with side remarks on some minors), Zukofsky has his eye firmly focused on where the technical possibilities of free verse, often referred to as “quantitative,” have and have not been fully embraced—that is, whether or not poets have developed new ears beyond the strait-jacket of inherited meters.

The paucity of late critical pieces reflects Zukofsky’s distaste for conventional critical prose after the 1930s. Aside from two attempts to summarize his poetic position in the years following World War II—“Poetry / For My Son When He Can Read” and “A Statement for Poetry” (1959)—he put all of his critical energies into Bottom: on Shakespeare, which started out as an essay on the playwright but grew into a sprawling, compulsive contraption, absorbing infinite topics and quotations. Although Bottom is routinely categorized as a critical study, Zukofsky himself suggested it could be read as a poem—or just about any other literary species. Indeed, in many respects, the work struggles mightily with itself: at its heart, it is an intellectual endeavor that would turn all thought back into its literal being on the page. This scepticism regarding the value of any strictly critical enterprise marks the sparsely scattered later reviews and statements collected in Prepositions, and the few pieces added here.

Zukofsky’s review of Robert Creeley’s The Whip is a tribute to one of his earliest champions among the new generation, the younger poet with whom he felt closest both personally and poetically. It is less a commentary than a florilegium of Zukofsky’s favorite passages from Creeley’s book. Zukofsky frequently responded to the younger poets crowding his mailbox by noting his favored passages from their small press publications. Jonathan Williams, another young admirer who had published an elegant edition of Some Time (1956), asked for a preface for his book Amen/Huzzah/Selah, so Zukofsky agreed he could use this letter, responding to Williams in his own off-beat, super-punning manner. These pieces hint at the considerable contact Zukofsky developed with up and coming poets during the later 1950s and 1960s, involving extensive correspondence and publication in their little magazines, as well as frequent visits to his home. The importance to Zukofsky of these younger poets’ and publishers’ recognition is acknowledged in many short poems and throughout the movements of “A” written during the 1960s.

Zukofsky’s Autobiography (1970) consists largely of a selection of his short poems set to music by his wife Celia, and thus is exemplary of the couple’s collaborative artistic efforts. These include the jointly-translated Catullus and “A”-24 (Celia Zukofsky’s “L. Z. Masque”), an arrangement of four “voices” from the range of Zukofsky’s writings spoken simultaneously over Handel’s harpsichord pieces. The few brief autobiographical remarks Zukofsky added show his characteristic reticence—“I have always felt that the work says all there needs to be said of one’s life”—but these statements lay out concisely what he felt to be important moments of his writing career.




V. Musical Adaptations of “A”

“A” begins with a performance of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, a composition that sets the last events of Christ’s life to music, the words sung by a variety of voices and by a double chorus. From its very beginning Zukofsky conceived of “A” as a polyvocal work: as he puts it, “One song / Of many voices.” It is hardly surprising, then, that Zukofsky would be attracted to literalizing his poem as musical performance.

While Zukofsky’s early experiments in “musical” form are for the most part analogical, after his 1939 marriage to Celia Thaew, a classically trained pianist and occasional composer, he found himself blessed with a partner who could realize his ambitions to work in both words and notes at once. (Celia’s knowledge of Latin was also crucial; their 1969 translation of Catullus was a fully collaborative work.) The most notable musical fruits of their partnership are the settings of the short poems in Autobiography; Celia’s setting of Pericles, Prince of Tyre, published as the second volume of Bottom: on Shakespeare; and finally “A”-24 (Celia’s “L. Z. Masque”), an arrangement of four “voices” from the range of Zukofsky’s writings spoken simultaneously over Handel’s harpsichord pieces. One might also keep in mind that by this time, young Paul Zukofsky was launched on his own career as a virtuoso violinist, so musical performance was very much a part of the Zukofsky family’s everyday existence.

The two texts presented here, both dating from the mid-1960s, appear to have been inspired by this environment of collaboration and performance, which also included a staging of Zukofsky’s Arise, Arise (1965) and a public performance of Autobiography (1971). Just what Celia Zukofsky contributed to these musical arrangements of “A” is unclear, but doubtless she had some hand in them. These musicalizations of “A” have not previously been publicly accessible and consequently have received no critical attention. For those who read Zukofsky with an ear to the musical implications of his poetry, however, they are of compelling interest. Not merely do they provide us with a glimpse of how Zukofsky imagined the realization of “one song” among “many voices,” but they also provide a glimpse of the poet’s own possible “Selected ‘A,’” as it were. The succinct “‘A’ cantata 13 v” reveals the final section of that movement of “A” as a love song to his wife and collaborator.

• • • •

For some time, this collection bore the title “Addendum,” a nod both to its supplementary relationship to the body of Zukofsky’s published work and to Zukofsky’s own alphabetical titling predilections: “A”, ALL, Anew. It also nodded to Paul Zukofsky, who after his father’s death assiduously worked to keep Zukofsky’s writing in print and to make out-of-print texts available. Paul used to refer to the “Additional Prose” section of the expanded Prepositions+: The Collected Critical Essays as the “A-dum-dum.” He would no more have approved of this collection than his father would have, but we believe that on some level, Paul would have recognized its value.








PART I
ARISE, ARISE (1936)








Arise, Arise


A Play in Two Acts


CHARACTERS




	
The Mother


	
The Nurse







	
The Son


	
Attendant with rag





	
The Father


	
Attendant with duster





	
The Girl


	
The Aunt





	
The Doctor


	
The Cousin







N.B.

The play requires two curtains: the familiar one of the theatre, and the dream curtain of dark, heavy indefinite voile back of the theatre curtain.

The actors should be dancers.

The costumes, not confined to a realistic locale, are essentially theatrical and as such never give the feeling of being anachronous: The Mother and The Girl in simple white suggestive of the Greek stage; The Son in black trousers and white linen shirt open at the neck; The Nurse in the contemporary blue linen outfit of her profession; The Doctor in a gray-black three button suit; The Father in afternoon dinner jacket and formal striped trousers; The Attendants in navy serge trousers and white jackets; The Aunt in Empire gown; The Cousin in contemporary business suit, rather nondescript.




Act I



Scene 1

(The whistle of a train passing over country is heard as the Theatre Curtain rises. Moonlight behind the Dream Curtain falls in the crack between its hem and the floor of the proscenium. The Dream Curtain remains lowered. Following the whistle of the train, the SON’S VOICE reads:)



	SON’S VOICE:

	“At the round earth’s imagined corners, blow

Your trumpets, Angels, and arise, arise

From death, you numberless infinities

Of souls, and to your scattered bodies go,”







MOTHER’S VOICE: When I arrived in Canada the ground was alien. I was happy. Russians brought treelings to be transplanted. When a sailor with a basket of apples slung over his right arm offered me some, I slapped him with my left.

SON’S VOICE: You weren’t bright, mother. Did you hear what I was reading?

MOTHER’S VOICE: They thought I was bright when I was a servant that half year, and left coins for me to find while I was dusting. I returned them. Though they felt I deserved them, it was more than I could accept and feel at home. They would often ask me to sit down and talk while the owner was writing letters in the morning.—Our ship had come after the war. There was a shortage of coal. Not enough had been stored aboard. The planking had to be used to sail us in. We would have drowned but for that. It mattered. I would hardly care now. Your father in New York sent for me.

SON’S VOICE: But you haven’t been listening.

MOTHER’S VOICE: My life was cut short when your sister was put in the grave. You place something on an upper shelf and cannot find it again.

SON’S VOICE: You haven’t listened, but I have never read to you before. Shall I tomorrow—perhaps?

MOTHER’S VOICE: (continues the poem which opened the scene)

“—let them sleep”—“Mourn a space”

SON’S VOICE: What did you say? It is in the poem which you have never heard.

MOTHER’S VOICE: I have been to your sister’s grave under the trees, with the birds, the ivy is growing over the slab of her tomb.

SON’S VOICE: Mother, come—



(The Dream Curtain rustles, swings from side to side, and finally lifts. The stage is quite dark, but for an indefinite moonlight—the moon itself unseen—penetrating the darkness. MOTHER and SON are walking up a country road which the scene need barely indicate. Where they are does not matter, nor what they look like, except that the light outlines their heads and bodies continually attracting each other. Their walk is an unbroken circuit on the stage. The house subsequently referred to in their speech, the audience never sees, but for the dim handle of the door at the end of the scene.)


MOTHER: I knew you would be here today—your birthday.

SON: I have been wanting to every day now, busy all year, afraid the fog streaming in the window of the compartment had hurt you. You insisted on keeping it open. I was worried.

MOTHER: It was better I was not on the train now.

SON: I came in the coach this time. So many people.

MOTHER: How are you?

SON: You, mother? You are not cold in this night air? Let me wrap the scarf around you. (He does so.)

MOTHER: It is not cold tonight. I have been able to breathe better for a long time. Your father was here with our grandson today.

SON: You do not weep, mother, as you used to. That’s better. We think of our dead so long, we only do over in our minds what they did living.

MOTHER: The living regret the dead not having what the living have.—It’s this house.

SON: We have walked fast. You’re not tired?

MOTHER: Listen, your father is inside amusing your nephew, we can try to overhear him.



(SON and MOTHER stand still listening, their backs to the audience.)


FATHER’S VOICE: They do not return, child. There is a legend that they would speak from their graves outside a village before morning. Someone came to listen, stretched out, put his ear to the ground, and they whispered: “Sisters, brothers, we are being overheard, we must not speak.” My son dreams often about your grandma, he tells me that he knows she is dead in the dream and she knows but does not mention it. They say nothing about it for love of each other, so that there will be no difference between them or a fear that he will wake.

MOTHER: One moment. (She hurries in.)

SON: (calling her) Mother, the door—leave the keys with me! (Nervously tries the door knob which rattles.)



(Dream Curtain lowers and rises immediately.)



Scene 2

(Sunlight, end of day. DOCTOR’S outer office, a hospital. Entrance left. Window center background, uncurtained, shows a square of blue sky. Door to inner office right. NURSE’S desk left. NURSE busy in chair faces audience. THE GIRL, back to NURSE, works at small garden table cattycorner left. Garden bench center foreground, small green rug at the foot.)


SON’S VOICE: (off stage left) You’ll wait home for me, father? B-r-r-r, too cold for spring. Would be nice if the heat were on in the new rooms, when we bring ma home tomorrow. I think I gave you the keys?



(The solitary note of a bird is heard.)


NURSE: (as SON appears) Twit, twit, why not hire a hall with the canary, mister? Do you think your voice will soothe the patients?

SON: Excuse me, I’ll bring a silencer the next time. Is the doctor in?

NURSE: One of these guys with an imagination, eh? He’s busy. Please take a seat?

SON: Thank you. (sits down on bench)

DOCTOR: (showing his face at the inner office door) Mame, busy?

NURSE: (hurries over) Not rushing! What’s on, Doctor?

DOCTOR: The ether clinging to me. What perfume is on you today, Mame?

NURSE: The birthday gift you bought me. Like it?

DOCTOR: I’ll say, Cleopatra’s Egyptians had the right idea. Myself feels so low I could share a pyramidon. Dated tonight?

NURSE: Not if you help me move first. Carry my trunk down two and up one flight of stairs? Easier going down than up. But not far to go!

DOCTOR: Okay, I have some dictation first. As soon as I’m thru. For me?



(Points to SON who has been winding his watch. Shuts door of his office. Fidgeting, THE SON has caused his hat to slide off the bench. He stoops to pick it up, resting one knee on the floor. As THE NURSE’S skirt brushes past him, he looks up at her and recites gallantly:)


SON: “here on this lowly ground, teach me how to repent.” Do you know poetry?

NURSE: Don’t mind me, make believe it’s stage grass.



(THE SON smiles up at her, caresses the rug approvingly, folds and smooths the hat like a pillow, and stretches full length on the rug. THE DOCTOR, his dictation in his hand, comes out of his office; unnoticing walks past the back of the bench center and over to THE GIRL at the small garden table cattycorner left.)


DOCTOR: May 18/26, married, housewife, in U. S. since 1892. Diagnosis: active, favorable June 14/26. Referred here by herself. Complaint: cough wakes her with the cockcrow every morning.

GIRL: How many times did you say the patient coughs, please Doctor?

DOCTOR: Always.

SON: (still stretched out on the rug. To himself—) All ways: coughs. Sleepy.

DOCTOR: (continues to dictate, unnoticing) reexamined the 16th, month of February, brumous. Lives with her son, Duven Anew, probably a widower, admittedly ungraded, desk neutral, green doors, cream walls, 10th floor, elevator never runs above the fifth, riveters have invaded the ninth, tank seen from the window and the verdigris turret of a semi-religious lodge, rental paid December 20/26, $60. Therefore so much—blank—could be paid in support of her upkeep. Her sister-in-law, widow, testified before four armchairs, two on each side of the table that—. These facts must do. No column left for No Information? Put her down as inactive, the totals will check. (bends over THE GIRL’S table to review his dictation.)

SON: (rises impulsively and steps over to THE NURSE’S desk) How long will this take, Thirsty?

NURSE: Do you think I know? The Doctor’s still busy, can’t you see?

SON: I see that. Is there anything else you see? May I speak to him? Are you the new Doctor, sir?

DOCTOR: (without turning) Sorry to disappoint you, I’m passed my internship. I think I know the case. A thin soul. We can do nothing about it. You can leave her here or take her home. There isn’t much hope either way.

SON: She’s been here 5 months, and you’ve been here how long and haven’t seen her! Don’t you ever take a look at people?

NURSE: Did you hear what the Doctor said?

SON: I wasn’t talking to you. If you want me to talk at you, it’s a quiet office you’ve lots of patience here. I want the Doctor to look and speak to me.

NURSE: (condescending, speaking emphatically to him) We have many patients here. (to the DOCTOR loftily)



There was once a Strictly Anonymous

Who wanted to shoot Doctor Goitre Pus

But senses confused

Impatient he mused

Till his gun took fire from the shape he was.


Ready, Doctor?

DOCTOR: I’ll call it a day!

SON: (half to himself, half to THE NURSE turned away from him) Sorry … my temper … is there water here?

NURSE: And lily cups in the corridor.

SON: (whispers) Thanks. (exits left)



(THE NURSE and DOCTOR walk to the garden bench center and stand on the rug for a moment in an embrace, but do not kiss. THE GIRL at the table cattycorner left continues to work, her back turned to them. They separate and return to THE NURSE’S desk, THE NURSE fixing her hair, THE DOCTOR standing near her, as the SON returns. THE DOCTOR then walks into his office right.)


NURSE: Name, please?

SON: I—I have been here before. (returns listlessly to the garden bench, sits down, gazes at the green rug, his hat hanging from his hands held between his knees.)



(Enter two Negro ATTENDANTS in white jackets, one with a duster, the other with a flannel rag. They go about cleaning up as at the end of a day.)


NURSE: (to herself as she walks into THE DOCTOR’S office) I wonder if this bench could be moved and the rug hung over the window ledge to air.



(As she shuts the door behind her, the ATTENDANTS move her desk and chair out left, then return.)


ATTENDANT R.: (sighing abstractedly, after a while) I don’t ask questions, I do. I give her everything.

ATTENDANT D.
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The End
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