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Advance Praise for the new Penguin Poets edition of THE SONNETS

by Ted Berrigan

 

“The Sonnets is a poetic dynamo that has inspired poets and energized readers of poetry ever since its initial publication in 1964. Beautifully introduced and annotated by Alice Notley, this new edition of Ted Berrigan’s masterpiece is the definitive one, the one to have, the one to marvel at.”

—Ron Padgett

 

“The Sonnets has been an ur-text for generations of experimental writing. Sinewy disjuncts, sharp amalgams of quote and wit, shifting identities,  The Sonnets are frolics for the rhizomic reader. How generous Berrigan’s mind in all ten directions at once, his romantic latitudes. The New York School has been well served by one of its radiant and prodigious sons.”

—Anne Waldman

 

“Part collage, part process writing, part sprung lyric, Ted Berrigan’s The Sonnets remains, almost forty years after its composition, one of the freshest and most buoyantly inspired works of contemporary poetry. Reinventing verse for its time, The Sonnets are redolent with possibilities for our own.”

—Charles Bernstein

 

“Berrigan’s words often seem to be taking his ideas on a very brisk outing, from which they return with flushed cheeks and euphoria in their lungs. More, perhaps, than any of his colleagues, Berrigan has converted poetry into an environment.”—John Ashbery

 

“The Sonnets remains one of the most exciting books of poetry of the last half century. Berrigan’s collage and recombination continually open the door to giddy discovery and the deepest comedy. This book dispels the solemnity and anti-inventiveness which all too often surround poetry. A glance inside will reveal how poetry acts when it’s alive.”

—Bob Perelman
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According to Ted Berrigan, in an unpublished manuscript called “Speaking Of Picasso . . .” and dated “5 March 82,” The Sonnets was written in March, April and May of 1963 when the author was twenty-eight years old. There were originally eighty-eight sonnets, and though they are, in fact, a sequence in the classical, or at least the Shakespearean sense, each one is also intended to stand alone.

The above dates are substantially correct, though The Sonnets incorporates poems and parts of poems written in the earlier 1960s and in the late 1950s. One of its themes is time, the incorporation of the past into the present becoming the future, and so each sonnet seems to have invisible arrows pointing out from it backwards, forwards, and sideways too, creating a long complex moment that certain manuscripts of Ted’s tell us is most literally the spring of 1963. Ted always used to say that The Sonnets  has a plot very like Shakespeare’s Sonnets involving friendships and triangular love relationships; but where Shakespeare’s plot is patterned chronologically Ted’s is patterned simultaneously, and where Shakespeare’s story is overt Ted’s is buried beneath a surface of names, repetitions, and fragmented experience that in this age seem more like life than a bald story does. The Sonnets was written by a young man in a period of intense self-education and self-development, but it embodies change in a form that’s solid and even monumental. It’s about friends and loves but it’s also about painting, music, architecture, philosophy, novels, the movies, and cultural icons: it’s about life becoming art and what that feels and looks like, literally; it’s tactile and blocklike and covered with finely carved motifs.

Ted was born in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1934, of working-class parents. He attended a Catholic academy in Providence and then passed a year at Providence College, also a Catholic institution, in a state of trance, he always said. In 1954 at the age of nineteen he enlisted in the army in order to get out of Providence and find a different sort of life. He seems to have had no idea at that time that he would become a poet. He served eighteen months in Korea and then twelve months in Tulsa; when his tour of duty was over he stayed on in Tulsa to attend the University of Tulsa under the GI Bill. Then he began to meet people, young poets like Dick Gallup, and Ron Padgett, who was editing The White Dove Review while still in high school, publishing work by writers like Jack Kerouac (Ursula Le Guin was a subscriber). He also met the artist Joe Brainard, to whom The Sonnets would be dedicated. He wrote his first poems and published a first chapbook, the notoriously sentimental A Lily For My Love, as many copies as possible of which he later tried to destroy. He received a B.A. in English in 1959 and then began an M.A., but moved to New York in 1961, returning to Tulsa in 1962 just long enough to complete the oral examinations for his M.A. His master’s thesis, “The Problem Of How To Live As Dealt With In Four Plays By George Bernard Shaw,” had already been accepted.

Ted lived in New York now, always below Fourteenth Street, in that Greenwich Village/Lower East Side ambiance of immigrants, writers and artists, small stores and dirt and bright sunlight. A lot of friends from Tulsa had also moved to New York: Dick, Ron, Joe, and, among others, Pat Mitchell who was to become Pat Padgett, and the flautist Anne Kepler. The latter two are Patsy and Anne in The Sonnets, though Patsy is also  sometimes Patsy Nicholson, a Tulsan who stayed in Tulsa. There are denizens of The Sonnets who are not former Tulsans but people who came to New York from elsewhere: for example, Carol Clifford who was a little later Carol Gallup, and Sandra Alper who became Ted’s first wife Sandy Berrigan. All these names play across the book as well as names specific only to Tulsa and the years Ted had lived in Tulsa: Chris, who was Chris Murphy, a junior high school student; Margie Kepler, a nurse and also Anne Kepler’s cousin; Bernie, Pat Mitchell’s sister; Bearden, Martin Cochran, etc. Pat, Carol, Anne, and Margie were all women with whom Ted had been romantically involved; his girlfriends often later became his friends. Chris, the mysterious muse of The Sonnets, remained sealed up in a single year’s friendship and was a sort of Beatrice, someone very young with whom contact was severed. Intertwined with the names of lovers and friends are the names of poets and artists and musicians and “figures”: Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, Guillaume Apollinaire, William Carlos Williams, Jackson Pollock, Gus Cannon, Lonnie Johnson, Gertrude Stein, Ford Madox Ford, Marilyn Monroe, Billy the Kid, Francis Marion, Benedict Arnold, and so on. It’s a pantheon of Modernists and Postmodernists, boyhood heroes, and people representing a new American sensibility—the blues musicians, for instance. It’s both classical and eclectic, as The Sonnets itself is.

How did Ted manage to change from being the poet of A Lily For My Love to the author of The Sonnets? As hinted above, the process of that change is incorporated into the book. There had been crucial life changes: dissolution of certain relationships and formation of others, the move to New York, certain traumas pointed to but not entirely delineated in The Sonnets:I never thought on the Williams 
burg bridge I’d come so much to Brooklyn 
just to see lawyers and cops who don’t even carry 
guns taking my wife away and bringing her back . . .

 

(Sonnet XXXVI)





Ted had also discovered the poems of Frank O’Hara and John Ashbery, the theories of John Cage, the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead, and the works of the Dadaists and Surrealists; and he and Joe Brainard together were taking in Art in New York. Pollock was recently dead, deKooning in his prime, Warhol, Johns, and Rauschenberg young men; the Cubists could be examined at the MOMA; the major Duchamps were nearby in Philadelphia. Joe Brainard himself was beginning to find his own artistic direction: drawings evincing the impeccable line of a cartoonist or commercial artist (“Joe’s lettering is getting really good,” Andy Warhol once said admiringly to Ted, lettering being a prized skill in the Pop Art sixties) and collages and assemblages composed of meticulously chosen and obviously loved objects: bottles of emeraldine Prell Shampoo, Mexican madonnas, kewpie dolls, feathers, slogan buttons, eyeglasses, costume jewelry, plastic grapes, things chosen for their beauty, and humor, but not for their hipness. Joe also knew how to cut something up into pieces and rearrange it into another mysterious entity that both suggested the identity of the first entity and turned it inside out. In Sonnet XV Ted takes on Joe’s expertise and refers to Joe’s techniques:In Joe Brainard’s collage its white arrow 
He is not in it, the hungry dead doctor. 
Of Marilyn Monroe, her white teeth white 
I am truly horribly upset because Marilyn 
and ate King Korn popcorn,” he wrote in his 
of glass in Joe Brainard’s collage . . .





But Sonnet XV is a poem, designed to unfold in time, though of course locked up in a still, small place until the reader unfolds it. Its design is literary, not artistic or painterly. It has gotten its literary permissions from certain near predecessors, though it is different from them, and gotten a firm philosophical grounding elsewhere, for this is a remarkably grounded  poetry. That, as has often been pointed out, each word is bricklike is due to certainty of method and of justification for the method.

The most obvious influence for the disjunctiveness of The Sonnets is the poems collected in John Ashbery’s The Tennis Court Oath; Ted secretly  pays tribute to Ezra Pound in Sonnet I and often acknowledged a debt to  The Waste Land, but they were now far away as to time and place, Europeanized and classically Modernist, not really relevant to 1962, if you were trying to participate in the new American poetry. The Tennis Court Oath, published in 1962, contains poems Ashbery wrote in France during a period of linguistic dissociation due to the necessity of living in the French language. They are phrasal, covert, and full of unexpected spaces between lines and thoughts:scarecrow falls Time, progress and good sense 
strike of shopkeepers dark blood

 

(“Leaving the Atocha Station”)





The poems in The Tennis Court Oath, though, are not composed to a system, are in different forms, don’t reflect a consistency of method only of style. Ted studied them furiously in notebooks now collected at the Lockwood Library at SUNY Buffalo; he scoured them for clues as to sources and meanings and had a theory they were secretly influenced by Sir James Frazer’s The Golden Bough. At the same time he was seriously marking up John Cage’s book Silence, first published in 1961. In Silence  Cage demonstrates the use of aleatory methods of composition, so-called chance methods by which one selects and arranges materials. For example by throwing the I Ching he can determine all the components—pitch, duration, tempo, and so on—of a musical composition. Elsewhere in Silence there are lectures on various topics, scored for a four-beat line and laid out in a grid of phrases that must be read, no matter their length, in time to the beat. And other ways of gridding a performance are demonstrated according to which a net, a formal method, conceived apart from the materials themselves, is thrown over them. By 1963, through the agency of Robert Motherwell’s The Dada Painters and Poets: An Anthology, Ted was also familiar with Tristan Tzara’s cutups, poems made from words cut out of newspapers and combined by a chance procedure, and with Hans Arp’s chance methods of composing collages. He received from them and from the other Dadaists a respect for the unconscious and  in some sense for magic. For Cage, the application of a “method” results in a work or performance that’s serene and free, or rather, “liberated,” as Cage is a serious Zen Buddhist and his work is permeated with Buddhist thought; for Ted it more results in one that’s deeply “true.” An aleatory method, used with seriousness and respect, puts one in touch with hidden powers and truths within oneself and becomes revelatory hopefully in a way that might be relevant to anyone. Yet by giving oneself up to chance an artist does not lose his/her originality. As Marcel Duchamp once said, “Your chance is not the same as mine, just as your throw of the dice will rarely be the same as mine.” Duchamp had used a chance method to obtain a unit of measurement and shape called the “stoppage,” which figures importantly in the painting Network of Stoppages and particularly in the  Large Glass. Duchamp’s derivation of the unit, by dropping threads exactly one meter long and tracing their randomly curved lines to make templates, suggests Ted’s conception of the line in The Sonnets as something that once established becomes rigid in its repetition no matter the syntax involved.

In annotations made in 1982 on a typescript from circa 1962 or ’63, Ted repeatedly refers to a “method” or “the method”: “the method is similar in all,” “Made from Joe’s ‘secret journal’, a prose work, by method,” “a method rearrangement,” and so on. Ted never really delineated the whole method to anyone, and I think it may be assumed to have been various. In sonnets like XV, it is a mechanical procedure that cannot be violated no matter the outcome. That is, Sonnet XV is an old sonnet of Ted’s whose lines have been rearranged according to the formula, line 1, line 14, line 2, line 13, line 3, line 12, and so on in until what was formerly the ending of the poem is now in the middle and vice versa. To do that is to break the ages-old logic of the sonnet and sonnetlike poems and to make a new statement about reality: the outcome or gist of something is in its midst not just at its end. Sonnet XXX is composed of the first lines of the previous fourteen sonnets (according to an earlier, slightly different ordering of the sonnets) arranged according to the same formula as Sonnet XV. Sonnet XXI, on the other hand, which is a re arrangement of all the lines of “Penn Station,” is only partly ordered according to that formula, though the presumable goal of turning the poem  inside out is still achieved. With most of the poems, though, it’s difficult to determine how

The “method” implies that previous units—whole sonnets or sections—are whole in their own time, that is, in their position in the book or standing on their own outside it. But by the rules of the book each new unit will be subject to breakage and reconstitution, as if that were the way time worked, breaking up the elements of experience only to allow their different regrouping later. The Sonnets is composed of movable parts, each of which seems to stand for a piece of experience or autobiography, or a knowledge or an opacity, a verbal riddle worth contemplating. Lines and phrases are peculiarly factual entities. Individual lines accumulate more and more weight with their repetition, becoming unforgettable and koanlike. The two lines “In Joe Brainard’s collage, there is no such thing / as a breakdown” (XLIII), which themselves combine half of “In Joe Brainard’s collage its white arrow” (XV) and “There is no such thing as a breakdown” (XVII), imply that to cut something up into pieces and make something else from them is not to break down the first thing, analyze it, make a portrait of it. The first entity is whole, the second is too, and by extension every sonnet here is whole despite being composed of “pieces.” Sonnet XVII, as a matter of fact, is quite explicitly about life’s unity and the wholeness of all its manifestations, as in the following lines, where “it” refers to “the pulse of the tree”:




A subsequent sonnet, LXV, uses the line differently:





How, people sometimes ask, can such sonnets be sonnets? Are they really sonnets, or is The Sonnets a “long poem” or a “book”? The book certainly has the feel of a long single work, but the individual poems do also feel like sonnets. Partly that is because they’re so firmly gridded to a fourteen-line structure (even though not all of them are fourteen lines long), and partly because they’re so slablike and each word so owns its own space; but it’s also because the traditional sonnet structure tends to be underneath. There is often the division of the fourteen lines into three four-line groups followed by a couplet, but the transitions between the parts are supple, subtle, and unmarked by rhyme, punctuation, or stanza breaks. Here is Sonnet II:
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