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Introduction 
 
 
 
 

Drawing upon a corpus of artworks considered across different 
art disciplines and institutional boundaries, this book works 
analytically and comparatively with literature, music, video, 
film, architecture, and performance art. It covers some of the 
key areas of contemporary theory and criticism and is primarily 
concerned with the changing nature of poetic practice as it is 
produced, consumed and disseminated through a variety of 
works embracing both high and popular culture from early 
modernism to the present. What the following chapters have in 
common – besides my conviction that poetry and poetics 
should be “at least as interesting as, and a whole lot more un-
expected than, television”1 – is an attempt to delineate the 
possibility of a truly transversal poetics, one which creates a 
space for a reconsideration of contemporary poetic language 
while navigating through the complex interactions between the 
artistic and the ideological, the historical and the theoretical.  

By virtue of its sheer range of subjects, themes and critical 
approaches this volume would seem to fall into the rather ill-
defined categories of “comparative poetics” and “interdiscipli-
nary studies.” While the former refers to an attempt to explore 
how “contemporary poets turn to mixed genres and mixed 
forms in their poetic practice, often exploiting new technological 
possibilities,”2 the latter has marked contemporary scholarship, 
and stirred the academic world at large, transforming the way 
we draw and redraw the cultural field. Writing of the difficulty 
of establishing the “disciplinary” nature of an interdisciplinary 
field, Julie Thompson Klein, has remarked that “any attempt to 
understand the concept of interdisciplinarity is complicated by a 
considerable difference of opinion about its origin”: 

 

 
 1  Charles Bernstein, A Poetics (Cambridge: Harvard University Press) 3. 
 2  Call for papers for the Princeton Comparative Poetics Colloquium: Poiesis and Techne 

(May 5, 2012): http://jacket2.org/commentary/poiesis-techne-princeton-comparative-
poetics-colloquium 
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For some it is quite old, rooted in the ideas of Plato, Aristotle, 
Rabelais, Kant, Hegel, and other historical figures who have 
been described as “interdisciplinary thinkers.” For others it is 
entirely a phenomenon of the twentieth century, rooted in 
modern educational reforms, applied research, and movement 
across disciplinary boundaries.3  

 
In other words, interdisciplinarity is likely to be perceived as 
“both nostalgia for lost wholeness and a new stage in the evolu-
tion of science.”4 The purpose of this book is less to position 
itself towards these extreme positions than to suggest ways of 
understanding and contextualizing a draft of thinking which is 
no longer subject to such binaries. One fundamental assumption 
behind this book is that one possible working method for com-
parative, intermedial poetics lies in a combination of close 
readings and critical contextualizations and theorizations on and 
around texts which straddle across different media and generic 
conventions and break with institutional divides separating the 
high and the low, theory and practice, as well as accepted no-
tions of open and closed form. This concern is reflected in the 
diversity of artists considered in the following chapters, all of 
which interrogate some recent and current development in con-
temporary poetics in a way which underlines the specifics of 
poetic practice to various forms of textual, visual and musical 
creations. It is my hope to have continued to delineate a few al-
ternative strategies by which to make sense of the proximity of 
poetic practice to non-textual or para-textual artefacts which re-
turn us to Marjorie Perloff’s notion of poetry “on and off the 
page,” a notion which is central to this volume, as is Perloff’s 
more general project to map “the historical changes and rup-
tures that characterize twentieth-century poetics” and describe 
the transformations and permutations of textual and artistic dis-
courses “as these discourses have evolved in their dialogue with 
history, culture, and society.”5  

Such a project, which charts connections between poetry 
and poetics to other media, paves the way for a critical inves-
tigation of intermediality which – far from positing that 

 
 3  Julie Thompson Klein, Interdisciplinarity: History, Theory, & Practice (Detroit: Wayne 

State University Press, 1990) 19. 
 4  Klein, Interdisciplinarity, 12. 
 5  Marjorie Perloff, Poetry On & Off the Page: Essays for Emergent Occasions (Evanston: 

Northern Illinois University Press, 1998) x. 
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“boundary works” and “media crossovers” are new – suggest 
that “what is new is that artists who might, in an earlier time, 
have become painters or poets, now choose to be video artists 
or performance poets or makers of bookworks, or like John 
Cage, workers in what Joyce called the ‘verbivocovisual.’”6 
Crossroads Poetics give special attention not only to the inter-
discursive and synaesthetic nature of literary and extra-literary 
media (one is also reminded of Charles Bernstein’s suggestion 
that “a poetic reading can be given to any piece of writing”)7 
but also that this approach can be extended to the study of 
contemporary popular culture. The chapters and sections on 
Stein, Zappa, Feuillade, Jacob and Cornell, in particular, are 
geared towards an understanding of the “popular avant-garde” 
as defined by Renee Silverman as zone of exchange in which 
“the artistic experimentalism and anti-bourgeois attitude of the 
vanguard successfully turns the raw directness of popular gen-
res into searing popular irony and satire,” 8  the popular 
acquiring a “critical function with respect to the avant-garde,” 
one which “avoids the divorce of art and praxis, or everyday 
practice, of which the avant-garde has been accused.”9  

While concerns over over-specialization in the humanities and 
elsewhere have called for new transversal models likely to re-
vive the idea of “a unified science, general knowledge, 
synthesis, and the integration of knowledge”10 this book does 
not pursue this goal. On the contrary, it offers a multifaceted 
approach to understanding twentieth century culture which re-
mains faithful to one of the basic tenets of the Liège-based 
Centre Interdisciplinaire de Poétique Appliquée which I have 
been directing since 2001: that so-called “transversal” studies 
need not weaken the autonomy of traditional and emerging 
(sub-)disciplines and should acknowledge the need to respect 
disciplinary loyalties and areas of expertise. Crossroads Poetics 
assembles a necessarily partial and selective picture of twenti-
eth-century art. In its refusal to use a single, unified model of 
methodological and metacritical reflexion, writing “at the cross-

 
 6  Perloff, Poetry On & Off the Page, xii. 
 7  Charles Bernstein, A Poetics, 9. 
 8  Renée M. Silverman, “The Avant-Garde Is Popular (Again),” The Popular Avant-Garde, ed. 

Renée M. Silverman (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010) 11. 
 9  Silverman, “The Avant-Garde Is Popular (Again),” 11. 
 10  Klein, Interdisciplinarity, 19. 
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roads” enacts a move beyond considerations of interdisciplinary 
and intermedial studies as an ontological and epistemological po-
lemic. As I hope the following chapters will attest, the dominant 
metaphor of this book suggests a dynamic model which favors 
bold, heuristic moves while remaining fully aware of the dangers 
of “the demon of analogy” and “connectivitis” inherent in any 
comparative study, especially when it deals with different gen-
res, styles and time periods.  

This book has evolved over many years. During its slow and 
often interrupted evolution, it would have been impossible to 
complete without the love and support of my family. I wish to 
thank the FNRS and the University of Liège for funding some 
of this work through a research grant in the academic year of 
2011-2012. Among the academic community at large, I owe a 
lot to the help, guidance and assistance of the following 
friends and colleagues who provided insights and support to 
the earlier drafts of the book: Gian Lombardo, Nikki Santilli, 
Steve McCaffery, Jean-Michel Rabaté, Andrew Norris, Peter 
Nicholls, Sascha Bru, Peter Middleton, Leonard Schwartz, 
Craig Dworkin, Louis Armand, Maxine Chernoff, Karen Mac 
Cormack, Paul Hoover, Rosmarie Waldrop, Simon Warner, Ed 
Mann, Jimmy Carl Black, Ron Silliman, Bruce Michelson, Tony 
Bianco, Carl Havelange, Hugo Martin, Sarah Posman, David 
Caplan, Peter Johnson, Jonathan Monroe, John Havelda, 
Jimmy Carl Black, Ben Watson, Steven G. Axelrod, Marco 
Maurizi, Louis Armand, Brian Clemens, Kornelia Freitag, Paul 
Carr, Joe Amato, Arakawa, Madeline Gins, Christophe Den 
Tandt, Bob Perelman, Robert Leroy, Charles Simic, Marc At-
kins, Marjorie Perloff, Charles Bernstein, Pierre Michel, Viktoria 
von Hoffmann, Jan Baetens, and Phil Sicker. My gratitude also 
goes to Livio Belloï, Christophe Pirenne, William Ian Miller, 
Gérald Purnelle, Christine Pagnoulle, Pascal Durand, Jean-Pierre 
Bertrand, Stéphane Dawans, and other members of the CIPA 
team (www.cipa.ulg.ac.be), whose wise counsel, curiosity and 
conversation have been invaluable. Special thanks go to Louis 
Armand and David Vichnar for making this book possible. The 
ten chapters that make up this volume include new essays 
alongside revised and expanded versions of articles which ap-
peared in magazines over the last fifteen years and which are 
largely out of print or unavailable in English. Earlier versions of 
some portions of this book have been published as separate 
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articles in Phrasis, The Prose Poem: An International Journal, 
Symbiosis, Talisman, Novelization: From Film to Novel (eds. 
Jan Baetens & Marc Lits, Leuven University Press, 2004) and 
Architectures of Poetry (eds. Craig Douglas Dworkin & Maria 
Eugenia Diaz Sanchez, Rodopi, 2004); they are reprinted here 
in an adapted and expanded form with kind permission from 
the editors. Lastly, I want to express my gratitude to the dif-
ferent audiences to which sections of this volume have been 
presented over the past few years and especially to the friends 
and colleagues who helped to plan and organize my last round 
of conferences on crossroads poetics in the Spring and Sum-
mer of 2012: Richard Deming (Yale), Vaclav Paris and Charles 
Bernstein (UPenn), Phil Sicker (Fordham), Susan Bernstein, 
Rosmarie and Keith Waldrop (Brown), Giampiero Pitisci 
(ENSAV La Cambre), and Kornelia Freitag (Bochum). Lastly, I 
am also very grateful to Nancy Kuhl for arranging a visit to the 
Beinecke to peruse rare Gertrude Stein manuscripts and to 
Tom Phillips, Marc Atkins and Tina Darragh for kindly granting 
permission to reproduce their artwork in this volume.  
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1. Poetry & Silent Film  
  
 
 
 
 

In The Art of the Moving Picture (1915), Vachel Lindsay hails 
Thomas Edison – in a proto-McLuhanesque manner – as “the 
new Gutenberg [who] invented the new printing.” He then 
proceeds to encourage “students of the motion picture side of 
poetry” to turn to poet-painters William Blake and Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti “for spiritual precedents,” and exhorts modern 
poets not to confine “the Imagist impulse” to the printed word 
(“Why would you be imitators of these leaders when you 
might be creators in a new medium?”).1 A survey of poetry’s 
attempts to emulate the dynamics of the moving image would 
have to address, amongst many other examples, the Futurist 
parole in libertà,2 Gertrude Stein’s “cinematic phase” (of which 
more will be said below), the different stages of Blaise Cen-
drars’s filmic aesthetics, H.D.’s film reviews for the journal 
Close Up, and a selection of poems and essays by the likes of 
Hart Crane, Jean Cocteau, Robert Desnos or Frank O’Hara.  

I have chosen to focus on a much more limited corpus 
which is emblematic not only of poetry’s aspiration to the con-
dition of film but also, and more importantly, of the suggestion 
that the practices of writers translating cinema into poetry 
constitute a lens through which we can understand specific 
aspects of intermediality. As Jan Baetens has argued, noveliza-
tions and films can be profitably examined “in the context of 
larger cultural constellations whose structures exceed the uni-
vocal, linear and teleological relationships between them.”3 In 
the following pages, I would like to extend this methodological 
hypothesis to considerations of genre and form which exceed 
the traditional and institutional parameters of film adaptation 

 
 1  Vachel Lindsay, The Art of the Moving Picture (New York: The Modern Library, 2000) 

149. 
 2  See also their various projects for a cinematic extension of the words-in-freedom 

aesthetics, which included various forms of proto-lettrist performances such as “alpha-
betical” and “typographical” dramas. 

 3  Jan Baetens, “La novellisation, un genre impossible?,” Recherches en communication 17 
(2002): 218. 
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and beg questions that pertain to the various ways in which 
different genres and media rearrange and reposition themselves 
and each other through a process of mutual (re)appropriation.  

As Marshall McLuhan writes, in Understanding Media, “art-
ists in various fields are always the first to discover how to 
enable one medium to use or to release the power of an-
other.”4 He cites the example of T.S. Eliot, whom he praises 
on account of his capacity to mix his “media diet” and achieve 
the “interpenetration of film form and jazz idiom.” McLuhan 
goes on to state that Eliot’s Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock 
and The Waste Land owe their impact not only to their appro-
priation of jazz and film form but also to their use of “the film 
theme of Charlie Chaplin, as did James Joyce in Ulysses.”5 

 
Joyce’s Bloom is a deliberate takeover from Chaplin (“Chorney 
Choplain,” as he called him in Finnegans Wake). And Chaplin, 
just as Chopin had adapted the pianoforte to the style of the 
ballet, hit upon the wondrous media mix of ballet and film in 
developing his Pavlova like alternation of ecstasy and waddle. 
He adopted the classical steps of ballet to a movie mime that 
converged exactly the right blend of the lyric and the ironic 
that is found also in Prufrock and Ulysses.6 

  
McLuhan’s take on Eliot’s appropriation of jazz and film also 
points to the way in which one medium can be seen to “reme-
diate” another by absorbing it, entirely or in part, into its own 
fabric so that the differences between the two are minimized. 
This process of partial absorption, however, “ensures that the 
older medium cannot be entirely effaced; the new medium re-
main[ing] dependent on the older one in acknowledged or 
unacknowledged ways.”7 This process of refashioning of ear-
lier media or genres is entirely consistent with McLuhan 
description of the “media mix” of ballet and film in Chaplin’s 
film choreographies where the classical ballet can only resur-
face in oblique, parodic, nostalgic or celebratory ways (and/or 
in ways that are merely structural), creating modal and generic 

 
 4  Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (Cambridge, MA: The 

MIT Press, 1994) 54. 
 5  McLuhan, Understanding Media, 54. 
 6  McLuhan, Understanding Media, 54. 
 7  Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin, Remediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge: 

The MIT Press, 2001) 47. 
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tensions within a performance which is perceived as a single 
aesthetic event (one thinks of, for example, Joyce’s dissolution 
of Richard III’s pathos into Walt Disney’s Seven Dwarfs: 
“Heigh hohse, heigh hohse, our kindom from an orse!”8). 

From the perspective of literary and cultural history, the alli-
ance of the lyric and the ironic (and/or the farcical) which 
characterizes both Joyce and Chaplin also demands that we 
examine modernism and mass culture as two interdependent 
and dialectically related manifestations of one and the same 
phenomenon. The revolutionary potential of Chaplin’s “movie 
mime” was acknowledged by poets such as Stein or by Wil-
liams who saw in film a means of departing from “the banality 
of sequence” and “the paralyzing vulgarity of logic.”9 Chaplin’s 
“blend of the lyric and the ironic” thus emerges as a compro-
mise between modernist irony and the gestural resistance to 
syllogistic progression of slapstick. As for Joyce’s fusion of 
Chaplin and Chopin and McLuhan’s above-quoted reference to 
Chaplin’s appropriation of Anna Pavlova’s classical steps into 
“alternation of ecstasy and waddle,” it refers not only to the 
disturbing and destabilizing mixture of grace and clumsiness 
which characterized the tramp’s jigging, shiftless gait but also 
to any kind of popular disfiguration of classical material which 
defeats the audience’s aspirations to (comic or lyrical) closure 
while converting identity into an ambivalent object of move-
ment, sensation and desire. 

 
Stein & Chaplin: From Male Hysteria to the Burlesque 
Stein acknowledged that her repetition with variation tech-
nique was indebted to the moving image. The insistent, 
hypnotic cadences of her “cinematic” prose poetry (a form 
which gave her the possibility to manipulate the concrete ma-
teriality of language and undermine traditional narrative and 
descriptive modes from within) endeavored to create a “con-
tinuously moving picture of any one” 10  born out of the 
succession of similar enunciations undergoing various addi-
tions, subtractions, variations and permutations. What happens 
at the level of language and repetition in Stein’s writings thus 

 
 8  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 2012) 373. 
 9  William Carlos Williams, Selected Essays (New York: New Directions, 1954) 116. 
 10  Gertrude Stein, Look at Me Now and Here I Am: Writing and Lectures 1909-45 (London: 

Penguin, 1971) 105. 
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aspires to the literary equivalent of filmic movement, which 
she saw as the visual manifestation of a “continuous present” 
which embodied “an inevitable beginning of beginning again 
and again and again.”11  

It is interesting to note that Stein favored Chaplin’s early 
films, which concentrated on movement rather than plot, to 
the later, post WWI works. For Stein, the emergence of talkies 
further diminished the gestural fluidity of film: “if you had a 
voice accompanying naturally after that,” she explains, “you 
could never change the rhythm you were always held by the 
rhythm the voice gave them.”12 Stein was primarily interested 
in the rhythms, repetitions and redundancies of everyday con-
versation, not in any pre-written spoken material. More than 
anything else, it is the fear of losing the possibility to “escape 
from actuality” (91) and of becoming trapped in the predeter-
mined cadences of dialogue which explains her fondness for 
the early phases of Chaplin’s career. According to Chaplin 
himself, Stein’s admiration of his work was based primarily on 
her preoccupation with movement and her disregard for plot: 
“She would like to see me in a movie just walking up the street 
and turning into a corner, then another corner, and another.13 
Susan McCabe has ingeniously suggested that Stein’s nervous, 
fragmented and repetitive style was influenced, at least in part, 
by Chaplin’s “spasmodic gait, perfected during the First World 
War,” which “simulated a traumatized body: the gesticulatory 
tics and motor in-coordination of either the war neurotic or the 
male hysteric.”14 In McCabe’s analysis, such a hypothesis is 
supported by a consideration of Stein’s publications in the field 
of experimental psychology (which connected hysteria to spe-
cific types of bodily automatism), of her fascination with film, 
and of her experience of World War I. 

One of Stein’s own unpublished film scripts, entitled “A 
Movie,”15 displays a strong connection with what Chaplin di-

 
 11  Dydo, A Stein Reader, 499. 
 12  Cited in Susan McCabe, Cinematic Modernism: Modernist Poetry and Film (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2009) 91. 
 13  P. Adams Sitney, Modernist Montage: The Obscurity of Vision in Cinema and Literature 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1992) 159 
 14  McCabe, Cinematic Modernism, 58. Filmmaker and theorist Jean Epstein wrote about 

Chaplin’s “photogenic neurasthenia,” commenting that “his entire performance consists of 
reflex actions of nervous, tired person” (cited in McCabe, Cinematic Modernism, 68). 

 15  This section refers to the original 28-page A5 manuscript located at the Beinecke Library. 
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agnosed as a preoccupation with movement over narrative per 
se. “A Movie” tells the story of a penniless American painter 
who decides to become a taxi driver who soon ends up work-
ing for the French army. It also depicts the realities of the war 
in a way which incorporates the hysterical cadences of the 
battlefield into its very narrative fabric. Unlike her early por-
traits, “A Movie” creates a “cinematic” experience which is 
less based on repetitions with variations than on a more tradi-
tional, albeit telegraphic, account of the characters’ actions, 
decisions and gestures: 

 
American painter painting in French country near railroad track. 
Mobilization locomotive passes with notification for villages. 
Where are American tourists to buy my pictures sacre nom 
d’une pipe says the American painter. American painter sits in 
cafe and contemplates empty pockets book as taxicabs file 
through Paris carrying French soldiers to battle of the Marne. I 
guess I’ll be a taxi driver here in my gay France says the 
American painter… Writer sits in studio trying to learn names 
of streets with the help of Bretonne peasant and femme de 
ménage. He becomes taxi driver. Ordinary street & scenes in 
war time Paris.16 
 

The overall factual quality of Stein’s text tends to indicate that 
she really intended it to be not an end in itself but a “scenario” 
for a film. Still, the script comprises some unusual, more ar-
resting passages, including a short introductory “lettrist” poem 
whose relationship with the story is unclear even though its 
contamination by the letter “Z” somehow prefigures the 
“fussy” and zigzagging movements of the film’s plot. The 
poem also points to a dimension of story-telling which is be-
yond assimilation by the syllogistic, teleological logic of plot 
and considers the movement of the letter “Z” as an emblem of 
“reversal, contradiction, denial, contrariety” and “deviance,”17 
the kind “deviance” which gives the word “princess” an un-
canny character and insists on the multiple “buzzing” and 
“fussing” interferences which disrupt the “business” of con-
verting the dream-like war experience into a straight, sellable 
film package:  

 
 16  Gertrude Stein, “A Movie,” original manuscript consulted at the Beinecke Rare Book & 

Manuscript Library, Yale University, September 2012. Unpag. 
 17  Roland Barthes, Le Grain de la voix. Entretiens 1962-1980 (Paris: Seuil, 1981) 117. 
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Eyes are a surprise 
Printzess a dream 
Buzz is spelled with Z 
Fuss is spelled with s 
So is business18 
 

One of the salient oddities present in the script is the figure of 
the “Bretone (sic) femme de menage,” whom the American 
painter convinces to work on his behalf when he is too tired to 
perform his duty (“Being lazy about getting up in the mornings 
he spends some of his dark nights in teaching Bretonne Femme 
de menage peasant girl how to drive the taxi so she can re-
place him when he wants to sleep”). With the introduction of 
the “femme Bretonne” this tale of shifting identities (“Ameri-
can comes into the war american painter wants be American 
soldier”) becomes a statement about women’s participation in 
the war effort. While the painter’s mobilization as a driver for 
the army is clearly inspired by Stein’s and Toklas’s experience 
of driving a car which served as an ambulance for the Ameri-
can Fund for the French Wounded, passing, cryptic references 
to the Monroe Doctrine (“The United States is comical. Now I 
want to tell you about the Monroe doctrine. We think very 
nicely we think very well of the Monroe doctrine.”) and the 
appearance of General Pershing at the very end of the script 
sketch out an identifiable political and historical context. 
Stein’s script occasionally refers to the atrocities of the war 
(“Paris carrying French soldiers to battle of the Marne. I guess 
I’ll be a taxi driver here in my gay France”) but these are gen-
erally subsumed by the rushed, burlesque progress of the 
narrative. Before the story takes us to “the final triumph of the 
Allies,” the American painter and the femme Bretonne experi-
ence a series of misadventures culminating in a car crash 
causing severe injuries to the American painter and an “excit-
ing duel” between “French gendarme american painter, taxi, 
f.m. bretone (sic), [and] two american crooks with motorcy-
cles”19 from whom they manage to recover money stolen from 
the quartermaster’s department. 

Stein’s second unpublished film script, which she wrote in 
French, “Deux soeurs qui ne sont pas soeurs,” places a similar 

 
 18  Stein, “A Movie,” unpag. 
 19  Stein, “A Movie,” unpag. 



[16] 

emphasis on motion as an end in itself. As the title indicates 
the story is based on a series of failed encounters and mis-
taken, shifting identities. The dominant mode is the burlesque 
of frantic acting as the characters’ frantic acting follows the 
peculiar logic of a short, absurdist and hurried tale filled with 
psychosexual quid pro quos, theft, suspense, interrupted paths 
and socio-sexual tensions. The story gravitates around a pho-
tograph of two poodles which constitutes an object of desire 
and worship for several, concurrent characters and whose ap-
pearance and disappearances constitute the epicenter of the 
narrative. The photograph originally belongs to an “elderly 
laundress”20 whose admiration for the poodles draws the at-
tention of two ladies who are “full of admiration” for the 
picture and manage to steal it from her before driving away. 
Before the leave, they meet and get rid of another woman who 
looks “as if she had just won a beauty contest” after she has 
rushed into their car and started bursting into tears. A few 
hours later, the ladies meet another laundress, who is de-
scribed as being much younger than the first one, and to 
whom they show the photograph. The young woman looks at 
the photograph “with pleasure and excitement” but her inter-
est quickly wanes away and the ladies leave her, dropping a 
little parcel behind them which later reappears in the hands of 
“the woman of the beauty contest.” Two days later the first 
laundress sees the two ladies driving their car in the company 
of a true white poodle holding a little parcel in his mouth.  

Unlike “A Movie,” “Deux soeurs qui ne sont pas soeurs” 
does not contain any spoken or internal dialogues or mono-
logues, which makes it qualify as a “silent poem,” a direct 
equivalent of the pre-talkie short film. Whatever one makes of 
the dream-like logic which characterized the meanders of 
Stein’s script, the general atmosphere is one of hysteria and 
sexual repression, of which the figure of the poodle becomes a 
salient, albeit ambivalent, symbol highlighting the instability of 
the self as it develops through Stein’s fractured narrative. Far 
from being a free-floating signifier destined to prompt the ac-
tion and delay the film’s closure, the poodle serves to mediate 
anxieties about sexual and social definition. It emerges as 

 
 20  Gertrude Stein, “Deux soeurs qui ne sont pas sœurs,” original manuscript consulted at the 

Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Yale University, September 2012. Unpag. 
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powerful symbol of the failed domestication of sexual energy, 
a situation further complicated by the social conflict which ex-
plicitly opposes the two ladies and the two laundresses. 
Stein’s use of the poodle is a symptom of sexual repression 
and of the struggle for social and sexual emancipation uncan-
nily anticipates Joyce’s own punning interpretation of poodles 
as a symptom of sexual frustration or decline in Finnegans 
Wake (“With her poodle feinting to be let off and feeling dead 
in herself. Is love worse living?”).21  

The fact that Stein herself was the proud owner of two 
poodles (Basket and Basket II) should not obscure the fact that 
the poodle was one of the most popular pet actors appearing 
in the pre-talkies era. The rather unlikely “Poodle History” 
website22 cites fifty-nine silent films featuring that particular 
breed of pet actors. One of them, “le caniche Barnum,” ap-
peared in no less than seven Romeo Bosetti productions (the 
Brescia-born film director was at the time one of the masters 
of the silent burlesque) released by Pathé in the years 1911 
and 1912. The role played by pets in early silent century mov-
ies was largely confined to threatening domestic or public 
order. Poodles were arguably more popular than other dog 
species because of their capacity to learn tricks quickly and 
mimic human attitudes (they were and still are very popular in 
circuses). Their anthropomorphic attributes and general mor-
phological plasticity may also account for their popularity with 
artists (from Stein to Thomas Mann, Schopenhauer, Zappa and 
beyond).23 For Stein, however, Basket, her “large [male] un-
wieldy poodle,” is a foundational element of the development 
of her general prosody and understanding of how literary lan-
guage works: she claims, for instance, that “listening to the 
rhythm of his water-drinking made her recognize the difference 
between sentences and paragraphs, that paragraphs are emo-
tional and that sentences are not.”24 By suggesting that the 
rhythm of the water-lapping of a dog enabled her to distinguish 
between affective and non-affective units of compositions, 

 
 21  Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 269. 
 22  www.poodlehistory.org 
 23  See, also, Ben Watson’s amusing Adornoite theorizing of “poodle play” as a profit fetish, 

a symbol of consumerism and of the genesis of the minimalist movement (Ben Watson, 
Art, Class and Cleavage [London: Quartet, 2004] 139-60). 

 24  Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (New York: Vintage, 1990) 264. 
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Stein attempts to alert us to the fact that the progress from of 
a sentence to a paragraph or a series of blocks of prose has 
spatial and emotional properties which exceed their linear nar-
rative features. Whereas the sentence, just like the word as 
such, can still be regarded as a material unit, Stein regards 
paragraphs as “emotional” in the sense that their sheer length 
creates a movement towards an “emotional plot” in which the 
continuous movement of the “lapping” builds into a “wave” of 
meaning which exceeds the sum of its parts and allows vari-
ous forms of affective identification and permutations to be 
integrated by the reader. Stein’s dismissal of the sentence as 
emotionally incomplete is of course highly problematic as it 
posits the sentence as a self-contained semantic building block 
which can only acquire the equally dubious status of a sub-
affective unit once it becomes part of the general progression 
towards closure:  

 
Sentences are contained within themselves and anything really 
contained within itself has no beginning or middle or ending.25 
 
But one sentence coming after another sentence makes a suc-
cession and the succession if it has a beginning middle and 
ending does form create and limit an emotion.26 

 
Elsewhere, Stein elevates the flow of “prose” as the combina-
tion of sentence and paragraph which allows a balance 
between the imperatives of attending to the materiality of 
words and of surrendering to the emotional rhythm of the 
“whole”:  

 
Prose is the balance the emotional balance that makes the real-
ity of paragraphs and the unemotional balance that makes the 
reality of sentences and having realized completely realized 
that sentences are not emotional while paragraphs are, prose 
can be the essential balance that is made inside something that 
combines the sentence and the paragraph.27 
 

Whatever we make of this distinction, Stein’s reliance on an 
organic model (the peculiar noise/music of Basket’s water-

 
 25  Gertrude Stein, Narration: Four Lectures (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010) 20. 
 26  Stein, Narration, 22. 
 27  Stein, Look at Me Now and Here I Am, 137. 
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lapping) to develop a prosodic theory once again foregrounds 
the physiological basis of her understanding of a cinematico-
poetic narrative in which movement, far from being merely 
plot-oriented, becomes an end in itself. Such a choreography 
of talking bodies unfettered by the counter-rhythms of dialogue 
could only be generated by silent film (or poetry). Delighting in 
further complications, incongruities and dislocations the talking 
body – whether of the Steinian or Chaplinesque varieties – en-
acts the frail and precarious character of selfhood in silent film. 
The incomplete, speechless body engenders a sensory, physi-
cal experience which is never fully contained by the pressures 
of linear continuity, and the motility and gesticulatory logic of 
Stein’s “poetic scripts” can only enacts a struggle towards 
narrative which shows the irregular and evanescent substance 
of the silent image.  

 
Max Jacob’s Fantômas 

 
Écoutez... Faites silence...  
La triste énumération  
De tous les forfaits sans nom,  
Des tortures, des violences  
Toujours impunis, hélas!  
Du criminel Fantômas. 
—Robert Desnos, “La Complainte de Fantômas” 
 

If Chaplin’s grimacing, shifting body echoes the urgent and syn-
copated cadences of Stein’s poetry, the examples considered so 
far have above all revealed similarities between the disjunctive 
and simultaneist aesthetics of modernist poetry and the art of 
cinematic montage. But for many modernist poets, the seduc-
tive power of film is not limited to its promotion of an anti-
narrative aesthetics. McLuhan’s emphasis on “the right blend” 
of lyric and ironic modes of expression also points to a basic 
ambivalence underlying the conversion of the “classical” into the 
popular, one which also enacts a transition from the poses and 
steps of ballet to a reframing and relocation of bodily content 
which becomes the main center of attention in the silent envi-
ronment of early film. Early cinema provides a corrective to the 
dominant models of high modernist, ironic detachment from 
corporeality in addressing the recipient and transmitter of the 
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continuous mutations, sensations and adjustments of the per-
forming body. Cinema provides a platform on which traditional 
notions of the body can be rethought and literally re-organized. 

The poems I have chosen to discuss in this sub-chapter are 
taken from Max Jacob’s prose poem collection, The Dice Cup 
(1916). They belong to a subgenre of modern poetry which has 
been praised (and criticized) precisely for its capacity to “de-
bunk” the high-blown ambitions of the “poetic” and achieve the 
“right blend of the lyric and the ironic” praised by McLuhan. The 
prose poem is widely regarded as a genre that emerged primarily 
as a revolt against dominant poetic forms, “a critical, self-
critical, utopian genre, a genre that tests the limits of genre,”28 a 
genre which is representative of “how literary forms conceal 
traces of their own underlying aesthetic contradictions, including 
the fact that such meta-genres as “poetry,” “narrative” and the 
“lyric” are always already contaminated by the traces of other 
generic categories they tend to subscribe to or exclude.”29 The 
popularity of the French prose poem since Baudelaire’s Paris 
Spleen, in particular, largely results from the need to break 
through the metrical and rhythmic constraints of the Alexan-
drine. In this sense, the prose poem can perhaps be seen to 
“remediate” traditional, versified poetry by allowing it to reclaim 
other genres, functions and modes (fiction, the essay, the par-
able, etc.) which have come to be associated more or less 
exclusively with prose literature.  

One of the most important features of the Jacobian prose 
poem is its willingness to turn the “tiny” into the “enormous” 
(“Le minuscule, c’est l’énorme,”30 he writes in his “Poem in a 
Style Not My Own,” a piece dedicated to Arthur Rimbaud).31 As 
Jonathan Monroe points out, resorting to a pre-cinematic meta-
phor, “in the ‘camera obscura’ world figured in Jacob’s texts, 
where what is small may loom quite large and the relative im-
portance generally attributed to the aesthetic and the political 
are reversed, a prose poem may be as big as a novel.”32 The 

 
 28  Jonathan Monroe, A Poverty of Objects: The Prose Poem and the Politics of Genre (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1987) 16. 
 29  Michel Delville, The American Prose Poem: Poetic Form and the Boundaries of Genre 

(Gainesville: University Press of Florida) 9. 
 30  Max Jacob, Le Cornet à dés (Paris: Gallimard, 1967) 34. 
 31  In his Preface to The Dice Cup, Jacob dismisses Rimbaud as “the triumph of romantic 

disorder,” a writer whose work has “neither style nor situation” (Jacob, Le Cornet à dés, 22). 
 32  Monroe, A Poverty of Objects, 173. 
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implications of this in the context of the history of the prose 
poem are all the more important as Des Esseintes, the protago-
nist of Huysmans’ A rebours (1884), had already defined the 
form as a kind of “condensed novel” for readers with a short at-
tention span, a form which should “contain within its small 
compass… the power of the novel, while eliminating its tedious 
analyses and superfluous descriptions.”33 As for Baudelaire, the 
official founder of the prose poem, his Paris Spleen (1869) de-
scribes the genre as a serpent which is “at once both head and 
tail, alternating and reciprocal,”34 a form which the reader can 
chop up “into many fragments,” only to discover that “each is 
able to exist apart.”35 

Jacob’s The Dice Cup also plays with the ambiguities of a 
form which hesitates between fiction and poetry, the narrative 
and the lyric mode. Like many other poems in the collection, his 
“Roman Populaire” seeks to parody the conventions of popular 
fiction, a technique Jacob was later to develop in his comic 
novels, most notably in Filibuth ou la Montre en or (1922) while 
simultaneously assimilating the lessons of pictorial cubism: 

 
I don’t have much more to say. I’ve got to respond to the ex-
amining magistrate on behalf of my friend. Where are the keys? 
They aren’t in the school. Excuse me, your honor, I need to 
look for the keys. There they are! And what a situation for the 
judge! In love with the sister-in-law, he was on the verge of re-
nouncing his part in the whole affair, but she came to plead 
with him to proclaim a mistrial and then she would be all his. 
Actually, the judge is quite annoyed by the whole affair. He 
dawdles over details: why all these sketches? I’m launching 
into a veritable course in aesthetics. An artist has many works 
around him from which to choose his forms. Evening falls; the 
judge doesn’t understand! He speaks of forgeries. Some friends 
arrive. The wide of the accused proposes everyone to go out 
for a spin and the judge accepts hoping the accused will know 
how to escape.36 
 

 
 33  J.K. Huysmans, Against Nature: A rebours, trans. Margaret Mauldon (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press) 162. 
 34  Charles Baudelaire, Paris Spleen: Little Poems in Prose trans. Keith Waldrop (Middletown, 

CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2009) 3. 
 35  Baudelaire, Paris Spleen, 3. 
 36  Max Jacob, “Roman Populaire,” A Poverty of Objects, 165. 
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The parodic impulse which lies at the heart of Jacob’s cubist 
slaptick in “Roman populaire” should not obscure his genuine 
admiration for popular fiction and, in particular, for the serial 
crime thrillers of Pierre Souvestre and Marcel Allain as well as 
their cinematic extensions in the films of Louis Feuillade (1913-
14). Jacob, who co-founded the Société des amis de Fantômas 
with Guillaume Apollinaire in 1913, was only one of a group of 
major writers whose admiration for Fantômas led them to pay 
tribute to the Genius of Crime. Max Jacob, Jean Cocteau, Blaise 
Cendrars, Robert Desnos, Ernst Moerman, Pablo Neruda and 
Ernst Moerman (who also directed a short film called “Monsieur 
Fantômas” in 1937) all wrote poems inspired by Fantômas, and 
André Breton, Louis Aragon and Benjamin Péret included his 
name in their genealogy of “accursed literature,” a list which 
features Fantômas alongside the names of Lautréamont, Arthur 
Rimbaud and Alfred Jarry.37 Whereas for Georges Franju, the 
appeal of Feuillade’s films lies in their use of a cinematic lan-
guage which is at once “sentimental, limpid, poetic and 
modern,” Jean Cocteau praised the “absurd and magnificent 
lyricism of Fantômas.”38 This description could equally apply to 
Max Jacob’s Dice Cup, which was itself inspired by “all the 
manifestations of the unconscious mind: mots en liberté, haz-
ardous associations, night- and daydreams, hallucinations, 
etc.”39 According to Robin Walz, one possible explanation for 
the affinity the French avant-garde (and, in particular, the surre-
alist group) felt for Feuillade’s silent movies lies in their use of 
four basic motifs he identifies as the “mass-culture ‘stimulators’ 
of surrealism”: “displaced identities, endless detours, uncanny 
objects, and sublime horror.”40 At least the first three of these 
features are present in Jacob’s “Roman Populaire.” The absence 
of clear referents in Jacob’s use of pronouns, in particular, 
makes it impossible for the reader to understand whether the 
speaker of the poem is indeed the accused or whether he is de-
 

 37  Robin Walz, “Serial Killings: Fatômas, Feuillade, and the Mass-Culture Genealogy of 
Surrealism, The Velvet Light Trap: A Critical Journal of Film and Television (Spring 1996): 52. 

 38  L’Année 1913: Les formes esthétiques de l’œuvre d’art à la veille de la première guerre 
mondiale, ed. Liliane Brion-Guerry, Vol. 3 (Paris: Klinksieck, 1973) 599. 

 39  Brion-Guerry, L’Année 1913, 16. 
 40  Robin Walz, “Serial Killings,” 51. François Lacassin notes that in the Fantômas series 

“there was an overflowing of the fantastic into the daily life which seems to have had an 
affinity with surrealist preoccupations – an insolent challenge to aesthetic and social ta-
boos, a relentless demystification, an historical continuity with what André Breton called 
dark humor. And above all, objective chance” (cited in Walz, “Serial Killings,”52). 
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fending a friend. We are left wondering about the nature of the 
drawings that puzzle the judge and we know very little about 
the sister-in-law, who may or may not be related to the speaker 
or to his friend. The element of social and legal transgression is 
clearly evocative of a genre whose popularity, perhaps more 
than that of any other fictional genre, has often relied on the 
power of unsolved mysteries, mysterious, uncanny objects (the 
keys, the drawings) and sensational love affairs: the end of 
Jacob’s poem indeed suggests that a “promenade générale” will 
simultaneously open up the possibility of an animated sexual 
romp and enable the accused to escape! Lastly, the overall 
comic effect of the piece results from the interpenetration of the 
mechanical and the farcical, a mixture which characterized some 
of the most memorable avatars of the modernist spirit, from 
Wyndham Lewis’s Tarr to Eliot’s “Prufrock” and, of course, 
Chaplin’s slapstick.  

Jacob’s playful deconstruction of the popular novel is also 
apparent in the two Fantômas poems contained in The Dice 
Cup. The first one, simply entitled “Fantômas,” clearly deals 
with the theme of “displaced identities,” an aspect of Feuillade’s 
films most apparent in the sequence introducing Fantômas at 
the beginning of the fourth episode, Fantômas contre Fantômas 
(1914), where the actor René Navarre is first shown as “him-
self” before dissolving into an old man, a middle-aged American 
detective and, finally, Fantômas himself. Ultimately, Fantômas’ 
ephemeral selves are perhaps best captured in Michel Leiris’ de-
scription of Feuillade’s protagonist as a free-floating signifier 
whose shifting identity resides above all in the typographical 
shapes of his name (“the circumflex accent hovers above the O 
like a huge wing, and the F sets up its gallows in front of the 
S’s lightning whip”).41 In breaking with the Manichean logic of 
the melodramatic feuilleton, Feuillade’s series ultimately enacts 
a principle of “reversibility of the real”42 and creates narratives 
that are built on abrupt transitions between opposite states of 
being and consciousness, shifting as they do from the conscious 
to the unconscious, from life to death, from youth to old age 
(Fantômas occasionally disguises himself as an old man), from 
respectability and wealth to disgrace and poverty. In Jacob’s 

 
 41  Michel Leiris, Mots sans mémoire my translation (Paris: Gallimard, 1969) 97. 
 42  Dominique Païni, Fantômas (Paris: Gaumont, 2008) DVD leaflet notes, 10. 
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poem, the dislocated identities of the Fantômas stories extend 
to the blurring of the distinction between motion and stasis, 
people and objects, the miniature and the gigantic as well as the 
confusion of living and dead matter:  

 
On the burnished silver door knocker, soiled with age, grimed 
with the dust of time, some sort of sculpted Buddha with an 
unusually high forehead, pendulous ears, and the look of a 
sailor or a gorilla; it’s Fantomas. He was pulling on two ropes 
to haul up I don’t know what. His foot slips; hung by a thread; 
the summoning knob must be answered, before the rat has a 
chance to bore through the rubber ball. But, it’s nothing more 
than a sculpted silver door knocker.43 
 

Like its “sequel” (another short sketch entitled “Encore 
Fantômas” and relating a conversation taking place in a restau-
rant between a couple of bourgeois gourmets and the Genius of 
Evil disguised as a cook!), Jacob’s “Fantômas” gives the reader 
the impression that “the everyday world is truqué, loaded in fa-
vor of the Emperor of Crime.” 44  In other words, in the 
hallucinated world of Jacob’s prose poems, Breton’s notion of 
“objective chance is not only possible, it is inevitable.”45 The sil-
ver knocker of Jacob’s “Fantômas” alludes to the process which 
animates ordinary things and turns them into lethal enemies that 
constantly thwart Juve’s and Fandor’s attempts to put an end 
to Fantômas’ rule of terror. Among these uncanny objects, 
doors, windows and walls figure prominently in Feuillade’s films, 
as in Fantômas contre Fantômas, where a stream of blood sud-
denly gushes out of an apartment wall or in the traditional scene 
where Fantômas manages a narrow escape through a secret 
panel wall. Typically, Feuillade’s sensational liminal imagery 
conveys a sense of terror which stems from the physical 
world’s constant threat to rebel against human subjectivity.  

In the light of this analysis, Jacob’s “Fantômas” is clearly in 
line with the hypothesis posited at the beginning of this essay 
that modern poetry’s aspirations to the condition of cinema is 
often motivated by an interest in pure movement and a com-
mitment to what Stein saw as “freedom from reality bestowed 

 
 43  Max Jacob, “Fantomas,” trans Pat Nolan Exquisite Corpse www.corpse.org 
 44  Robin Walz, “Serial Killings,” 54. 
 45  Robin Walz, “Serial Killings,” 54. 
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by silence.”46 Once again, what surfaces in the radical rewrit-
ings of Feuillade is the suggestion that “cinematic” poetry can 
enact a crisis of individuality and characterization and express a 
gesturality unburdened by the constraints of dialogue. Jacob’s 
commitment to pure rhythm is also reminiscent of the early 
years of cartoon animation, which also displayed a tendency to 
animate and/or anthropomorphize objects at the same time as 
they turn human beings into machines. From Esther Leslie’s 
Benjaminian perspective, such a tendency is primarily a symp-
tom of the power of commodity fetishism to “freeze humans in 
the icy air of reification” 47  and confer to ordinary things “a 
ghostly objectivity”48 that allows them to lead their own life, a 
feature Benjamin himself sees as originating in Jean-Jacques 
Grandville’s 19th century caricatures. Be that as it may, many 
modernists artists working in other media were attracted to 
cartoons because they “rebuff so ferociously painterly realism 
and filmic naturalism,” are “are set inside a universe of trans-
formation, overturning and provisionality,”49 at least before this 
universe became increasingly normalized from the 1930s on-
wards: 

 
Modernist curiosity about animation combined with animadver-
sion; that is to say modernist watched as an anarchic and 
utopian form exploded into the culture scene, its little strips 
bouleversing logic and order and propriety, only later to be be-
trayed by the most successful makers’ insistence on 
developing a coy bourgeois “realism.”50 
 

The radical freedom of form and content which characterized 
the early days of silent film – and which cartoons share to a 
large extent with Feuillade’s proto-surrealist aesthetics – proved 

 
 46  McCabe, Cinematic Modernism, 91. In Stein’s writing, this hypostasis of movement and 
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fascinating to poets and urged them to emulate the seemingly 
infinite fluidity and flexibility of the moving picture. By contrast, 
with the transition to the talkies, the plasticity of the celluloid 
image ceased to fascinate most modernist poets who, like Stein, 
felt that the silent film offered “an escape from actuality.”51 Ar-
guably, the black and white medium also played an important 
part in emphasizing the autonomous quality of the motion pic-
ture, and the advent of color contributed to a lessening of the 
semi-abstract, quality of film and drew the medium even further 
towards realistic modes of narration and representation. A quick 
comparison between Walt Disney’s early Silly Symphonies to his 
later, increasingly “cosy” and family-oriented fairy tales rewrit-
ings would reveal a gradual move towards an assimilation of 
film culture into illusionistic paradigms. Whereas one the effects 
of early cartoons was to “mock photographable reality,”52 post-
silent developments shifted the medium towards traditional 
modes of narration which undermined and marginalized any at-
tempt to hypostasize the expressive complexities of sheer 
rhythm. Disney’s “Steamboat Willie” and “Skeleton Dance” 
(1929) are two examples of animated films which seek to cap-
ture the synthesis of music and movement and capitalize on the 
disjunctions of montage in a way which is unfettered by the 
constraints of the physical or rational world. As Leslie suggests, 
what is at stake here is the difference between an attack on re-
ality which is made possible by the medium itself and the 
plasticity of its means of production (a skeleton using a ribcage 
as a xylophone) and one which is legitimated by a narrative 
device (the use of a magic feather to convince Dumbo that he 
can fly). 

Before this paradigm shift of the film industry happened, 
while poets became inspired by the unprecedented stylistic 
force and the sense of formal freedom afforded by film, film-
makers began to liken their art to a kind of visual equivalent of 
poetic language. For Sergei Eisenstein, the “poetry” that 
emerges from film results from the “concept of intervals” af-
forded by montage techniques so that the plot became “no 
more than a device.”53 More generally, “as the silent film cried 
out for sound,” to quote Eisenstein, the only alternative left to 
 

 51  McCabe, Cinematic Modernism, 91. 
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poets was to create powerful images that are liable to rival the 
iconic power of the visual arts (e.g., Pound’s “imagism” or con-
crete poetry) and, with the invention of cinema, the dynamics of 
the moving image (e.g., Stein or Marinetti’s cinematic prose).54 
But the emphasis on phanopoeia (described in Ezra Pound’s 
How to Read as the projection of images upon the visual imagi-
nation) in modern poetry must not overshadow the crucial role 
played by contemporary poets (and prose poets) in redefining 
the traditional functions of narrative. As Jan Baetens reminds 
us, the essential difference between the “industrial novelization” 
and the “literary adaptation” is that the former does not seek to 
compete with the image but, rather, “concentrates on the story, 
whereas the latter foregrounds… what film can only render with 
some difficulty: the omnipresence of a narrative voice.”55 In the 
case of Jacob’s poetic adaptations, however, the conventional, 
linear plot of the popular novel gives way to a narrative of unde-
cidability which often seems to tell a story for its own sake (or 
for the sake of indulging in the most unlikely meanders of the 
poet’s oneiric imagination), a story which empties in a seemingly 
endless series of alterations, contradictions and metamorphoses. 
Jacob’s prose poems thus do not so much endeavor to revise 
the traditional conventions of the lyric mode as to subvert the 
conventions of popular narrative from within: the creation of 
suspense (which largely depends on the spectator’s identifica-
tion with a hero or villain), for example, a trademark of the crime 
novel, is constantly undermined by the associational and ab-
surdist logic of Jacob’s prose. 

Jacob’s prose poems are of course symptomatic of the mod-
ernist obsession with simultaneism, dislocation and 
juxtaposition. Like Apollinaire and his Cubist mentors, Jacob 
opted for an aesthetics of disjunction which undermined the 
seamless, linear “naturalness” of the flow of prose. By limiting 
and complicating the narrative progression of the story, The 
Dice Cup does not just merely transpose the concerns of post-
impressionist painting (a space art) onto a literary medium (a 
time art). They also keep the reader’s attention at the level of 

 
 54  By contrast, Eliot’s Prufrock considers the film medium as symptomatic of the failure of 
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the individual sentences which become so many semi-
autonomous units that undermine any attempt at a totalizing 
reading of the story. In this respect, Jacob’s disjunctive narra-
tives (whether they were intended as a tribute to Allain and 
Souvestre’s novels or to Feuillade’s adaptations or both56) would 
seem to confirm Susan Stewart’s suggestion that “the printed 
text is cinematic before the invention of cinema.”57 Not only 
does “the adjustable speed of narration” and “the manipulatabil-
ity of the visual” turn the reader into “a spectator enveloped by, 
yet clearly separated from, the time and space of the text”58 but 
“the absent location of origin and authority in the novel might be 
compared to other postliterate modes of aesthetic production”59: 

 
Just as the reader impossibly aspires to take the position of the 
narrator, standing above and outside the narrative, so Benjamin 
explains, does the audience take the position of the camera in 
watching a film.60 
 

Whatever one thinks of Stewart’s interpretation of the printed 
page as proto-cinematic, Benjamin’s suggestion that the audi-
ence identifies with the camera, rather than with the actor, 
helps to account for the impersonal and atemporal quality of 
Jacob’s exploded narratives. Contrary to the traditional third 
person narrator, who “works to disguise the temporality of his 
or her own voice,”61 Jacob’s “Fantômas” shifts from the past to 
the present tense as if to emulate the dialectics of presence and 
absence, emergence and disappearance, that characterizes the 
Fantômas stories. Benjamin’s comparison between filmic and 
literary narration and his suggestion that narrative stability de-
pends on an absent authorial presence are all the more 
interesting in the context of the history of silent film, at a time 
when narrative continuity was often achieved with the help of 
title cards and inter-titles. One of the effects of the use of text 
in between images was to create disjunction within linearity. In-
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ter-titles also draw attention to the material conditions of film 
production – or, to use a more fashionable word, the “artifice” 
of the moving image – rather than contribute to the illusion of 
reality and “transparent immediacy” which has since then char-
acterized the film industry.62 Whereas cinema’s main concern is 
to link one image to the next while concealing the mechanical 
(or electronic) apparatus that creates the illusion of movement, 
Jacob’s “cinematic” poetry can only hope to create the illusion 
of movement by transferring these concerns onto the two-
dimensional space of the page, remunerating the distance that 
separates the reader from the time and space of the text.  

Blaise Cendrars’s “Fantômas” poem (1914) begins with the 
recognition that “le simultanéisme est passéiste.”63 Should this 
statement be understood as the lament of a writer who has real-
ized that modern poetry’s aspirations to movement and 
simultaneism have been irremediably surpassed by the new me-
dium of cinema? The answer to this question matters less than 
the suggestion that Jacob’s “cinematic style,” unlike that of 
many of his contemporaries, was not based on radical formal 
experiments (one thinks, for example, of Stein’s “serial prose” 
or the kineticism of Marinetti’s unpunctuated parole in libertà) 
but, rather, on a self-conscious subversion of traditional narra-
tive conventions from within. Jacob’s “poetic novelizations” in 
The Dice Cup do not only enact the tension between different 
media. By encouraging us to identify with the camera rather 
than the subject(s) of the poem and redefining the ambitions 
and constitutive tensions of modernism along the lines of dislo-
cation and farce (two notions quite distinct from the oft-
mentioned concepts of “fragmentation” and “irony”), they also 
emerge as an important, if underestimated, interface between 
low and high modernist art forms, one which affirms the neces-
sity of repositioning poetry in the larger context of an age of 
technological innovation.  

 
 62  Such effects of transparent immediacy are of course never possible in literature since the 

reader’s physical engagement with the book, the concrete tangibility of the printed word 
and the necessary unfolding of the pages never reduce narrative movement to a merely 
visual phenomenon.  

 63  Blaise Cendrars, Du Monde entier: poésies complètes 1912-1924 (Paris: Gallimard, 1967) 99. 
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2. To Be Sung 
 
 
 
 
 

The Ideology of Melody 
Melody is in many ways the parent pauvre of modern musicol-
ogy. As Gino Stefani has remarked, “music schools have 
courses and examinations in harmony, counterpoint, musical 
forms, etc., but not in melody.”1 While there is no dearth of 
twentieth century studies dealing with harmony and (more re-
cently) rhythm, the bibliography for “melody” in the New 
Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians lists no more than 
four books entirely devoted to the subject from 1900 to 1965; 
by contrast, the “harmony” section contains 35 entries. The 
following definitions give the flavour of some of the issues 
which make musical melody a complex and elusive matter: 

(1) a series of “notes of different pitch arranged as to consti-
tute a unit”2: this minimalist definition merely distinguishes the 
horizontal nature of melody from the “vertical” relationships es-
tablished by harmony, on the one hand, and the durational 
complexities of rhythm and time-intervals, on the other. 

(2) “a line of successive sounds disposed in highness and 
duration and intelligible as a whole”3 to the listener: by intro-
ducing duration, this description incorporates rhythm in the 
texture of melody. It also insists on the necessity to perceive 
the melody as a segment which exists in (semi-)isolation from 
the whole. 

(3) “a very general notion that covers all the possible rela-
tionships in the order of succession… implicating all aspects of 
musical relationships… to the exclusion of effective simultane-
ous relationships.” This third definition, which is offered by 
Belgian Surrealist musician and poet André Souris, excludes 
melodic polyphony in considering melody as “synonymous of 
any solo music”4 and thus appears at once too broad and too 

 
 1  Gino Stefani, “Melody: A Popular Perspective,” Popular Music. 6.1 (1987): 21. 
 2  Stefani, “Melody,” 32. 
 3  Stefani, “Melody,” 32. 
 4  Stefani, “Melody,” 33. 
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restrictive to account for the complexities of modern and con-
temporary melodic models.  

An earlier definition, provided by Oscar Bie in the July 1916 
issue of The Musical Quarterly, insists on the physical “palpabil-
ity” of melody which he describes as “the clearest and most 
tangible recollection of music which we possess, and the form 
in which we assimilate it.”5 Melody, for Bie, is primarily an af-
fective and expressive category. Rooted in the body and the 
awakening of the senses, it is radically opposed to the newly-
born modernist ethos, which is “unable to admit even the sem-
blance of melody, but so clever and conscientiously as to 
immolate this melody in favour of the loftier, chilly, rationalistic 
wisdom.”6 Writing in 1916 Bie associates modernism’s rejection 
of melody with what he sees as the excessive, near-pathological 
impact of self-conscious intellectualization on the compositional 
process. Like Richard Strauss, many of Bie’s contemporaries in-
deed seem “assailed by the Mind” that dismisses melody as 
sentimentality (or entertainment and/or commodification, to 
adopt a more Adornoite perspective) and increasingly “comman-
deers her for an accompanying music, for satire and farce, for 
the sake of style and color, down to the Rosenkavalier 
waltzes.”7 What Bie could not have anticipated is that melody, 
along with modernist music’s abandonment and/or deconstruc-
tion of fixed forms and structures, was also to become a 
politically-charged category liable to be assimilated to the culture 
of order and control of totalitarian regimes and their attempts to 
celebrate the emotional power of music and combat the atonal 
and fragmented aesthetics of entartete Kunst and other forms of 
artistic expression that resist what Adorno once called “com-
manded collectivization.”8 

Modernism’s aversion to the familiar and the affective is per-
haps best summarized by Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus, a 
novel which attempts to theorize the development of modernist 
art in the context of the history of the Third Reich. Mann offers 
an apt perspective on the notoriously unmelodious develop-
ments in orchestral music in the first half of the twentieth 
century. In the novel narrator Serenus Zeitblom, an old-

 
 5  Oscar Bie, “Melody.” The Musical Quarterly. 2.3, (1916): 402. 
 6  Bie, “Melody,” 417. 
 7  Bie, “Melody,” 417. 
 8  Theodor Adorno, The Philosophy of Modern Music (London: Sheed & Ward 1994) 197. 
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fashioned humanist academic, desperately seeks to come to 
terms with the new music and musical theories of the novel’s 
protagonist. Leverkühn, whose ideas are based on the work of 
Arnold Schönberg, and the birth of serial, twelve-tone music ac-
counts for his rejection of harmony in favor of polyphony in the 
following terms: 

 
I find that in a chordal combination of notes one should never 
see anything but the result of the movement of voices and do 
honor to the part as implied in the single chord-note – but not 
honor the chord as such, rather despise it as subjective and arbi-
trary, so long as it cannot prove itself to be the result of part-
writing [part-writing = refers to the art of the counterpoint: the 
combination of independent melodies which is here understood 
as merging into a single harmonic texture while retaining their 
linear, independent character]. The chord is no harmonic narcotic 
but polyphony in itself, and the notes that form it are parts.9  
 

Leverkühn’s refusal to honor the “chord as such,” his substitu-
tion of polyphony as dissonance for the narcotic effects of 
tonality and his contempt for “subjective” appropriations of 
music point to modernism’s ambivalent relationship with the 
emotional power of music. Leverkühn elaborates: “The more 
discordant a chord is, the more notes it contains contrasting 
and conflicting with each other, the more polyphonic it is, and 
the more markedly every single note bears the stamp of the 
part already in the simultaneous sound-combination.”10 When 
Leverkühn prefers the part (the isolated note) over the whole-
ness of the chord, he argues for an understanding of music as 
an affectless field of expression in which there is little room for 
a notion such as melody which, traditionally, connotes tune-
fulness and plenitude. Indeed, the exchange of affect and 
expression for a “chilly, rationalistic wisdom” is exactly what 
Oscar Bie – unaware of the ideological connotations twentieth-
century history would bestow on melody – in the July 1916 
issue of The Musical Quarterly deplores about modernist music 
which he finds himself “unable to admit even the semblance of 
melody.”11 

 
 9  Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus: The Life of the German Composer Adrian Leverkühn as 

Told by a Friend, trans. Helen Tracy Lowe-Porter (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1948) 74. 
 10  Mann, Doctor Faustus, 74. 
 11  Bie, “Melody,” 402. 
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Melody vs Literary Modernism 
Literary modernism, with its attempts to emulate visual and mu-
sical models, has tended to privilege the “vertical” relationships 
afforded by counterpoint and/or (dis-)harmony, placing the em-
phasis on simultaneity rather than linearity, which includes the 
“horizontal” development of melody. From Mallarmé’s Coup de 
Dés to Marinetti’s parole in libertà and on to further develop-
ments in concrete and sound poetry, such an aesthetics results 
in a wide range of (verbi-voco-visual) experiments with counter-
point, stream-of-consciousness, “simultaneous” interior 
monologues, as well as other, lesser-known inventions such as 
Amy Lowell’s “polyphonic” or “contrapuntal” prose patterns, 
which first appeared in the volume Can Grande’s Castle in 1918 
and was originally inspired by Paul Fort’s experiments with 
“rhythmic prose.” Lowell’s circular, contrapuntal patterns were 
largely based on “the long, flowing cadence of oratorical 
prose.”12 Their “musical” and poetic quality relied on “the recur-
rence of a dominant thought or image, coming in irregularly and 
in varying words, but still giving the spherical effect… impera-
tive in all poetry.”13  

If modernism is defined by its aversion to linearity, unicity, 
identity and closure and its fascination with the antipodal cate-
gories of disjunction, fragmentation, alienation and process, 
then melody belongs to the former series. Melody develops in 
time and necessarily involves repetition and/or variation as well 
as changing patterns of duration that undergo various structural 
and textural changes. In order to qualify as a melody a musical 
segment must be perceived as a single entity by the listener be-
cause (and despite the fact that) it is repeated throughout the 
piece in identical or slightly different forms. In other words, the 
effects of the melody must be cumulative and detectable in a 
way that allows the listener to memorize it and appropriate it in 
a durable way. The main criteria required for such an appropria-
tion of a melodic segment would thus seem to be (1) its 
(relative) simplicity and continuity within the segment/unit or, in 
the case of so-called ‘complex’ melodies, its capacity to “de-
tach” itself from other more narrative, impressionistic or 
abstract parts; (2) its repetition throughout the piece, which 

 
 12  Amy Lowell, Can Grande’s Castle (New York: Macmillan, 1918) 12. 
 13  Lowell, Can Grande’s Castle, 15. My emphasis. 
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guarantees its “memorability” and ensures a perceptual re-
sponse to a certain degree of regularity, familiarity, stability and 
continuity: it is necessary to repeat the melodic segment at least 
once to be able to isolate it from the rest of the piece, as such it 
comes close to the function of the leitmotiv or “refrain” (> Old 
French “refraindre,” “to repeat”). These features are basically 
what distinguishes, say, Deep Purple’s clear-cut theme in 
“Smoke on the Water” from the more disjunctive tactics of 
Boulez’s Marteau sans maître in which the complex lacings and 
transitions between the musical lines defeat the listener’s at-
tempts to isolate them and figure out where they begin and 
where they end. In the case of the Deep Purple classic, the 
“Smoke on the Water” passage is the “clou-motive […] around 
which the rest of the melody is diluted, as if resting and waiting 
for the return of the motive.”14 Melody, in other words, marks 
the affective (at least from the perspective of the average lis-
tener’s perspective, who wants “more of that,” who longs for 
the riff to return) rather than the analytical memory.  

Because it has tended to be associated with the expression 
of a single voice (unencumbered by harmony and polyphony), a 
“melodic vocal minimum,” a “spoken melody” which keeps “the 
sound on the same pitch for a syllable or more,”15 the study of 
melody seems particularly relevant to a formal analysis of liter-
ary artefacts insofar as it epitomizes the nightmare from which 
modern literature has desperately tried to awaken: the difficulty 
for the two-dimensional page to truly aspire to the condition of 
music, a nightmare which reaches a climax in countless modern-
ist works that seek to emulate the harmonic, polyphonic and 
contrapuntal strategies of music by opting for an aesthetics of 
disjunction and simultaneity. While it is true that the listener 
must experience a sense of closure to perceive melody, the po-
tential for segmentation and memorization I described earlier 
increases with our capacity to recognize the melodic segment 
and “return” to it in a way which relates to a multiplicity of aes-
thetic and non-aesthetic factors such as the recognizability of a 
melodic line within a given cultural or generic framework, the 
sheer complexity and length of the melodic segments or the 
temporal distance that separates them within the piece, all of 

 
 14  Stefani, “Melody,” 26. 
 15  Stefani, “Melody,” 23-24. 
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which play an important part in augmenting or diminishing our 
potential for identification and appropriation. 

Unsurprisingly, the definitions we have considered so far 
situate contemporary melody on the side of popular culture 
and/or the arrière-garde. Melody thus appears as the “familiar, 
the friendly face of music,” “a relatively autonomous part of a 
musical piece” which listeners identify as being “the same mel-
ody in different arrangements and contexts”16  and for which 
they develop a particular fondness. It stands out as the dimen-
sion of music which everyone can hum, sing, or dance to. Just 
like a Boulez or Schönberg piece does not make you pick up 
your dancing shoes, modernist literature itself hardly lodges it-
self readily in your mind.  

It appears that what survives of melody in both modernist 
music and writing comes in shreds. As Christopher Butler has 
noted, the patches of expressive melody modernist experimental 
music retains “seem to lack conventional relationships to one 
another” 17  due to the absence of identifiable tonal reference 
points (in Schönberg) or to rhythmic disjunctions which seem 
“detached from melodic reasoning.”18 Modernist writing, in its 
attempts to emulate musical models, has tended to privilege the 
“vertical” relationships afforded by harmony (or dishar-
mony/dissonance, for that matter), placing the emphasis on 
simultaneity rather than linearity, which includes the “horizon-
tal” development of melody. It is not that melody disappears 
from experimental modernist poetry or fiction but the very con-
cept of the interior monologue, for instance, largely echoes 
Leverkühn’s praise of polyphony, and his conception of the 
chord as a contrapuntal space where “the movement of voices” 
resist integration into the harmonic texture of the piece and re-
tain, to some extent, their independent character.  

 
Stein’s Sonatinas: From Melody to Melodicity 
One way of exploring the relationships between literary modern-
ism and “popular” melody would be to focus on the historical 
avant-garde’s assimilation, transformations and disfigurations of 
melodic material, with examples drawn from, say, Dada’s ex-

 
 16  Stefani, “Melody,” 21. 
 17  Christopher Butler, Early Modernism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994) 48. 
 18  Butler, Early Modernism, 48. 
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perimental Cabaret and Italian Futurist music-hall or from the 
countless citational and allusive uses of popular songs in other, 
less performance-oriented modernist works. Literary modern-
ism’s take on melody is of course as varied as there are 
modernist writers: when James Joyce cites and alludes to bal-
lads and music hall songs in Ulysses these turn into fleeting and 
isolated points of anchorage in strange surroundings. As we will 
see, when Gertrude Stein takes on board melody she makes us 
revisit the musical fragmentation championed by Leverkühn in a 
rather different way, one which suggests that the persistence 
and transformations of “melodicity” – by which I stress the 
functioning of melody as opposed to its commoditized end result 
– and of the concurrent notion of “memorability,” can be de-
tected in the very texture of some of the most radical 
experiments of the modernist literary avant-garde.  

Gertrude Stein’s musical illiteracy did not stop her from com-
posing what she called “sonatinas.” Since she never wrote them 
down, we know very little about these peculiar piano pieces ex-
cept that they were improvised on the white keys of the piano 
only and that they somehow inspired a section from from Bee 
Time Vine and Other Pieces (1913-1927) entitled “A Sonatina 
Followed by Another” (1921) – in the opening paragraph of the 
section Stein expresses her love for and gratitude to Alice Tok-
las and urges her to sing songs and surrender to the more liberal 
manners of “the South,” where the power of “song” is equated 
with the freedom to (presumably) abandon the “games” and 
“repetitions” which gives a euphemistic expression to their rela-
tionship and allows them to fully surrender to the life of the 
senses out in the open19: 

 
Thank you very much, how often I have thanked you, how of-
ten I have cause to thank you. How often I do thank you. 
Thank you very much.  
And what would you have me do. 
I would have you sing songs to your little Jew. 

 
 19  The piece is probably a reference to their summer trips to Italy, Spain and the South of 

France. As for the affectionate reference to the “little Jew,” it darkly prefigures their 
situation in Nazi-occupied France, more specifically in the small village of Bilignin where 
they began to spend part of the year from the 1920s onwards, a place where they man-
aged to escape deportation in Nazi-occupied France thanks to the retrospectively 
embarrassing protection of Vichy collaborator Bernard Faÿ. 
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Not in the form of games not in the way of repetitions. Repeti-
tions are in your first manner and now we are in the South and 
the South is not in the North. In the North we resist even when 
we are kissed and in the South we are kissed on the mouth. No 
sonatina can make me frown.20 
 

Stein’s friend the composer Virgil Thomson claimed that “Satie’s 
piano music and Stein’s Tender Buttons had changed his life” 
and would seem to refer to Stein’s musical “compositions” in 
his “Piano Sonata No. 3, on white keys for Gertrude Stein.” 
Thomson’s dedication may also be a reference to Stein’s fond-
ness for Erik Satie. Upon hearing Socrate performed for her by 
Thomson, Stein labelled herself “a Satie enthusiast.” 21  The 
sheer melodic and rhythmic simplicity of Socrate, reflecting the 
composer’s desire to make the piece sound “white and pure like 
antiquity” 22  (allegedly, to achieve this “whiteness,” Satie 
claimed that he had resolved to eat only white foods while 
composing the piece) may have inspired some of Stein’s own 
compositional constraints.  

John Herbert Gill offers another, more dubious explanation for 
Stein’s decision to “limit her range” as a writer of “sonatinas”: 

 
It may have had something to do with her lifelong preoccupa-
tion with the number five. Her father’s insistence on having 
exactly five children had meant that two of the original Stein 
children had died in order that Gertrude and her brother Leo 
could be born. It would be consistent with her superstitious 
fear of that number that she would choose to leave those five 
black keys alone.23 

 
There is, of course, another, more obvious explanation: Stein, 
who could not read, write or play music did what most begin-
ners do when they sit in front of a piano and are seized by an 
urge to fiddle with the instrument. If you randomly play the 
white notes you will inevitably end up improvising something on 
various diatonic scales without being exposed to the risks and 
delights of dissonance and disharmony. Stein’s use of the term 
 

 20  Gertrude Stein, Bee Time Vine (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953) 31. 
 21  Peter Dickinson, “Stein Satie Cummings Thomson Berners Cage: Towards a Context for 

the Music of Virgil Thomson,” The Musical Quarterly, 77.3 (1986): 399. 
 22  Grove Music Online, s.v. “Satie, Erik”:  www.oxfordmusiconline.com. Satie’s Menus 

Propos Enfantins (1913) also makes a systematic use of the white notes.   
 23  John Herbert Gill, “The Music of Gertrude Stein”: www.gertrude-stein.com 
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“sonatina” (literally “a small sonata”: an ill-defined genre which 
generally capitalizes on brevity, lightness and technical simplic-
ity) indicates that she considered these attempts (which she 
always performed in private) as a minor exercise in amateurish 
improvisation. Stein herself, in sketching her piano playing in 
Everybody’s Autobiography, likens the black keys to chords and 
harmony (“black keys are too harmonious and you never want 
to do a chord.”24 Although this explanation does not appear to 
make much sense, there is, perhaps a Steinian logic to it: the 
combination of white and black keys – as opposed to the white 
keys with which you can improvise and infinite number of melo-
dies based, say, on the sole C Major scale – suggest more 
complex and sophisticated forms of chordal and harmonic simul-
taneities. Furthermore, Stein, as Bryony Randall recently noted, 
did not share the typical modernist valorisation of simultaneity 
over succession.25 The white keys, one can think along with 
Stein, stretch out on an uninterrupted horizontal plane and ap-
pear to invite improvisation in the continuous present – the time 
dimension Stein wanted her writing to express. 26  What the 
white keys stand for, then, is an ever-developing melody which 
knows neither beginning not end.  

Going by these “white key” sonatinas, it would seem Stein’s 
writing encourages actual melody-making. Virgil Thomson took 
on this challenge by setting a couple of Stein pieces to music. 
Even a quick look at the score of Thomson’s 1929 score for 
Stein’s “Portrait of F.B,” however, reveals that Thomson’s take 
on melody differs from Stein’s.27 Thomson’s neoclassicism (not 
to speak of his fondness for popular songs and hymns) confers to 
Stein’s words the memorable “melodicity” they arguably lack on 
the page. The appeal of melody, for Stein, lay not in the notion’s 
connotations like tunefulness or regular repetition, although like 
her modernist peers she too sprinkled her work with shreds of 
popular songs and Mother Goose fragments, but in its going on – 
the white keys stretching out. The capacity for Stein’s work to be 
memorized and “appropriated” by readers, not surprisingly, is of-

 
 24  Gertrude Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography (Cambridge: Exact Change, 1993) 236. 
 25  Bryony Randall, Modernism, Daily Time and Everyday Life (Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 2007) 104. 
 26  For a contextualized account of Stein’s notion of the “continuous present” see Stephen 

Kern, The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918 (Cambridge and London: Harvard Uni-
versity Press 2003) 85-86. 

 27  Dickinson, “Stein Satie Cummings Thomson Berners Cage,” 402. 
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ten defeated not just by its unorthodox use of syntax and seman-
tic obscurity but also by the sheer length of her texts. As Peter 
Dickinson puts it, “because of the length of her writings, Stein 
herself is only memorable in patches: “Pigeons in the grass, alas” 
or “[Rose is a] Rose is a Rose is a Rose.”28  

Likewise, Modernist experimental music, whether of the 
Schönbergian or Stravinskian type – pace Adorno – can still re-
tain individual patches of expressive melodicity but these – to 
quote from Christopher Butler’s Early Modernism – “seem to lack 
conventional relationships to one another” due to the absence of 
identifiable tonal reference points (Schönberg) or to rhythmic dis-
junctions which seem “detached from melodic reasoning.” 29 
Thomson’s adaptations, by contrast, Dickinson writes: 

 
refer to the past, the hymns and popular songs of his Missouri 
childhood combined with Classical music. This range of refer-
ence, a type of neo-classicism, is far broader than Stein’s, who 
said she wanted to “recreate the word,” and who, according to 
Riding and Graves, sterilized words of their history. Thomson’s 
strength is that he does not do this. It is impossible: a triad is a 
triad is a triad.30 
 

“Four Saints in Three Acts,” Stein’s first major collaboration 
with Thomson (1927-28), was first performed in 1934, at a 
time when she was actively engaging with the expressive mu-
sicality of words as sounds while simultaneously growing more 
and more distrustful of her own fascination with “the beauty 
of sounds” and singing.31 In “Portraits and Repetitions,” she 
opposes the “strict discipline” which characterized the Tender 
Buttons and “early Spanish and Geography and Plays period” 
to the more “musical” texts that followed (she mentions 
“Susie Asado” and “Preciosilla” which had produced “an ex-
traordinary melody of words and a melody of excitement”). 
Stein’s fear of becoming “drunk with the melody of words” led 
to the composition of a libretto which first created some em-
barrassment for Thomson. Thomson’s ambivalent attitude to 
Stein’s “Four Saints in Three Acts,” which he first received in 
June 1927, best summarizes his approach to the musicality 
 

 28  Dickinson, “Stein Satie Cummings Thomson Berners Cage,” 403. 
 29  Butler, Early Modernism, 48. 
 30  Dickinson, “Stein Satie Cummings Thomson Berners Cage,” 403. 
 31 Ulla Dydo, A Stein Reader (Evanston, Northwestern University Press, 1993) 178. 
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and “melodicity” of Stein’s texts. While remaining faithful to 
his motto that “anything can be set to music,” Thomson ex-
pressed his reservations about the fact that Stein had not 
assigned parts to individual singers and that the text thus 
looked like “one compact mass of words”32 to him, a response 
which reflected his incapacity to relate her words to specific 
meanings or emotions and inevitably urged him to investigate 
and develop the sonic and rhythmic potentialities of the piece. 

In a rare instance where she commented upon the meanings 
of the libretto, Stein, zooming in on the opera’s most famous 
passage, “Pigeons on the grass alas…,” indirectly accounts for 
the difficulties readers like Thomson experience in emotionally 
or indeed “melodically” appropriating the “mass of words” that 
made up her text: 

 
That is simple I was walking in the gardens of the Luxembourg 
in Paris it was the end of summer the grass was yellow I was 
sorry that it was the end of summer and I saw the big fat pi-
geons in the yellow grass and I said to myself, pigeons on the 
yellow grass, alas, and I kept on writing pigeons on the grass, 
alas, short longer grass short longer longer shorter yellow grass 
pigeons on the grass pigeons large pigeons on the shorter 
longer yellow grass, alas pigeons on the grass, and I kept on 
writing until I had emptied myself of the emotion. If a mother is 
full of her emotion toward a child in the bath the mother will 
talk and talk and talk until the emotion is over and that’s the 
way a writer is about an emotion.33 

 
Stein’s cathartic use of repetition can be considered in the light 
of Adorno’s famous opposition between Stravinsky’s “regres-
sive” use of rhythm and the uncommodifiable syntax of 
Schoenberg’s music. Adorno compares the song of the Sirens 
to Stravinsky’s power to “attract all those who wish to rid 
themselves of their ego,”34 dancing their subjectivity away and 
giving up on all hopes of resistance to commodification. Seen 
from Adorno’s rather Manichean perspective, it would be 
tempting to consider Stein – whose work had long been lik-
ened to serialism and proto-minimalism – as the epitome of a 
site of resistance to the process of self-annihilation allegedly 

 
 32  Watson, Prepare for Saints, 47. 
 33  Cited in Watson, Prepare for Saints, 48. 
 34  Adorno, The Philosophy of Modern Music, 197. 
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enacted by Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring. (Stein’s celebrated use 
of repetition-with-variation is based on the use of a limited 
number of simple linguistic units and therefore invites a com-
parison with musical composition and, in particular, serialism 
and its later minimalist developments.) Only a reductive vision 
of Stein’s œuvre, however, would surrender such conclusions 
as it would have to ignore her interest in incorporating diverse 
elements of popular culture ranging from cookbooks, primers, 
detective stories and slapstick comedy. 

More fundamentally, the peculiar cathartic function of 
Stein’s repetition-with-variation would thus seem to lead to a 
gradual move towards a kind of writing whose “abstract” 
character – far from being a mere attempt to emulate the 
strategies of pictorial Cubism as is so often argued – enacts 
the potential of repetition to gradually “purge” words of their 
denotative and connotative meanings. Thomson’s attempts to 
“mainstreamize” and affectively re-activate the “impressive 
obscurity” of Stein’s libretto (and re-establish a linear continu-
ity which is missing in her writing) are in tune with his 
conscious decision to write an opera that would exchange the 
demands of modernist classical music for the cadences of the 
American language. The composer felt at the time that “mod-
ernist music – saturated with dissonance, descended from the 
pre-World War I triumvirate of Stravinsky, Schoenberg, and 
Debussy – had arrived at its end point.” In Thomson’s words: 

 
I had a moment of truth if you wish in which I said, “This is old-
fashioned and there is very little profit to be derived in trying to 
continue it beyond the recent masters.” What I had better do is 
to write as things come into my head rather than with a preoc-
cupation of making it stylish and up to date, and it was by the 
discipline of spontaneity, which I had come into contact through 
reading Gertrude Stein, that made my music simple.35  
 

What remains scattered throughout the writing, and therefore 
difficult to appropriate affectively or physically, is foregrounded 
in Thomson’s adaptation of Stein’s texts. Thomson drew on 
vast repertoires of popular traditions ranging from marches, 
Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, American hymns and children’s 
songs – and the crowds loved him for it. After attending the 
 

 35  Cited in Watson, Prepare for Saints, 49-50. 



[42] 

premiere of the opera Carl Van Vechten wrote Stein that he 
had not “seen a crowd more excited since Sacre du Printemps” 
and even Wallace Stevens, who was very skeptical at first, 
was carried away by the show and declared that “the opera 
immediately becomes a delicate and joyous work all around.”36 
Thomson’s “disciplined spontaneity,” which he claims to have 
learnt from Stein, was thus complemented and strengthened 
by an apparent simplicity which was “arrived at through the 
most elaborate means.”37 Another famous member of the au-
dience, the art historian Alfred Barr is reported to have been so 
amazed by the performance that he looked up and exclaimed 
to the people around him “Well, I’m not drunk,”38 unwittingly 
confirming Stein’s worst fears about the intoxicating power of 
language as sound/music which she expressed above in her 
discussion of the genesis of her libretto.  

Yet Thomson’s “simple” music leaves little room for the 
purging/cathartic spiral that is Stein’s text. Where Thomson 
celebrates the baroque gamut of things coming into his head, 
Stein scrutinizes her spontaneous input via relentless, repeti-
tive “talk and talk and talk.” Whatever we may think of 
Thomson’s “transformation,” “democratization” or, “main-
streamizing” of Stein’s text, the least one can say is that it 
neutralizes, to some extent, Stein’s proto-Cagean, pre-
Warholian, you-name-it, aesthetics of boredom, a category 
which Fredric Jameson, writing about Raymond Roussel and 
video art, considers as an essential part of cultural production 
and reception.39 For Jameson boredom “can always be used 
productively as a precious symptom of our own existential, 
ideological, and cultural limits, an index of what has to be re-
fused in the way of other people’s cultural practices and their 
threat to our own rationalizations about the nature and value 
 

 36 Carl Van Vechten to Gertrude Stein, Hartford, 8 February 1934, cited in The Flowers of 
Friendship: Letters Written to Gertrude Stein, ed. Donald Gallup (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1953) 275; Wallace Stevens to Harriet Monroe, February 12, 1934, cited in Wat-
son, Prepare for Saints, 279. 

 37  Watson, Prepare for Saints, 50. 
 38  Watson, Prepare for Saints, 279. 
 39  The extent to and conditions in which Stein’s text was “mainstreamized” by Thomson is 

of course subject to discussion. I am grateful to Sarah Posman for her astute comments 
on an earlier version of this essay. As she rightly points out, via Daniel Albright’s analysis 
of “Four Saints in Three Acts,” a number of aspects of Stein’s “radical experiment” were 
in tune with Thomson’s adaptation. See Sarah Posman, “Response to Michel Delville,” 
New Conceptions of Literary Dynamics, eds. Jan Baetens, Dirk de Geest and Jürgen Piet-
ers (Brussels: VWK, 2008) 93-94.  
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of art.”40 By converting Stein’s libretto into a saleable com-
modity, a successful Broadway show, Thomson deprives it of 
one of its most subversive qualities, namely that of eliciting 
“boredom and panic” on the part of the reader, two responses 
which are, in Jameson’s words, “appropriate reactions and a 
recognition of the meaning of that particular aesthetic act” of 
“outright aggressivity.”41 
 
In Anticipation of the Loop: Textual Melody  
If not exactly through Thomson’s music, which turns Stein’s 
text into a merry myriad of American melodies, then, how can 
we understand Stein’s investing in melody? When Stein en-
gages with melody as such – as in the following excerpt from 
Mrs Reynolds – it is often in the form of poems inspired by the 
tender-cruel cadences of children’s songs and nursery rhymes:  

 
Angel Harper was forty-six 
Exactly forty-six. 
Really when Angel Harper was forty-six he was in a fix. 
And so was anyone. And every one. Believe it or not it is true 
and it made every one pretty blue.  
 

“Red Roses,” another much earlier example taken from Tender 
Buttons, also possesses a similar highly-alliterated singsong 
quality, and which is also reminiscent of a nursery rhyme or, 
for that matter, of the “childish chatter” of Satie’s white-note 
Enfantines: 

 
A cool red rose and a pink cut pink, a collapse and a sold hole, 
a little less hot.  
 

I would like to end this chapter by suggesting that the melodic-
ity of Stein’s writings is also inextricably linked with her use of 
the loop, a technique I have analyzed and theorized elsewhere 
and whose extra-literary avatars will be examined further in 
Chapter 9. As Livio Belloï and myself have argued in our read-
ings of her “portraits” of Picasso and Nadelman, Stein’s 

 
 40  Fredric Jameson, Signatures of the Visible (New York & London: Routledge, 1991) 72. 
 41  Jameson, Signatures of the Visible, 73. 
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experiments with the loop must be distinguished from more or-
thodox forms of repetition:42  

 
What is at stake in Stein’s loops is more than just the reduction 
of language and the subject to a moment of repetition. Stein’s 
looping prose is perhaps best understood in the light of 
Deleuze’s understanding of variation as a feature which is “not 
added to repetition in order to hide it, but is rather its condition 
or constitutive element, the interiority of repetition par excel-
lence. Such is indeed the effect of the loop which necessarily 
returns us to a previous segment to which it retrospectively 
confers the quality of being “repetitive” by virtue of its differ-
ence from pervious and later segments… another notable 
consequence of the literary loop is that the segment to which 
the reader “returns” can no longer be read as a primary text – 
it can only be reread in the light of further developments it un-
dergoes in the subsequent paragraphs of the piece. 
 

Stein’s use of the loop as a constraint which is both procedure 
and process – a device which “returns upon itself” and thereby 
undermines traditional expectations regarding narrative, de-
scriptive and syllogistic progression and closure – consolidates 
her position both as an odd fish in literary modernist waters 
(unlike her most of her contemporaries Stein does not consider 
repetition as an expression of the alienating repetitiveness of 
modern life), an emulator of cinematic techniques (an aspect of 
her work examined in the previous chapter of this book) and a 
precursor of developments in minimalist music.43 As the “Pi-
geons on the grass alas” passage of “Four Saints in Three 
Acts” shows, one of the most striking features of Stein’s work 
is her decision to incorporate and complicate repetition44 as a 
key structural feature of her prose. This method would seem to 
confirm Jameson’s thesis that one way of neutralizing the 

 
 42  Livio Belloï & Michel Delville, “Understanding the Loop: Gertrude Stein and Martin 

Arnold,” ed. Louis Armand, Hidden Agendas: Unreported Poetics (Prague: Litteraria 
Pragensia, 2010) 198-209. 

 43  See Belloï & Delville, “Understanding the Loop,” 206-7.  
 44  The first paragraphs of the excerpt, which are sung by Saint Ignatius, have a tentative, 

stuttering quality which climaxes in a final section (beginning with “Let Lucy Lily…”) 
which is sung by a chorus of female saints and seems to emulate the trilling cadences of 
the songs of the white birds attached to the players’ wrists at the February 6, 1934 pre-
miere of the opera. 
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deadening effects of repetition is to incorporate it into the very 
texture of the writing:45 

 
Pigeons on the grass alas. 
Pigeons on the grass alas. 
Short longer grass short longer longer shorter yellow grass. Pi-
geons large pigeons on the shorter longer yellow grass alas 
pigeons on the grass.  
If they were not pigeons what were they. 
If they were not pigeons on the grass alas what were they. He 
had heard of a third and he asked about it it was a magpie in 
the sky. If a magpie in the sky on the sky can not cry if the pi-
geon on the grass alas can alas and to pass the pigeon on the 
grass alas and the magpie in the sky on the sky and to try and 
to try alas on the grass alas the pigeon on the grass the pigeon 
on the grass and alas. They might be very well they might be 
very well very well they might be.  
Let Lucy Lily Lily Lucy Lucy let Lucy Lucy Lily Lily Lily Lily Lily 
let Lily Lucy Lucy let Lily. Let Lucy Lily.46  
 

As Kenneth Rexroth has written, “Gertrude Stein showed, 
among other things, that if you focus your attention on ‘please 
pass the butter,’ and put it through enough permutations and 
combinations, it begins to take on a kind of glow, the splendor 
of what is called ‘an aesthetic object.’”47 As Stein herself con-
fesses, detailing her portraitist ambitions to fathom a person, 
she was “enormously interested in hearing how everybody said 
the same thing over and over again with infinite variations but 
over and over again until finally if you listened with great in-
tensity you could hear it rise and fall and tell all that there was 
inside them.”48  

A book-length study of Stein’s loops would have to include 
other examples which show affinities with other, more specific 
forms of generic repetition. Stein’s explicit engagement with 
patriarchal culture in “Patriarchal Poetry,” for example, con-
tains the following litany-like list of culinary precepts: 

 
 

 45  Jameson, Signatures of the Visible, 18-19. 
 46  Gertrude Stein, “Four Saints in Three Acts,” Selected Writings of Gertrude Stein, ed. Carl 

van Vechten (New York: Vintage Books, 1990) 604-5. 
 47  Richard Kostelanetz, “Introduction” to The Yale Gertrude Stein (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1980) 15. 
 48  Gertrude Stein, Writings, 1932-1946, eds. Catharine Stimpson and Harriet Chessman 

(New York: Library of America, 1998) 272. 
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Patriarchal poetry and not meat on Monday patriarchal poetry 
and meat on Tuesday. Patriarchal poetry and venison on 
Wednesday Patriarchal poetry and fish on Friday Patriarchal 
poetry and birds on Sunday Patriarchal poetry and chickens on 
Tuesday patriarchal poetry and beef on Thursday. Patriarchal 
poetry and ham on Monday patriarchal poetry and pork on 
Thursday patriarchal poetry and beef on Tuesday patriarchal 
poetry and fish on Wednesday Patriarchal poetry and eggs on 
Thursday patriarchal poetry and carrots on Friday patriarchal 
poetry and extras on Saturday patriarchal poetry and venison 
on Sunday Patriarchal poetry and lamb on Tuesday patriarchal 
poetry and jellies on Friday patriarchal poetry and turkeys on 
Tuesday.49 
 

The litany itself is of course a dominant mode in post-WWII 
minimalist music, from John Cage’s Litany for the Whale 
(which calls upon the traditional invocations-and-answers 
structure of Christian liturgy) to Steve Reich’s psalmodic Te-
hilim (1981; the title comes from the Hebrew word for 
“psalm”). Poised between (religious/spiritual) petition and repe-
tition, however, the musicality of Stein’s poem is inextricably 
linked with the poem’s political agenda which distinguishes her 
from her minimalist epigones in that, as Krzysztof Ziarek has 
suggested, “the repetitiveness of grammar, its insistence on 
following rules,” may reflect for Stein “the cultural order which 
links stability with the figure of the father and with patriarchal 
power – the order of sameness, repetition, and predictability 
that erases difference.”50 For Ziarek, this would seem to indi-
cate that one of Stein’s concerns is to combat the 
“phallocratic complicity of traditional grammar with the gram-
mar of culture,” 51 using the list as a means both to expose the 
arbitrary nature of hierarchical rules of representations and un-
dermine it from within. “The end result,” Peter Quartermain 
concludes in his own exegesis of the poem is that “the hierar-
chies are ironed out, and we read the language paratactically, 
nonpatriarchally.”52  

 
 49  Stein, Writings, 1932-1946,  572. 
 50  Krzysztof Ziarek, The Historicity of Experience: Modernity, the Avant-Garde and the Event 

(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2001) 166. 
 51  Ziarek, The Historicity of Experience, 166. 
 52  Peter Quartermain, Disjunctive Poetics: From Gertrude Stein and Louis Zukofsky to Susan 

Howe.(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992) 36. 
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Before we move further into an analysis of the technologi-
cal, narratological and cultural specificities of the loop – to 
which the penultimate chapter of this study is devoted – I 
conclude, then, on the note that Stein’s literary, “pre-
technological” use of the loop paves the way for some of the 
most important attempts to integrate the lessons of serialism 
and post-tonal music into popular culture. The influence of 
Stein on post-WWII composers and its role in facilitating the 
establishment of new relationships between experimental and 
popular art is well-attested from Thomson to Cage (who com-
posed a set of three songs to texts by Stein as early as 1933 
and confessed that he “could only listen to music by Satie and 
Thomson” 53 ); to computer-processed sound poetry (Charles 
Amirkhanian, Larry Wendt); to Soft Machinist Hugh Hopper’s 
1984 (1972); to Tony Bianco’s “Freebeat” experiments; to 
Robert Wilson’s 1996 multimedia stage adaptation of “Four 
Saints in Three Acts” (20 years after his collaboration with 
Philip Glass, another musician influenced by Stein, on Einstein 
on the Beach); and on to the recent looping complexities of 
electronic music with bands such as Autechre and drum’n’bass 
mavericks such as Thomas Jenkinson aka Squarepusher. By 
reversing the logic of temporal understanding and consumption 
of the artwork the loop reactivates the space where complex 
or elusive melodicity might have gone unnoticed. With each 
splicing of the textual tape, it is the ghost of melody which re-
turns with a vengeance, allowing a new stylistic economy to 
delineate itself, building a narrative of tidal, post-serial and 
post-metrical complexities and perplexities. 

 
 53  Dickinson, “Stein Satie Cummings Thomson Berners Cage,” 399. 
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3. Against Extremities 
 
 
 
 
 

Relations and Contraries (1951), Charles Tomlinson’s first po-
etry collection, was published in the United States, where he 
established a considerable reputation before attaining recogni-
tion in England. Tomlinson has described the process of “mental 
emigration” by which he became exposed to American writers 
as the result of an effort to escape from “that suffocation which 
has affected so much English art since the death of Byron.”1 
Within the history of postwar British poetry, Tomlinson’s princi-
pal allies in this endeavor were Basil Bunting, David Jones, 
Geoffrey Hill and other poets who sought to restore “a sense of 
scale that English poetry was to stand in danger of forgetting 
when, after the exhaustions of the war and the end of the Em-
pire, it took its stand on narrowed ground.” 2  Tomlinson’s 
attacks were more specifically directed both against what he 
perceived as the overblown, “apocalyptic” rhetoric of Dylan 
Thomas and the deliberately low key Little Englandism of the 
Movement poets. These complaints found some of their more 
positive expressions in his explorations of American landscapes 
and culture, most notably in American Scenes and Other Poems 
(1984) and Some Americans (1981), which records his contacts 
with Marianne Moore, George Oppen, Louis Zukofsky, Ezra 
Pound and William Carlos Williams (whose Selected Poems he 
edited in 1976). Unsurprisingly, Tomlinson has long been con-
sidered as the epitome of the “mid-Atlantic” poet, a writer 
whose work represents the paradoxical alliance of the local and 
the universal, disjunction and connection, edges and centers, 
fluidity and solidity, pastoralism and cosmopolitanism, tradition 
and modernity, open and closed form. From his early career to 
his most recent collections, Tomlinson has written of his refusal 
to choose between such binaries and oppositions as well of the 
necessity to resolve phenomenological dichotomies. “Choice,” a 

 
 1  Charles Tomlinson, Some Americans: A Personal Record (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1981) 12; 19. 
 2  Charles Tomlinson, The Sense of the Past (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1983) 19. 
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poem from his last collection to date, Cracks in the Universe 
(2006), reads like an ars poetica guiding the reader into a de-
mocracy of objects, replete with infinite plastic possibilities 
which coalesce into a vision of manifold connectedness 
moulded by geological and evolutionary forces: 

 
If I must choose 
between stone and cloud 
let me not refuse 
either, imagining 
that one or the other must be 
foremost in hierarchy 
of thing over thing: 
nothing is king 
in this weather-swept world – 
years shaping stone, 
cloud crowds amassed 
in a single noon, 
and each sight so various 
whatever meets the eye 
seems to stare back at us 
in sharp mutuality.3 
 

Such verse has earned Tomlinson a reputation as “an eccentric 
of the normal,”4 a writer whose objectivist poetics are always 
necessarily mitigated by the necessities of containment and the 
craving for lasting connection. Cracks in the Universe continues 
to celebrate his life-long attraction to the “prison and precision” 
of contained, habitable spaces (“Recalling Orson Welles”), “lucid 
sk[ies]” (“Above the City”), “the invitations of geometry” 
(“Providence”) and the unexpected joys and revelations which 
await the “traveling eye” (“Letting things occur, letting them 
appear / As they will” (“New Jersey-New York”). Because of the 
emphasis on exact observation and accurate, detached descrip-
tion which characterizes Tomlinson’s writing, much critical 
writing has centered on the influence of Marianne Moore as well 
as that of the Objectivist school. Like his Objectivist masters, 
Tomlinson consistently refrains from interposing his feelings or 
personality between himself and his subject. The result is a kind 

 
 3  Charles Tomlinson, Cracks in the Universe (Manchester: Carcanet Press, 2007) 28. 
 4  Contemporary Poets (Sixth Edition), ed. Thomas Riggs (London: St James Press, 1996): 

1118. 
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of poetry whose purpose is not to express the poet’s innermost 
feelings but to bear witness to “the plenitude of facts”5 and 
suggest patterns of relationships between natural phenomena. 
“My theme,” Tomlinson writes, “is relationship”: “the hardness 
of crystals, the facets of cut glass, but also the shirting of light, 
energizing weather which is the combination of sun and frost – 
these are the images for a certain mental climate, components 
for the moral landscape of my poetry in general.”6 With its radi-
cal avoidance of the “pathetic fallacy” and its awareness of the 
necessity to write in a state of fidelity to the dialectical relation-
ship between observer and observed, “Distinctions,” from the 
collection Seeing is Believing (1958), pleads for a poetry of at-
tention and observation, not of introspection. Central to this 
phenomenological poetics is an attempt to capture the complex-
ity of things taken-for granted and to focus on the act of looking 
itself: 

 
The seascape shifts. 
Between the minutest interstices of time  
Blue is blue. 
A pine-branch 
Tugs at the eye: the eye 
Returns to grey-blue, blue-black or indigo 
Or it returns, simply, 
To blue-after-the-pine-branch.7 
 

“Distinctions” seems to take literally Wallace Stevens’s famous 
dictum that “we live in the center of a physical poetry,” and, in 
many ways, Tomlinson’s early books set out to raise poetic 
form to the highest possible degree of physical sobriety. While 
some of the poems contained in The Necklace (1955), such as 
“Nine Variations in a Chinese Winter Setting” and “Suggestions 
for the Improvement of a Sunset,” are ostentatiously indebted 
to Stevens’s Harmonium (1923), the most Stevensian features 
of The Necklace and Seeing Is Believing include an interest in 
the interdependence of mind and world and an ability to capture 
the essential lines, angles and surfaces of natural landscapes. 

 
 5  Peter R. King, Nine Contemporary Poets: A Critical Introduction (London: Methuen, 1979) 

50. 
 6  Cited in Brian John, The World as Event: The Poetry of Charles Tomlinson (Montreal: 

McGill University-Queen’s University Press, 1989) 42. 
 7  Charles Tomlinson, Collected Poems (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985) 21. 
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Acknowledging his debt to Stevens, Tomlinson has nonetheless 
provided a corrective to narrow interpretations of his work as 
essentially epigonic by emphasizing that he had “far more inter-
est in the particulars of a landscape or an object than Stevens.”8 
“Stevens,” he adds, “rarely makes one see anything in detail for 
all his talk about a physical universe.”9  

Tomlinson has also distanced himself from Stevens’s insis-
tence upon the predominance of the perceiving subject over the 
thing observed, claiming that his own poems reject the authority 
of the creative self and seek to “[accord] objects their own exis-
tence.”10 Responding to the tension between the inconstancy 
and impermanence of the natural world and mankind’s yearning 
for stability and order, Tomlinson’s constant search for “rela-
tions and contraries” is founded on a relationship of equality 
between perceiver and perceived. Octavio Paz has aptly defined 
this dialectical process as a quest not for “the ‘thing in itself’ or 
the ‘thing in myself’ but rather things in that moment of indeci-
sion when they are on the point of generation or degeneration. 
The moment they appear or disappear before us, before they 
form as objects in our minds or dissolve in our forgetfulness.”11 
Because of the abundance of natural scenes in his poetry, 
Tomlinson is known to many as a descriptive poet and a writer 
of landscape poetry. His “pictorial eye,” combined as it is with 
an abiding concern with realism and precision of observation, 
reflects his ambition to emulate what he describes elsewhere as 
the “unmannered exactness” of John Constable’s art. Not sur-
prisingly, Tomlinson’s own poetic homage to the English painter, 
in “A Meditation on John Constable,” of which more will be said 
later, stresses his capacity to “forgo all pathos” and turn paint-
ing into a science… an inquiry into the laws of nature.”12  

 
“Reachieving Dissonance”: Tomlinson’s Schoenberg 
It would be a mistake to dwell too long on Tomlinson’s skills as 
a descriptive, “painterly” poet. Since the late 1960s, he has 
shown himself willing and able to tackle a variety of poetic 

 
 8  Ian Hamilton, “Four Conversations,” London Magazine 4 (November 1964): 83. 
 9  Hamilton, “Four Conversations,” 83. 
 10  Charles Tomlinson, The Necklace (London: Oxford University Press, 1966) 5. 
 11  Cited in Charles Tomlinson, In Black and White: The Graphics of Charles Tomlinson 

(Cheadle: Carcanet  
Press, 1976) 8. 

 12  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 33. 
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modes and genres such as the poem-essay, the prose poem or 
the historical poem. The more discursive and analytical aspects 
of his work are most apparent in such collections as The Way In 
(1969), The Way of a World (1974) and The Door in the Wall 
(1992), in which he engages with subjects as diverse as Mal-
larmé’s sonnets (“Oppositions”), the Russian Revolution 
(“Prometheus”), the death of Trotsky (“Assassin”), or AIDS 
(“Ode to San Francisco”). An earlier poem such as “Ode to Ar-
nold Schoenberg,” from the collection A Peopled Landscape 
(1963), already represents a departure from the “visual poetry” 
of the early collections. Responding to a performance of 
Schoenberg’s Concerto for Violin (1936), Tomlinson writes: 

 
in the liberation of the dissonance 
beauty would seem discredited 
and yet it is not: 
redefined 
it may be reachieved,  
thus to proceed 
through discontinuities  
to the whole in which  
discontinuities are held 
like the foam in chalcedony  
the stone, enriched 
by the tones’ impurity. 

 
Clearly, Tomlinson’s emphasis on the resolution of dissonance 
into consonance and the possible “re-achievement” of disconti-
nuity into continuity in Schoenberg’s dodecaphonic system 
(“The twelve notes… and their reflection: / let there be / 
unity”13) makes for a very conservative reading of the values of 
the composer’s technical innovations, which many would see as 
a reaction to what was felt by the early twentieth-century 
avant-garde as a deep sense of a crisis between art and history, 
the past and the present, tradition and innovation, the individual 
and society – not to mention Schoenberg’s own attacks against 
the well-established tonal and structural reference points gov-
erning European laws of harmony.  

This being said, Tomlinson’s poem may help us understand 
some of the methodological issues that arise from Schoenberg’s 

 
 13  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 103. 
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work and, indeed, from any innovatory method that purports to 
reject the codified harmonies and proportions of past musical or 
poetic traditions. Tomlinson’s attempts to draw analogical links 
between the changing patterns of atonal music also bear on his 
own compositional techniques. Indeed, the suggestion that the 
complex designs of Schoenberg’s concerto only appear to be 
random until scrutinized closely also relates to the poet’s appro-
priation and transformation of American modernism. As the 
“Ode to Arnold Schoenberg” suggests, Tomlinson’s use, in sev-
eral poems contained in A Peopled Landscape, of the “triadic” or 
“three-ply” line of Williams’s late phase, in particular, is a good 
example of his tendency to transform American “open” forms 
into a rather more controlled and measured exercise. The main 
purpose of the three-ply line, Tomlinson himself has explained, 
is to “[let] the look of the poem on the page prompt and regu-
late through the eye the precise tone of the voice.”14 “The short 
lines of these poems,” he adds, “are not be read staccato: they 
are intended to be full of the rubato of daily speech, to be kept 
in flowing movement like a melody, to be felt out against their 
accompanying silence.” 15  As critics have pointed out, 
Tomlinson’s wish to reconcile the tentativeness of Williams’s 
“staggered tercet” with the more recognisable rhythmical ef-
fects of traditional English metres and/or the rhythms of 
everyday conversation seems to reflect a utopian impulse to-
wards a kind of “measured freedom” contained by the 
perspective of harmony and the resolution of openness into 
form. (Paul Mariani, for instance, has interpreted the resurgence 
of metric regularity observable in Tomlinson’s “step-down lines” 
as symptomatic of the poet’s propensity to “marry the iamb to 
the variable foot.”16) As in Schoenberg’s music, however, the 
internal logic at work in the seemingly irregular patterns of 
Tomlinson’s poem may be so subtle, the repetitions so widely 
spaced, that it takes several readings to discern them. Con-
versely, the disruptive elements that pre-empt any linear reading 
of the poem as a whole thus seem to be liable to blend into an 
unpredictable yet unifiable whole in which all disharmonies are 
somehow reconciled. 

 
 14  Cited in Brian John, The World as Event, 74. 
 15  Cited in John, The World as Event, 74. 
 16  Paul Mariani, A Usable Past: Essays on Modern & Contemporary Poetry (Amherst: 

University of Massachusetts, 1984) 178. 
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Against Extremity 
In “Piazza,” from the collection Skywriting (2003), the speaker 
observes passers-by walking on “travertine, not asphalt” on 
the main square (presumably the Piazza del Popolo) in Ascoli 
Piceno. Considering the sedimentary structure of the limestone 
pavement, he describes the “marble that paviours patterned 
into squares / Each with its slim, stone borders / In a math-
ematic of recession.” Watching “all the generations / Go[ing] 
their measured way,” the speaker turns his attention to a child 
who has discovered “the long line of stone / Slicing the centre 
of the expanse” and proceeds to praises the sense of legacy 
and continuity which causes him to feel “restrained” and 
“pacified.” The poem closes in a final revelation which “map[s] 
our footfalls, / Our swung arms, our slow dance here,” making 
us “for an afternoon the guests of symmetry,” like the child 
treading the marble stones “in this theater of chance.”17 

The suggestion that architectural symmetry provides an an-
tidote to existential contingency goes hand in hand with the 
recognition of the self-structuring effects of the leisurely walk 
in an environment uncontaminated by the jagged cadences of 
modernity. If “rhythm,” like the “slow dance” of the measured 
footsteps of the Ascoli promenade in “Piazza,” “helps the mind 
to think into unity,”18 the point of Tomlinson’s poem is not 
merely to produce order out of chaos or “chance” but, rather, 
to “confirm[] our common bonds”19 (“Ode to Arnold Schoen-
berg”) by putting the emphasis on the discovery of 
“accidents… governed by laws”20 (“Meditation on John Con-
stable”). More generally, Tomlinson’s unflinching faith in poetic 
form as a bastion against psychological and moral chaos 
comes rather close to the New Critics’ endorsement of a poet-
ics of irony, ambiguity and contradiction as a means of 
containing conflict in a tense relationship between polar ten-

 
 17  Charles Tomlinson, Skywriting (Manchester: Carcanet Press, 2003) 22. 
 18  Tomlinson, Skywriting (Manchester: Carcanet Press, 2003) 22. 
 19  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 104. 
 20  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 34. An interesting parallel can be drawn between the formal 

premises of Tomlinson’s adaptation of Williams’s “triple decker” and his quest for patterns 
of definition within the changing and the inconstant. Drawing upon Tomlinson’s unpub-
lished correspondence with Williams, Paul Mariani has interpreted the resurgence of 
metric regularity observable in Tomlinson’s “step-clown fines” as symptomatic of  
the poet’s desire to “marry the iamb to the variable foot” (Paul Mariani, “Tomlinson’s Use 
of the Williams Triad,” Charles Tomlinson: Man and Artist, ed. O’Gorman, Kathleen, ed. 
[Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1988] 64). 
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sions of being. The spatial reorganization of the real and its 
subsequent transformation into a coherent “moral landscape” 
resurfaces in his homage to Georges Braque, “The Miracle of 
the Bottle and the Fishes”: 

 
The eye must stitch 
each half-seen, separate  
identity together 
in a mind delighted and disordered by  
a freshness of the world’s own weather.21 
 

Here, as always, the act of looking itself holds the promise of 
intellectual fulfillment: a “mind delighted” not by the poet’s 
imaginative powers but by the non-egotistical contemplation of 
natural objects. Like “The Miracle of the Bottle and the Fishes,” 
“At the Edge” is illustrative of Tomlinson’s rejection of the lyri-
cal in favor of the phenomenological: “Edges are centres: once 
you have found / Their lines of force, the least of gossamers / 
Leads and frees you, nets you a universe / Whose iridescent 
weave shines true / Because you see it, but whose centre is not 
you.” 22 The notion of the poetic self as beholder of a radiating 
centre outside itself culminates in this image of a supreme, uni-
fying network of truthfulness and freedom. It also echoes 
Tomlinson’s oft-quoted pronouncement that “one does not need 
to go beyond sense experience to some mythic union, that the 
‘I’ can only be responsible in relationship and not by dissolving 
itself away into ecstasy or the Oversoul.23As Tomlinson argues 
in Some Americans, the uncompromising surrender of the self to 
impersonal forces or a “universal soul” – which he sees at work 
in the writings of Whitman, Crane and Emerson, among others – 
signifies “the death of that sense of individual responsibility 
which conscience bids us never to violate even for the most ob-
sessive idea or the most spiritual ideal.”24 Implicit in Tomlinson’s 
remark is a complaint that contemporary poetry all too often 
tends to leave behind its moral responsibilities by playing at the 
ambiguous border between fact and imagination, the speculative 
and the phantasmagoric. More specifically, Tomlinson’s empha-
sis on objectivity and clarity of expression is also deeply related 
 

 21  Charles Tomlinson, The Return (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987) 18. 
 22  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 324. 
 23  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 9. 
 24  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 25. 
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to his dissatisfaction with the visionary, anti-intellectual mood 
which dominated British poetry in the Tate 1940s. In a similar 
way, Tomlinson has distanced himself from the deep sense of 
psychic disorder and cultural decay that characterized European 
modernism (“no Declines / of the West Full Stop”25). Feeling 
that the pendulum has swung to the side of absolute release 
and Spenglerian pessimism, and too far away from measure and 
restraint, Tomlinson has denounced the subjectivist “excesses” 
of Dylan Thomas and other members of the Apocalyptic school. 
By contrast, Tomlinson advocates an astringent, ascetic and, 
some have argued, rather cerebral poetry uncontaminated by 
modernist angst, mythography or symbolism: 

 
When I started writing poetry, I suppose round about 1948, 
the atmosphere was still dominated by Dylan Thomas, and I 
think this prevented many poets from finding their own voice 
and from looking very clearly at the world outside themselves. 
It was mostly the job of articulating their own subjective feel-
ings in a rather cloudy manner, with a good deal of the Thomas 
rhetoric laid on. Now, at this time I happened to have read 
Stevens and Marianne Moore and later I read Williams, and it 
seemed to me that there was a clear way of going to work, so 
that you could cut through this Freudian swamp and say some-
thing clearly, instead of wrapping the whole thing up in a 
rhetoric which is foreign to oneself or which, I think, was in a 
way foreign to my generation, though my generation hadn’t 
found the proper voice.26 

 
In opposition to what he sees as the violent, Freudian, neo-
Romantic “cloudiness” of Thomas’s rhetoric, what emerges 
from Tomlinson’s work is a poetics based on contemplation, 
lucidity and direct encounters with present relations. More of-
ten than not, the poet’s commitment to a kind of writing that 
does not aestheticize itself results in an “elemental poetry of 
surfaces, light, air, water, shadows, stones and silence – a 
succession of radically non-metaphorical images (“It is a real 
one – no more symbolic / Than you or I,” [“The Castle”]) that 
make Tomlinson, to quote from Marianne Moore’s “Poetry,” a 
“literalist of the imagination.”27 

 
 25  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 222. 
 26  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 19. 
 27  Marianne Moore, Complete Poems (London: Penguin, 1994) 36. 
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Recess & Volume 
Because of its commitment to absolute self-effacement and si-
lent contemplation, Tomlinson’s poetry can stand accused of 
delighting the intellect rather than the imagination. In the prose 
poem, “Oppositions” – subtitled “Debate with Mallarmé for 
Octavio Paz” – Tomlinson writes of the poet’s role in 
“rescu[ing] etymology from among the footnotes” in order to 
“turn the thought word into flesh,”28 thereby confirming his 
conception of the poem as an act of naming the world into be-
ing (“We bring / To a kind of birth all we can name / And, 
named, it echoes in us our being”29). The poet thus becomes a 
“hunter of forms”30 whose purpose is to recognize and redefine 
the lines and thresholds of inner and outer landscapes. In the 
closing paragraph of “Skullshapes,” a prose poem contained in 
The Way of a World, Tomlinson writes: “The skull of nature is 
recess and volume. The skull of art – of possibility – is recess, 
volume and also lines – lines of containment, lines of exten-
sion.”31 Suspended between a poetics of possibility and the 
necessity for poetic form to contain and reorganize the frag-
ments of experience, there is indeed a sense in which 
Tomlinson’s poetry is poised between a recognition of the 
changing patterns of the real and an acceptance of the disci-
pline of form. A 1950s poem, “At Holwell Farm,” speaks of 
the “quality of air” that “causes an autumn fire to bum com-
pact, / To cast from a shapely and unrifted core / Its steady 
brightness.”32 “To dwell,” the poem concludes, “is to discern 
the Eden image, to grasp / In a given place and guard it well / 
Shielded in stone. Whether piety / Be natural, is neither the 
poet’s / Nor the builder’s story, but a quality of air, / Such as 
surrounds and shapes an autumn fire / Bringing these sharp 
disparities to bear.”33 In a more recent poem entitled “Against 
Travel,” Tomlinson’s assertion that “the house is a reservoir of 
quiet change”34 is also indicative of how his poetry operates 
along the axis of fluidity and domesticity. Similar descriptions 
of houses and other physical structures suggesting protection, 
 

 28  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 189. 
 29  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 160. 
 30  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 189. 
 31  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 191. 
 32  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 39. 
 33  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 39. 
 34  Charles Tomlinson, Jubilation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) 3. 
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continuity and containment abound in Tomlinson’s poetry. The 
following lines are taken from the “House” section of the 
renga-like Airborn/Hijos del aire (1981), Tomlinson’s second 
collaboration with Octavio Paz, in which the two poets collabo-
rated by writing alternate stanzas of each poem (the poems 
were subsequently translated into English and Spanish by the 
poets themselves). In the first stanza, Paz begins: 

 
House that memory makes out of itself 
between the spaces of blank time – more thought 
than lived and yet more said than thought, 
house that lasts as long as its own sound takes.35 
 

Tomlinson’s continuation of the poem proceeds to represent 
the house as a place of community and stability, an enclosed 
space of shared psychological and moral “solidities” that resist 
the contingencies and disparities of modern life: 

 
house, you began in milk, in warmth, in eating:  
words must retongue your first solidities 
and thought keep fresh your fragrance of bread baking 
of drown in the stagnation of its memories 
 

As if often the case in Tomlinson’s poetry, the point here is to 
seize upon the changing relationship between the mind and its 
immediate environment – a relationship that bears the promise 
of multiplicity and harmony rather than the perspective of failure 
and disjunction. The above-quoted description of Holwell Farm 
as a symbol of pious, if secular, stability is the culmination of 
Tomlinson’s consistently and forcefully conservative worldview. 
As for his political vision that of a pre-industrial and pre-
capitalist community sustained by the power of “ancestral certi-
tude,” 36  it is informed by a wish to resume “England’s 
uninterrupted pastoral.”37 

In The Way of a World (1969) and The Shaft (1978), 
Tomlinson’s interest in the continuities of time and tradition 
finds its expression in a number of poems that revert to histori-
cal events. In these poems, Tomlinson’s preoccupation with 

 
 35  Octavio Paz & Charles Tomlinson, Airborn/Hijos del aire, Octavio Paz, The Collected 

Poems of Octavio Paz: 1957-1987 (New York: New Directions, 1987) 470. 
 36  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 72. 
 37  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 252. 
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history enables him to give more resonance to his attempts to 
transcend the dualisms of emotion and intellect, law and chaos, 
form and formlessness. One of the central themes of a poem 
such as “For Danton” is the assumption that our current failures 
and successes are illuminated by those encapsulated in earlier 
historical and cultural achievements. The poem (which describes 
the French revolutionary’s return to his birthplace, Arcis-sur-
Aube, prior to his arrest, trial and execution) begins thus: “Who 
is the man that stands against this bridge / And thinks that he 
and not the river advances? / Can he not hear the links of con-
sequence / Chiming his life away? Water is time.”38 Tomlinson’s 
poem presents a rather determinist vision of history as regular, 
ongoing flow unaffected by the violence of human ambitions. 
This particular feature of “For Danton” links up with the poet’s 
above-discussed rejection of Romantic extremism and the ego-
tistical sublime: significantly enough, Danton is described as 
“drinking the present with unguarded sense.” 39  He therefore 
fails to understand the implications of the “waterchime” and to 
acknowledge the futility of individual efforts to transcend the 
temporal flux symbolized by the stream’s flow. 

From The Necklace to Cracks in the Universe, Tomlinson has 
sought to prove the superiority of measure and restraint over 
the sense of urgency and excess embodied by Danton, Prome-
theus, Trotsky’s assassin, and a number of other “men of 
extremes” described in The Way of a World and The Shaft. “Ex-
tremity,” he warns in The Way of the World, “hates a given 
good / Or a good gained.”40 To the solipsistic and suicidal im-
pulses of “the time’s / Spoiled children”41 Tomlinson opposes a 
vision derived from the values of community and family life and 
the perennial nature of tradition (“Such treaties as only time it-
self / Can ratify”42). In his later collections, Tomlinson’s interest 
in the definition of self through community has continued to 
manifest itself in landscape poems, travel sketches and anec-
 

 38  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 278. 
 39  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 278. 
 40  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 163. 
 41  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 163. The poem’s main target is “the self-destructive urge 

that lay behind much ‘confessional poetry’ in the 1960s and 70s” (Andrew Motion et al., 
Poem for the Day, Vol. 2 [London: Chatto & Windus, 2005] 15), which includes the 
angst-ridden poetry of Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton and Robert Lowell. Considering the 
amount of psychological suffering which characterized the lives of Plath, Sexton and other 
confessional poets, Tomlinson’s hard-bitten attacks seem rather misplaced.  

 42  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 163. 
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dotes that emphasize the poet’s detailed observation of both 
natural and man-made landscapes – many poems contained in 
his recent books indeed read like entries in the diary of a solitary 
walker embarking on a quest for “a legible half-truth”43 which is 
the result of an attempt to “read the reality / from the uncer-
tainty of what we see.”44 Building upon the paradoxical alliances 
of constancy and uncertainty, culture and nature, tradition and 
experimentation, closed and open forms, Tomlinson is always 
very much at home in a poetry that remains concerned with the 
aesthetic, moral and philosophical implications of physical ob-
jects and private perceptions. Conflating the phenomenological 
relativism of American modernism and what Donald Davie once 
referred to as a “sternly traditional, classical, almost Augus-
tan”45 mood, his work remains dominated by a drive towards a 
harmonized worldview in which the continuities of personal and 
communal meaning serve to temper what the poet has often 
deplored as the contingencies and disjunctions of the contempo-
rary world. 
 
The Conversion of American Modernism 
Tomlinson writes that what attracted him to American modern-
ism was “a sense of cleanliness in the phrasing,”46 a model of 
economy and exactness epitomized by Ezra Pound’s “radiant 
world where one cuts through another with a clear edge.”47 
Because of his unflagging interest in Pound’s sharpness of vi-
sion and the American model in general, Tomlinson was soon 
categorized as the most “Americanized” of all English poets. 
His affinities with American modernism, however, also con-
tributed to the resistance his work originally encountered in 
England at a time when it had already found an audience in the 
United States, where it was praised by Hugh Kenner, William 
Carlos Williams and Marianne Moore. “The fifties,” he notes, 
“were an unpropitious time to write the kind of verse that in-
terested me, and England an unpropitious place to publish it. 

 
 43  Tomlinson, Jubilation, 48. 
 44  Charles Tomlinson, The Door in the Wall (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992) 26. 
 45  Donald Davie, “Introduction to Tomlinson,” The Necklace, xvi. 
 46  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 2. 
 47  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 11. 



[61] 

An heir of Pound, Moore, Stevens must inevitably appear an 
odd fish in English waters.”48 

As suggested above, the Imagist and Objectivist emphasis 
on clarity, detachment and the direct apprehension of the ob-
jective world proved increasingly formative in Tomlinson’s 
early works. The determining influence of American modernism 
on Tomlinson’s early poetry is perhaps best exemplified in the 
poems “Nine Variations in a Chinese Winter Setting” and 
“Eight Observations on the Nature of Eternity” (both contained 
in The Necklace), in which the author’s concern with phe-
nomenological relativism and the distortions of parallax pay 
homage to the author of “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 
Blackbird.” Even more than Eliot’s theories on the impersonal-
ity of the artist, the appeal of Stevens’s “Snow Man” (1921), 
in particular, was especially strong in the context of 
Tomlinson’s commitment to the irreducible particularity of ob-
jects, a condition Tomlinson himself was to term, in The Way 
In (1974), the “insistence of things.”49 

The following stanzas from “Observation of Facts” show 
that Tomlinson’s ideal poet is a self-forgetful beholder of the 
otherness of the natural world. One of his main aspirations is 
to partake in Stevens’s “mind of winter” and resist the tempta-
tion to “think / Of any misery in the sound of the wind, / In the 
sound of a few leaves”50 

 
Facts have no eyes. One must 
Surprise them, as one surprises a tree  
By regarding its (shall I say) 
Facets of copiousness. 
The tree stands. 
The house encloses.  
The room flowers. 
These are facts stripped of imagination:  
Their relation is mutual. 
A dryad is a sort of chintz curtain  
Between myself and a tree. 
The tree stands: or does not stand:  
As I draw, or remove the curtain. 
The house encloses: or fails to signify 

 
 48  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 12. 
 49  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 260. 
 50  Wallace Stevens, Collected Poems (New York: Vintage, 1982) 9. 
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As being bodied over against one,  
As something one has to do with.51 

 
“Observation of Facts” is symptomatic of a number of essential 
features of Tomlinson’s early work, including a predilection for 
the sober, accomplished elegance of post-Imagist juxtapositions 
and an ideal of lucid sharpness unmediated by imagination 
which was to dominate his entire career. Tomlinson’s concern 
with the self-contained integrity of the described object and his 
refusal to let the imaginative faculty impose designs on the 
world are clearly in keeping with the Objectivist advocacy of 
study of perspective and medium over the expression of subjec-
tive anomie – as the poet concludes, “the facets of 
copiousness” of the real which constitute the subject of his 
poem can only exist “when we have silenced ourselves.”52 
 
The Persistence of Form 
Because of its ostentatious indebtedness to Stevens and Moore, 
some critics have interpreted Tomlinson’s early poetry as deriva-
tive – a somewhat belated version of American modernism 
whose chief merit was simply to be open to modem American 
poetry at a time when it was virtually unknown in Britain.53 
Tomlinson himself has often sought to disprove this view and, 
despite his self-avowed ambivalent position as a modernist ex-
perimenter and an admirer of Augustan poetry, defines himself 
as a poet committed primarily to “a phenomenological poetry, 
with roots in Wordsworth and Ruskin, his, main intention being 
to “bring the nineteenth-century Ruskin up to date, by subtract-
ing his religious pieties from his phenomenology.” 54  The 
aesthetic negotiations at work in this schizophrenic, transatlan-
tic profile (a condition Tomlinson shares with his former 
Cambridge tutor, Donald Davie) have been amply discussed, as 
most critics have acknowledged the persistence of various kinds 
of conflicting “Americannesses” and “Englishnesses” in 

 
 51  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 11. 
 52  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 12. 
 53  See, for instance, David Perkins’s critical assessment of Tomlinson’s appropriation of 
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Tomlinson’s work and would therefore agree with Alan Young 
that his poetry has achieved “assimilation of some characteris-
tics and qualities of American literary modernism to help shape a 
distinctively personal yet essentially English vision.”55  Despite 
the publication of several book-length studies devoted to 
Tomlinson’s work in the last quarter of a century, however, the 
moral and ideological implications of these aesthetic negotia-
tions have earned little, if any, attention.56  

What I wish to do here is examine how certain aspects of 
Tomlinson’s appropriation of American modernism (and, in par-
ticular, his post-Imagist interest in careful and precise recordings 
of the visible world) are contaminated and constantly reshaped 
by various forms of beliefs related to the author’s social and po-
litical conservatism. In doing so, I will try to show that what is 
at stake in Tomlinson’s formal choices is the possibility of un-
derstanding the close interdependence between changes in 
aesthetic convention and specific strategies of apprehension and 
representation of the world outside art. “Meditation on John 
Constable” suggests that Tomlinson’s concern with precision 
and objectivity is as much a feature of American modernism as 
it is an essential tenet not only of Augustan poetry but also of 
what Donald Wesling describes as Tomlinson’s “fact-noticing 
Englishness”57: 

 
A descriptive painter? If delight  
Describes, which wrings from the brush 
The errors of a mind, so tempered, 
It can forgo all pathos; for what he saw 
Discovered what he was, and the hand – unswayed 
By the dictation of a single sense- 
Bodied the accurate and total knowledge  
In a calligraphy of present pleasure.58 

 
 55  Alan Young, “Rooted Horizon: Charles Tomlinson and American Modernism” Critical 
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 58  Tomlinson, Collected Poems 34. 
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Tomlinson’s description of the “tempered” quality of Constable’s 
art – in which the suppression of pathos and the distractions of 
the ego serves to reinforce the writing’s aspirations to absolute 
objectivity and accuracy applies to many of his own poems. In 
view of his admiration for Constable’s polished and consummate 
technique (we recall here that Tomlinson is also an accomplished 
graphic artist), it also becomes apparent that his fierce attacks 
against the self-deflating rhetoric of the Movement poets and the 
self-exalted stance of the Apocalypse are inextricably linked with 
his unwavering attachment to a dream of rationality and order, a 
condition Donald Davie described earlier as “sternly traditional.”59 
The closing chapter of Some Americans, which is devoted to the 
poet’s experiences in Italy, offers a useful starting point for a dis-
cussion of Tomlinson’s neo-classicism and his attachment to the 
ordering energies of the “Augustan” mind. In the context of his 
ongoing admiration for the glories of Italy’s past, Tomlinson sees 
the American literary tradition of exile as a consciousness-raising 
force capable of reviving and transmuting the old world’s grace 
and imaginative powers. What emerges from his account of the 
lingering presence of prolonged “exiles” in Italy – where James, 
Pound and others left their “ponderable impression in the literate 
Italian mind”60 and helped its modern artists rediscover their own 
past aesthetic achievements – is a somewhat nostalgic stance 
which comes close to Pound’s utopian devotion to the project of 
an American risorgimento, a renascence of all that had been lost 
to the profound literary and social changes of the modern world. 
As for Pound’s accomplishments as a poet and an American ex-
patriate, they lie, above all, in his capacity to celebrate the 
“hieratic splendors”61 of Italy’s past and thereby capture “the ex-
perience of a diaphaneity that, lost, can be recovered,” one which 
is epitomized in the “quiet luminosity”62 surrounding the mauso-
leum of the Roman empress Galla Placidia in Ravenna. The lucid, 
Confucian serenity Tomlinson sees as one of the most character-
istic features of Pound’s Cantos is often recreated in the poised, 
precise rectitude which characterizes his most accomplished po-
ems, which, as we will see, also often pay tribute to the 
Poundian conviction that contemporary culture should incorporate 

 
 59  Donald Davie’s Introduction to Tomlinson, The Necklace, xvi. 
 60  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 122. 
 61  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 103. 
 62  Tomlinson, Some Americans, 105. 
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the structuring powers of personal and collective memory. 
Tomlinson’s aspirations to a unity of consciousness enriched by 
tradition are reflected in a poetry whose main aim is to explore 
the richness and complexity of present circumstances in the light 
of past achievements in the moral and aesthetic sphere. To quote 
from a poem dedicated to Robert Creeley, many of his poems are 
indeed about the possibility of “mending / a broken Chain” in or-
der to strike a balance “between loss and gain, / between now 
and then.”63 In this respect, also, one guesses that Tomlinson 
admires Constable’s “exactness,” Pound’s “lucidity” and the pol-
ished phrasing of the Augustans because they all share a desire 
to impart to their work a sense of belonging to a well-ordered 
whole made of physical presences whose mysterious relation-
ships remain to be investigated. In “Northern Spring,” an early 
poem set in Italy, Tomlinson speaks of the necessity of domesti-
cating the confusion of the outside world. Faced with nature and 
its “profusion of possibilities,” the poet “conceives / Placing be-
fore them a square house” in order to “define / In pure white form 
its verdant ground / The variegated excess that threatens it.”64 
This is where Tomlinson’s Objectivist preoccupations with the 
resistance of the natural world to poet’s gaze gives way to a 
poetics of possibility which paradoxically depends as much on the 
setting of limits as on a desire to exceed or transcend them. The 
persistence and desirability of form and definition within the 
changing and the inconstant is the subject of the following de-
scription of what the poet sees as a human face formed by the 
sea’s tide against a cliff: 

 
The glance drops here like a hawk falling,  
Grasps, from above, the tide-edge 
Gliding in and shaping itself to a profile, 
To a certainty of nose, full lips and chin:  
The face comes imaging up from chaos 
Just where the bedrock forces water  
To just an instant of definition, lost 
Till the next wave meets with white 
The same resistance65 
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24.6 (1995): 39. 
 64  Tomlinson, Collected Poems, 28. 
 65  Charles Tomlinson, Notes from New York and Other Poems (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1984) 375. 



[66] 

The Civility of Relationships 
As we have seen, Tomlinson’s quest for definition, unity and 
harmony within the fragmented, the formless or the dissonant 
also finds expression in the above-quoted “Ode to Arnold 
Schoenberg.” The structuring powers of music and poetry re-
main a recurrent preoccupation in Tomlinson’s oeuvre, as does 
the possibility of discovering “a music of constancy behind / 
The wide promiscuity of acquaintanceship.” 66  Characteristi-
cally, Tomlinson’s “Ode to Arnold Schoenberg” touches on the 
potential of the “thread” of music for “confirm[ing] our com-
mon bounds,”67 thereby confirming that the poet’s aesthetic 
preferences and his moral convictions are inextricably linked. 
For Tomlinson, the shaping of constancy and unity out of dis-
ruption serves not just to achieve the unity and identity of the 
self but also to reflect and encourage a principle of social re-
sponsibility towards other human beings (a rule of conduct 
which he elsewhere calls “civility”68), as well as the establish-
ment of a community of selves. Consciously eschewing the 
rote of the alienated and adversarial outsider, Tomlinson seeks 
to reestablish meaningful diachronic and synchronic connec-
tions between what many of his contemporaries perceive as 
the fragments and ruins of contemporary experience. This is 
not to say, however, that his poetry is incapable of engaging in 
a more direct critical assessment of what he perceives as the 
social and psychological consequences of modernity. In “Lines 
Written in the Euganean Hills,” for instance, he condemns 
modern man’s propensity to colonize and disfigure the natural 
world, which results in stale stains on the “thrust of origin.”69 
Tomlinson then goes on to deplore the degradation of the more 
respectful and sensitive spirit of the Italian Renaissance (repre-
sented by Palladio and Petrarch, who died in Arquà in the 
Euganean Hills) in a country where “slogans scaling the plinths 
and walls where Mao / And Lenin dispute the Palladian ratio”: 
typically, the poem concludes on a note which clearly sides 
with Palladian symmetry against revolutionary or post-
revolutionary dialectics. We live, Tomlinson has written, “in an 
age of demolition – literally so, in its demolition of fine archi-
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tecture and in a variety of violences that would sacrifice the 
fineness of relationships.”70 One recalls here Tomlinson’s de-
piction, in “The Way In,” of the wasteland of a demolished 
British city in which even the poet’s self-imposed objective de-
tachment fails to make sense of the seemingly thoughtless 
imperatives of urban destruction: 

 
Perhaps those who have climbed into their towers  
Will eye it all differently, the city spread 
In unforeseen configurations, and living with this,  
Will find that civility I can only miss – and yet  
It will need more than talks and trees 
To coax a style from these disparities.71 
 

In the following passage from Some Americans, Tomlinson op-
poses what he sees as the lack of centre and direction of 
modem development (here exemplified by the Meadows, a 
marshy area located between New York and Rutherford) to the 
unexpectedly pastoral setting of William Carlos Williams’s 
hometown: 

 
Development was going forward here and there with no distin-
guishable center or direction. A touch of civility in the white 
Lutheran church whose scrupulously painted wooden structure 
dominated one settlement. Then: scattered filling stations, mo-
tels, wires, roads, presaging a future, perhaps. Suddenly a river 
with birds on it, a lost pastoral almost side by side with all this. 
The tree lined back streets and the neat, wooden houses of 
Rutherford came as a surprise. So did the squat church that 
was built of a durable looking stone.72 

 
The ideal of direction and pastoral harmony, the centrality of 
place, the meticulous scrupulousness and the man-made dura-
bility represented by Williams’s Rutherford (one is here 
reminded of Marianne Moore’s celebration of the measured 
elegance of small-town life in “The Steeple-Jack,” one of 
Tomlinson’s favorite poems) are the hallmarks of Tomlinson’s 
poetic project. The idea of “civility” (“civil” and “civility” are 
recurring words in Tomlinson’s poetry), in particular, points to 
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a crucial aspect of his conservative poetics of relationships. 
The endurable structure of small-town life appears here as a 
shared privilege of mankind which is also the subject of an 
early poem, “At Delft,” in which Vermeer’s hometown – in a 
typical move from an “Augustan” aesthetic to the expression 
of moral and social concerns – is celebrated as “a staid but 
dancing town” where each street is “its neighbour’s parallel” 
and each house “a displacement in that mathematic, yet / Built 
of a common brick.”73 Just like the centered microcosm of Wil-
liams’s Rutherford or the hierarchical structure of a Palladian 
villa, the courteous and civilized space of Vermeer’s Delft (in 
which “the docks begin, civicly simultaneous, / And the day’s 
admitted”74) serves to define the physical and social limits of 
communal life. “All that is human here,” the poem concludes, 
“stands clarified / By all that accompanies and bound.”75 

In a world increasingly shaped by various forms of eco-
nomic and political coercion and their triumph over both the 
integrity of the individual and the unifying solidarity of commu-
nal life, one can understand and even sympathize with 
Tomlinson’s preference for the reassuring tonalities of Wil-
liams’s Rutherford and other “places that keep their old 
substance.”76 Tomlinson’s radically unalienated stance and his 
faith in the redeeming powers of “civility” may appear to some 
as a refreshing and sustaining proposition, to others as the 
product of a embarrassingly nostalgic and conservative mind 
which has little to offer in terms of society’s evolutionary goals 
and challenges. Whatever one makes of Tomlinson’s desire to 
resume what he calls elsewhere “England’s uninterrupted pas-
toral,”77 his moral re-appropriation of the belief in the particular 
and the local which marks out the ground of Williams’s own 
life-long investigation of the American small town may serve to 
indicate that the choice between a negative aesthetic and a 
(self-)critical humanism is harder to resolve than some of us 
will allow. Considered in the light of his dissatisfaction with 
Dylan Thomas’s apocalyptic extremity and the uncompromis-
ing dispiritedness of the Movement, his project of a centered 
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community of selves, constituted out of the play of identity 
and responsibility, points to the possibility of preserving a 
space for a metaphor of nourishment and fulfilment, one which 
undermines the glamorous temptation of despairing postures at 
the same time as it avoids the sterile reassurances of all-
excluding commitments (some of which are represented above 
by the scrawled political slogans in “Lines Written in the 
Euganean Hills”). If Tomlinson’s poetry constantly strives to 
withstand the pressures of extremity and unbalance, it is be-
cause it concerns itself not so much with our struggling 
individual responses to the disorders and breakdowns of our 
age as with the shared promises of “ancestral certitude”78 and 
“farm-bred certainties.”79 Tomlinson’s concern with continui-
ties of time and the practical integrity and durability of tradition 
indirectly brings us to another aspect of his conservative poli-
tics, one which has to do with the relationship between history 
and the individual self. Despite the poet’s capacity to engage 
in a discussion of specific historical events (such as the private 
and public violence of the French Revolution, in “Charlotte 
Corday” and “For Danton”) or political outsiders (most notably 
in “Machiavelli in Exile” and the masterful “Assassin,” which 
records the death of Trotsky in Mexico as seen through the 
mind of the killer), his poems remain primarily concerned not 
with the historical events themselves but with the fate of indi-
viduals “trapped by political and historical situations”80 or, like 
Trotsky’s assassin, caught in “the tightrope of history and ne-
cessity.”81 Unlike time itself, which is often synonymous of 
plenitude and “fullness,” Tomlinson’s sense of history indeed 
emerges as an impersonal and essentially antagonistic flow.82 
Its corruptive effect on the individual is also reflected in the 
poet’s rather more dubious response to Pound’s political cul-
pability during World War II in the closing chapter of Some 
Americans. After advancing “the usual explanations or half ex-
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planations: the Great War, when others had lost their equilib-
rium (Lawrence for example); the death of Gaudier – part of 
the death of that new renaissance of which he dreamed, the 
petering out of the great energy that was vorticism,” 
Tomlinson goes on to argue that “in all our attempts to be ju-
dicious at [Pound’s] expense, we lack the generosity to 
wonder why an American should have so desperately thrown 
in his lot with Europe when he did”83: 

 
Donald Davie, reviewing the memoir by Mary de Rachewiltz 
[Pound’s daughter] , puts us to shame when he reflects of both 
Pound and Eliot: They acknowledged in effect that, since they 
had got sustenance from European springs, it devolved upon 
them as a duty to declare their allegiance when the European 
centre fell apart. When we think what it meant to make such 
declarations (what it meant for Pound and what it cost him), 
the question whether they chose right is less significant than 
the fact that they chose at all.84 
 

Ironically, Tomlinson’s interpretation – via Donald Davie – of 
Pound’s Fascist commitments as rooted in various forms of cul-
tural and economic disillusionment has the effect of reminding 
us that Pound’s humanist convictions (including his sense of 
“duty” and “allegiance” to a humanist cultural “centre”) were, at 
several stages of his development as a writer and a public fig-
ure, thoroughly entangled in his anti-Semitic obsessions, as well 
as in his muddled sympathy with what he saw as the uniting, 
purifying and ordering forces of Mussolini’s government. 
Tomlinson’s suggestion that the rhetorical violence and moral 
blindness of Pound’s later politics must have cost him a lot both 
on a personal and a public level – not to speak of his rather mis-
placed insistence (given the context) on Pound’s widespread 
and beneficent influence on Italian letters (he immediately pro-
ceeds to emphasize his essential role in the rediscovery of the 
work of Guido Cavalcanti) – weighs very little, it seems, in 
comparison with the enormous amount of private suffering and 
public damage occasioned by the regime of Pound’s venerated 
“boss.” On a more philosophical and definitely less polemical 
level, one senses that Tomlinson’s entire work somehow aspires 
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to a privileged space immune to the “lime and contaminations / 
Of contingency”85 which some of his best poems seek to com-
prehend in an anecdotal but consistently analytical manner. 
More generally, Tomlinson’s work as a whole suggests that one 
possible alternative to the life-denying pressure of history lies in 
the careful observation and subsequent (partial) aesthetic stabili-
zation of present circumstances in the fluid cadences of poetic 
form in their attempts to make both “word and world rhyme.”86 

 
Remediating Mallarmé: Towards a poème critique 
As most of the poems examined above indicate, Tomlinson’s vi-
sion of history and society is about the possibility of overcoming 
the fundamental mood of anxiety and instability brought about by 
modernity. His faith in the redeeming values of a “civicly” organ-
ized community, architecturally and psychologically contained by 
“merciful structure[s],”87 is essentially directed towards the estab-
lishment of a stable and unified relationship between self and 
world. This is undoubtedly where Tomlinson’s conservatism ap-
pears at odds with a postwar poetic tradition which often insists 
on the dissolution and alienation of the self. Likewise, 
Tomlinson’s poetry distances itself from the current suspicion in 
Western philosophy of rational and universalizing thought models, 
including modern and postmodern radical attitudes towards lan-
guage and its capacity to grasp reality and the very notion of 
truth. The Way of a World signals Tomlinson’s move away from 
the Stevensian and Objectivist concerns which shape his early 
work towards a more discursive and meditative style which sets 
the tone for some of his best collections, most notably The Way 
In and The Shaft. One of the most striking features of The Way 
of the World lies in the author’s turn to the prose poem form, a 
genre which, since Baudelaire’s Paris Spleen and Rimbaud’s Illu-
minations has appealed to many (from Stein’s Tender Buttons to 
Ponge’s Le Parti pris des choses, John Ashbery’s Three Poems or 
the avant-gardist experiments of Language writing) as an ideal 
compromise between the spontaneous intimacy of the lyric and 
the critical discursiveness of the essay, one which displays a ten-
dency to hypostatize language and the act of writing and turn it 
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into the object of investigation. Tomlinson’s above-quoted prose 
poem, “Oppositions” centers on the potential of poetic language 
to engage in epistemological issues such as the relationship be-
tween language and reference, a possibility already hinted at in 
Mallarmé’s own notion of the poème critique: 

 
The poet must rescue etymology from among the footnotes, 
thus moving up into the body of the text, “cipher: the Sanskrit 
word sunya derived from the root svi, to swell.” 

To cipher is to turn the thought word into flesh. And hence 
“the body of the text” derives its substance. 

The master who disappeared, taking with him into the echo 
chamber the ptyx which the Styx must replenish, has left the 
room so empty you would take it for fullness. 

Solitude charges the house. If all is mist beyond it, the is-
land of daily objects within becomes clarified. 

Mistlines flow slowly in, filling the Land’s declivity that lay 
unseen until that indistinctness has acknowledged them. 

If the skull is a memento mori, it is also a room, whose con-
tained space is wordlessly resonant with the steps that might 
cross it, to command the vista out of its empty eyes. 

Nakedness can appear as the vestment of space that sepa-
rates four walls, the flesh as certain then and as transitory as 
the world it shares. 

The mind is a hunter of forms, binding itself, in a world that 
must decay, to present substance. 

Skull and shell, both are helmeted, both reconcile vacancy 
with its opposite. Abolis bibelots d’inanité sonore. Intimate 
presences of silent plenitude.88 
 

“Oppositions” touches on a number of basic methodological 
premises of Tomlinson’s work. While the eighth paragraph of 
the prose poem confirms Tomlinson’s unflinching faith in the 
stabilizing vocation of art in the face of destruction and decay, 
the skull-room metaphor in the sixth paragraph lays emphasis 
on the containment of the self’s attempts at self-expression 
advocated above in “Skullshapes.” The third and ninth para-
graphs are more directly related to Tomlinson’s response to 
Mallarmé’s sonnet “Ses purs ongles très haut dédiant leur 
onyx,” in which the enigmatic “ptyx” is identified as a sea 
shell. At first, Tomlinson’s comments on Mallarmé’s poem 
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seem to do justice to the notions of absence and nothingness 
embodied by the empty “ptyx” of the original sonnet. Unlike 
Mallarmé, however, whose ptyx is described as an “abolished 
bibelot of sounding insanity” and an “object which Nothing-
ness honours,”89 Tomlinson interprets the shell’s emptiness as 
the promise of a yet to be realized fullness and plenitude. 
Tomlinson’s reading of Mallarmé is characteristic of his at-
tachment to the power of description and the intellect and 
their capacity to restructure the self and its physical environ-
ment. To Mallarmé’s nominalist disqualification of the empty 
shell as a purely decorative and meaningless object, a signifier 
without signified, Tomlinson opposes a model of poetic form 
that does not exclude the potential of language for “turn[ing] 
the thought word into flesh.”90 If Tomlinson’s Stevensian ob-
session with the dialectical relation between mind and object is 
bound to deny any notion of language as a mirror of objective 
reality (in the fourth and fifth paragraphs, the poet remains 
conscious of the world as disobedient and recalcitrant to con-
ventional description), his poetry nevertheless seeks to qualify 
the sense of an epistemological impasse resulting from the di-
vorce between language and the real. For Tomlinson, any 
critical attempt to establish contact with exterior reality and 
describe the process through which we apprehend it ceases to 
be experienced as loss and aporia and becomes in itself con-
veyor of a “presence” which is bound to remain imperfect and 
impermanent (“the flesh as certain then and as transitory as 
the world it shares”91). The principle of reference itself, once 
divested of its metaphysical claims to absolute autonomy and 
transparency, can mark the ground for a poetic praxis which is 
aware of its own limitations (and, to some extent, of its own 
self-deceptiveness and mauvaise foi) at the same time as it 
seeks to preserve a conceptual platform on which to test the 
validity of one’s paradoxical attempts to give a permanent and 
stable meaning to one’s changing relationship to the real in 
world increasingly dominated by chaos and contingency. Like 
his Augustan and Objectivist predecessors, Tomlinson is also 
consistently aware that the attainment of such personal and 
public order depends upon precise verbal and epistemological 
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definition. It is therefore the poet’s responsibility to provide a 
correct verbal equation for the present moment, one whose 
well-meaning meticulousness is likely to project firm patterns 
out of experience as it is felt and conceived. 

Internationalist and experimental in outlook, local and con-
servative in inspiration, Tomlinson’s work emerges as a life-long 
attempt to (re)- “civilize” modern poetry and turn it into an art of 
attention, not of expression or introspection. By putting the 
formal, and ideological values of American modernism to the 
service of his quest for the “fineness of relationships,” his po-
etry also encourages a feeling of connectedness which Frank 
Lentricchia has defined as the “missing term” in American mod-
ernist thinking: “something large, something more valuable than 
isolate selfhood, that would include original selves, nourish and 
sustain them, while also nourishing and sustaining a network of 
connection, a wholeness (greater than the sum of selves) which 
the thinker of community believes makes healthy selfhood pos-
sible.”92 Urging us “towards relation, towards grasp, towards 
awareness of all that which we are not, yet of relation with 
it,”93 Tomlinson ultimately finds his true place not so much in 
the American modernist or Objectivist tradition as near that 
other English representative of a poetry of preservation and 
connection, Geoffrey Hill, whose appropriation of the high mod-
ernist cult of impersonality, allusiveness and detachment is also 
inscribed in a dialogical search for a poetry both personal and 
responsible, based on the reciprocity of the natural and the hu-
man, the local and the universal. Structured by the demands of 
repetition, containment, continuity and identity, Tomlinson’s po-
etry can stand accused of being embarrassingly remote from the 
anxieties and fears generated by the panorama of economic, 
ideological and political futility and instability which all too often 
characterizes contemporary experience. For his supporters, the 
aesthetic and moral implications of his art nonetheless remain 
rooted in a world realizable through constant and unfaltering at-
tentiveness to the structural fecundity of experience, and the 
recognition of meaning this attentiveness affords. 
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4. The Prose Poem at the Crossroads 
 
 
 
 
 

I. ISSUES  
 
For decades, the prose poem has variously delighted, con-
founded and incensed readers and critics. Until recent years, it 
has been confined to the margins of literary history as a rather 
disturbing and elusive oddity, and there has been little in the 
way of a serious and informed attempt to define or understand 
the form, especially in the context of the contemporary land-
scape of Anglo-American literature.  

All this is changing. The prose poem, which has long been 
neglected and underrepresented in mainstream and experimen-
tal publications alike, is growing in popularity in the world of 
American poetry. It is more widely available than ever before, 
thanks to the joint efforts of an ever increasing number of 
imaginative writers, publishers and editors. This renewal of in-
terest in the form has led to the publication of several 
important anthologies and numberless collections from both 
major and small press publishers. Further, general interest has 
reawakened more scholarly interest and several substantive 
studies have seen the light since Stephen Fredman’s ground-
breaking Poet’s Prose: The Crisis in American Verse (1983),1 
the first critical book devoted exclusively to American prose 
poetry. Focusing on William Carlos Williams’s Kora in Hell, 
Robert Creeley’s Presences: A Test for Marisol and John 
Ashbery’s Three Poems, Fredman’s study explains why certain 
contemporary American poets have decided to write in prose 
in order to escape from the claustrophobic enclosures of tradi-
tional genre boundaries and reclaim for poetry a number modes 
and registers usually considered to be the private ground of 
prose. The real focus of Poet’s Prose, however, is on the ways 
these poets have reacted to the tendency of modern poetry to 

 
 1  Stephen Fredman, Poet’s Prose: The Crisis in American Verse (2nd edition; Cambridge: 
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question itself and turn back upon its own medium: form and 
language. Fredman’s description of the ensuing sense of “cri-
sis” that characterizes contemporary American poetry points 
back to Mallarmé’s famous essay, “Crise de vers,” which 
states that poetic language itself – and not the subjectivist 
space of the lyric – should become the main object of investi-
gation of modern poets.  

Poet’s Prose stresses the centrality of Emerson’s essays to 
the emergence of self-dramatizing, self-aware and self-
questioning prose works that reassert the primacy of the act of 
composition and often seek to apprehend “how things arise 
from the matrix of language.”2 Fredman then proceeds to ex-
amine how the Emersonian tradition of oratorical and 
meditative prose evolved into what he himself calls “poet’s 
prose” (a term applied to “works that are conceived of and 
read as extensions of poetry rather than as contributions to 
one of the existing prose genres”), avoiding the term “prose 
poem” which, according to the author, “remains redolent with 
the atmospheric sentiment of French Symbolism.”3  

These terminological considerations aside, one of the main 
strengths of Fredman’s book lies in its superb close-readings as 
well as in its willingness to address a wide range of issues that 
are central not only to the aesthetics of prose poetry but also to 
our understanding of the current theoretical debates about lan-
guage, textuality and the analysis of modes of discourse. While 
the opening chapter of the book considers William’s “organic 
prose style”4 in the light of Emerson’s notion of the panharmoni-
con, Fredman’s wonderful discussion of Nietzsche, Wittgenstein 
and Heidegger in chapter two introduces us to a line of thought 
that straddles the divide of creative and critical, literary and phi-
losophical composition. These writers, Fredman convincingly 
argues, provide us with a key to a fuller understanding of 
Creeley’s “poetics of conjecture” (to use Charles Altieri’s expres-
sion), one whose aim is to convey a sense of “thinking gauging 
itself”5 and thereby achieve what Creeley himself describes as “a 
condition of speculative wonder or curiosity.”6  

 
 2  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, xiv. 
 3  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, xiii. 
 4  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 52. 
 5  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 62. 
 6  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 64. 
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On a formal and structural level, having the sentence rather 
than the verse line as the basic compositional unit of “poet’s 
prose” enables the poet to indulge in an endless series of narra-
tive and speculative digressions that “[resist] the gravitational 
pull of the complete thought”7 at the same time as they preempt 
the possibility of poetic closure. Here, as elsewhere, Fredman’s 
notion of the “generative sentence,” where “grammar leads the 
writing through a succession of ideas,” 8  directly echoes the 
Baudelairian project to reproduce the actual rhythm of thought, 
“the lyrical movements of the soul, undulations of reverie, the 
flip-flops of consciousness.” 9  As for Ashbery’s “translative 
prose”10 in Three Poems (which, according to Fredman, aims at 
the Mallarméan ideal of poetry as “pure” language), it is clearly 
in line with recent definitions of the prose poem as an organic, 
paratactic chain of forms and ideas – a principle central to Don-
ald Wesling’s “narrative of grammar” and Ron Silliman’s “New 
Sentence,” among other examples.  

For the most part Poet’s Prose marks itself by a rigorous ex-
amination of poetic form, where and in what configurations the 
aesthetic options of the poet manifest themselves, and in what 
way these compositional strategies can be traced to precursors 
as diverse as Rimbaud’s A Season in Hell, Emerson’s essays, 
Nietzsche’s The Gay Science or even Sterne’s Tristram Shandy. 
Nonetheless, and despite the diversity of approaches repre-
sented in the book, one senses that Fredman has a fondness for 
certain more experimental “trends” of the contemporary prose 
poem to the exclusion of others that may prove less innovative 
so far as form and rhetoric are concerned. Although it is entirely 
consistent with the book’s methodological premises, his deci-
sion to devote the major part of his book to only three 
“occasional” prose poets who write primarily in verse would 
seem to reinforce the idea that the prose poem, however sub-
versive and antagonistic it may be, is somehow a marginal 
phenomenon whose influence can only be felt briefly and spo-
radically in the works of a few prominent writers. Given the 
significant amount of controversy that has surrounded the genre 

 
 7  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 57. 
 8  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 57. 
 9  Charles Baudelaire, Paris Spleen: Little Poems in Prose trans. Keith Wladrop (Middletown, 
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since its inception in nineteenth century France, we might ex-
pect Fredman’s prose poetry canon to further consolidate the 
genre’s reputation as the illegitimate by-product of a larger, 
more established tradition or, at worst (as is the case with Bly, 
Edson, Merwin, Ignatow and other “followers… of Baudelaire 
and Rimbaud”11), as the American derivative of the French Sym-
bolist and Surrealist prose poem.  

Be that as it may, Fredman cannot stand accused of camou-
flaging the strategies that determine his choice of texts. His 
emphasis tends to be mainly on works that evidence a “philoso-
phical and critical” bend rather than on writers who, by and 
large, build upon the tradition of the French prose poem, “con-
sisting usually of short units that tell a story, a parable, or 
isolate a timeless moment through descriptive or narrative 
means.”12 At times, however, Fredman’s overall insistence on 
separating American “poet’s prose” from the “generic,” Euro-
pean-inspired prose poem leads him to over-generalize about the 
latter’s alleged practitioners. His contention that Robert Bly’s 
“sentimental” poem, “The Dead Seal near McClure’s Beach,” 
“stands squarely in the tradition of Aloysius Bertrand’s imagi-
nary Flemish paintings in Gaspard de la nuit (1842) and 
Baudelaire’s fantasies of the city” – with no mention of the sig-
nificantly more crucial influences of, say, Thoreau, Rilke and 
Ponge on Bly’s prose poems – seems reductive and unduly dis-
missive (“for both Bly and Baudelaire,” Fredman writes, “the 
emotions in the poems have congealed into attitudes that the 
prose merely sets forth”13), to say the least.  

At the other end of the “mainstream vs. innovative” spec-
trum, Fredman’s ongoing concern with “the absolutely 
constitutive role language plays in the world”14 allies him with 
the Language poets, for whom the prose poem has to move 
beyond the lyric and is first and foremost a leading agent in a 
process of redefinition of the very goals and methods of po-
etry. The second edition of Poet’s Prose contains a short 
additional section devoted to the “talk prose” of David Antin 
(aptly described as “a brilliant cross between Socrates, Witt-

 
 11 Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 11. 
 12  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, xiii; 11. 
 13  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 54; 55. 
 14  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, xiv. 
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genstein and Lenny Bruce”15) as well as to the work of three 
poets associated with the Language poetry scene: David 
Bromige, Ron Silliman and Michael Davidson. For these poets, 
Gertrude Stein, “the writer in English with the deepest interest 
in language, the only one interested in language as language,” 
undoubtedly remains the pre-eminent mentor. Stein’s commit-
ment to “the problematic double system of language,” her 
tendency to reflect upon the gap between signifier and signi-
fied and investigate the “hardware” of poetic language, is 
indeed the keystone of what Language poet Michael Davidson 
has called the “prose of fact”: “a point of conjecture”16 around 
which the Language poets seek to investigate the problem of 
linguistic mediation – the ways the materiality of language it-
self should be addressed in relation to how the poet writes and 
thinks about the external world. Here, also, Fredman’s “poet’s 
prose” is clearly in line with some of the more recent develop-
ments of the genre – most notably by a number of Language 
poets whose interest in ideology, language and power is re-
flected in works that seek to downplay the author’s personal 
voice and question the assumptions underlying the well-made 
“workshop poem,” with its normative rhetoric and uncompli-
cated representations of the self.  

 
A Poverty of Objects 
Despite his self-confessed bias towards a certain form of 
highly self-conscious and essentially non-lyric (or post-lyric) 
prose poetry, Fredman never lets his choice of focus become 
so oppressive as to cancel the many benefits and pleasures of 
reading what remains one the most lucid and ambitious studies 
in American literature of the last thirty years. Anyone inter-
ested in an international and comparative approach to the 
genre will turn to Jonathan Monroe’s A Poverty of Objects, 
another excellent example of a kind of literary history that 
combines the study of individual writers with an awareness of 
the socio-cultural context in which they wrote. The thesis of 
this carefully documented book is that the prose poem oper-
ates as “a critical, self-critical, utopian genre, a genre that 

 
 15  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 137. 
 16  Fredman, Poet’s Prose, 142; xiii. 
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tests the limits of genre”17 and “aspires to be poetic/literary 
language’s own coming to self-consciousness, the place where 
poet and reader alike become critically aware of the writer’s 
language.”18 With this question of the inherently deviant and 
self-referential nature of the genre as a prelude, A Poverty of 
Objects draws upon Bakhtin’s theories on the novel and pro-
ceeds to emphasize the prose poem’s “heteroglossia”: its 
refusal of to develop itself along the line of the poet’s personal 
voice and its willingness to accommodate a multiplicity of 
voices representing “various speech types in conflict with one 
another.”19 Examples of such “heteroglossic” possibilities for 
the genre include Baudelaire’s “dialogues between men and 
women and rich and poor,” “the intersection of religious, eco-
nomic, scientific, pagan, political, historical, and other modes 
of discourse” in Rimbaud’s Illuminations, Jacob’s “condensed 
Cubist parodies of the popular novel,” the “rhetoric of objects” 
at work in Ponge’s proèmes, and Stein’s “intermingling of the 
languages of method, conversation, domestic life, dinner par-
ties, sex, violence, and detective stories.”20  

By allowing different linguistic and social registers combine 
and compete within a single poetic space, the prose poem, 
Monroe speculates, rejects poetry’s “dream of itself a pure other 
set apart in sublime isolation” and is therefore in a position to 
focus on “unresolved contradictions and problems of everyday 
life, the world of prose in which we live and breathe.”21 It en-
acts a symbolic confrontation of ideological conflicts which 
every historical period necessarily maintains, sometimes in con-
tradiction to its own self-proclaimed homogeneity. In the last 
analysis, the prose poem – far from fusing its hybrid poetics into 
a single, unified whole – becomes a writing practice that inte-
grates a network of public and personal voices into a complex 
poetic idiom that allows each of them to be heard.  

The first part of A Poverty of Objects traces back the ori-
gins of the prose poem to the German Romantics. In the 
opening chapter, Monroe’s historical overview of the genre be-
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comes the occasion for a sustained meditation on Schlegel’s 
theory of a progressive Universalpoesie which anticipates the 
“fusion” of genres articulated by the prose poem. After con-
sidering Novalis’ Hymnen an die Nacht as symptomatic of the 
formal and thematic struggle between the poetic and the pro-
saic, Monroe then examines pivotal texts in the history of the 
genre, from Baudelaire’s Paris Spleen and Rimbaud’s Illumina-
tions to Francis Ponge’s Le Grand Recueil, Robert Bly’s The 
Morning Glory and Helga Novak’s Geselliges Beisammensein.  

One of my favorite chapters in Monroe’s study is the one 
on Max Jacob in which the author attempts to define the 
process whereby the prose poems of Le Cornet à dés subvert 
or parody a variety of literary genres by encapsulating what 
Bakhtin calls the “conventionality of their forms and their lan-
guage” into a vocabulary of their own. Dialectics is a favored 
method used by Monroe in his examination of the hybrid dy-
namics of what Michael Riffaterre has described as “the 
literary genre with an oxymoron for a name.” 22  Unlike Rif-
faterre, however, for whom the text’s relation to a selected 
“intertext” as the single, invariant constitutive feature of the 
genre, Monroe’s Marxist interpretation of the genre concen-
trates on the its capacity for “self-critique and self-parody”23 
and identifies the ideological options that stand behind aes-
thetic choices. His discussion of A Season in Hell, for example, 
underlines the conflict between the religious and the secular, 
as well as between the pastoral and the urban, that manifests 
itself in Rimbaud’s poetico-prosaic experiments. In my opinion, 
the chapters devoted to Bloch and Ponge are the most suc-
cessful in that they reveal the political, utopian narratives that 
underlie the contemporary reception and practice of the prose 
poem. Throughout A Poverty of Objects, Monroe manages to 
argue wonderfully about the politics of modern literary history 
in relation to the uneasy dialectics of prosaic vs. poetic lan-
guage – the point being that within this dialectic one must 
search out the possibilities of the genre’s rejuvenation and its 
“revolutionary” potential. One of the most challenging direc-
tions taken by the genre in the latter half of this century is 
examined in the last chapter of the book, which is devoted to 
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Helga Novak, a writer whose work has so far escaped main-
stream critical attention in the United States despite her 
growing popularity in German-speaking countries.  

All of us who teach or study modern and contemporary po-
etry and care about the complex problems that surround the 
prose poem owe a considerable debt to Jonathan Monroe for 
setting the terms for a reading of the genre that goes beyond 
strictly formal considerations and demonstrates that the prose 
poem, like any other genre, is not immune from the contingen-
cies of history and the ideological norms of society at large. 
Without the help of such socio-cultural markers, any attempt 
to identify the special “properties” of the genre is ultimately as 
pointless and self-undermining as Jeremy Bentham’s famous 
remark: “Prose is where all the lines but the last go on to the 
margin – poetry is where some of them fall short of it.”24  

 
From Decadence to the Post-Lyric 
Like Jonathan Monroe, Margueritte S. Murphy sees the prose 
poem in terms of Bakhtin’s notion of the “heteroglot” text, one 
which undermines the autonomy of the lyric self at the same 
time as it sets an implicit challenge to the now ossified pre-
sumptions of traditional genre theory. For Murphy, as for 
Monroe, the prose poem challenges those categorizations that 
secure contexts in which to read literary texts. Accordingly, 
she approaches individual texts and writers primarily in terms 
of their resistance to pre-determined conventions ruling both 
poetic and non-poetic genres and sub-genres. Where this pro-
cedure, in Monroe’s study, involves a Marxist hermeneutic, 
Murphy prefers to center her analysis on the formal choices 
that determine the prose poem’s alliance with “an aesthetic 
that [values] shock and innovation over tradition and conven-
tion.” 25  Readers turning to Murphy’s book in the hope of 
comprehensive survey of Anglo-American prose poetry will be 
disappointed for A Tradition of Subversion: The Prose Poem 
from Wilde to Ashbery does not offer a historical account of 
the development of the contemporary prose poem in English. 
Instead, Murphy focuses on only three contemporary poets 
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(Williams, Stein and Ashbery) whose work falls into the post-
lyric poet’s prose category. For Murphy, as for Fredman, Wil-
liams is shown to be the dominant figure in the development of 
a consciously cultivated tradition of the genre, one whose 
main purpose was to reproduce the ragged but uninterrupted 
flow of consciousness in a way that emphasizes the poetic 
possibilities of the American idiom.  

The most rewarding part of Murphy’s study is her account of 
the pre-modern history of the genre in which she reflects on the 
permutations of “Decadent” and modern writing and proceeds 
to examine how the prose poem first appeared to English audi-
ences in Stuart Merrill’s collection of translations from the 
French, Pastels in Prose (1890), as well as in the prose poems 
of Oscar Wilde and Ernest Dowson. One of turning points in the 
history of the genre, Murphy argues, came in 1917 with T. S. 
Eliot’s censure of the genre in an article entitled, “The Borderline 
of Prose.” A detailed account of the polemic against the prose 
poem singles out the ultra-classicist views of Irving Babbitt (who 
taught Eliot at Harvard) as the determining influence on Eliot’s 
subsequent condemnation of mixed genres, including the prose 
poem. The main target of Eliot’s attacks were the prose poems 
of Richard Aldington, which he saw as a contemporary revival 
of the “fake primitivism” and pseudo archaic style of the Deca-
dents. The following vignette is extracted from Richard 
Aldington’s The Love of Myrrhine and Konallis and other Prose 
Poems, published in 1917:  

 
NOON 
The doves sleep beside the slow murmuring cool fountain; red 
five-petalled roses strew the chequered marble; 
The flute-girl whispers the dear white ode of Sappho, and 
Hierocleia by the pool 
Smiles to see the smooth blue sky-reflecting water mirror her 
shining body; 
But my eyelids are shunned by sleep that is whiter than beauti-
ful morning, for Konallis is not here.26  

 
Although its structure, which consists of indented sentences 
separated by semi-columns, remains compromise between 
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verse and prose paragraphs, Aldington’s “Noon” contains all 
the ingredients of a typical neo-Decadent prose poem, includ-
ing the combination of a colorful, heavily stylized vocabulary 
and a self-consciously archaic diction inspired by the King 
James Bible. In the light of this particular kind of prose ec-
logue, one can see why T. S. Eliot dismissed Aldington’s 
sketches as a relatively uninspired and, ultimately, sterile at-
tempt to emulate the kind of painstaking artifice and stylistic 
“charlatanism” which characterized the “poetic” prose of 
Oscar Wilde and Ernest Dowson. In a way, the British prose 
poem never really recovered from the excesses of the fin-de-
siècle generation, and it would not be too far-fetched to argue 
that Aldington’s reliance on “outward” attributes of poeticity – 
such as stylistic sophistication and imagistic density – is in 
part responsible for the relative lack of interest of contempo-
rary British poets in the prose poem. Still, one of the major 
implications of Eliot’s rejection of Aldington’s sketches was 
that the modern prose poem needed to rid itself of the stig-
mata of the Decadent school – as an alternative to poems 
written in verse, the prose poem could not limit itself to aspir-
ing to the “musical” condition of the verse lyric. As Murphy 
concludes, the prose poem’s greatest potential lies “in its play 
with prose as prose – its syntax, discursive conventions, and 
seeming relationship with the world of fact.”27 One possible 
alternative to this conception of the prose poem as a piece of 
prose resembling a poem because of its ornate language and 
imagery is suggested by Eliot’s one published prose poem, 
“Hysteria,” of which Murphy presents a lucid and persuasive 
analysis. In this respect, I wonder to what extent she would be 
willing to agree that Eliot’s “Hysteria” – with its interest in bur-
lesque situations and its emphasis on the struggle between the 
rational mind and the capricious language of the poetic imagi-
nation – echoes the equally “hysterical” fantasies of Max 
Jacob, whose influence on some of the best-known represen-
tatives of what can be called the “fabulist” prose poem (a sub-
trend of the American prose poem made famous by Russell 
Edson and Michael Benedikt) cannot be overemphasized. 

But it is clear that Murphy, like Fredman, feels a special af-
filiation with longer experimental prose poetry works, rather 
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than with what Mary Ann Caws has identified as the “traditional 
qualities recognized in the prose poem – brevity, intensity, and 
self-containment or integrity.”28 In this respect, I must admit to 
having felt a bit uneasy with the sub-chapter she devotes to the 
“narrative tendency” of the prose poem. What troubles me is 
less the analysis itself than Murphy’s adoption of a single exam-
ple of narrative prose poetry (Dowson’s “The Princess of 
Dreams”) to account for a rather “tame” trend that “[plays] off 
the traditional prosaic mode in a fairly straightforward man-
ner.”29  The main problem here is that Murphy’s study rarely 
even mentions contemporary masters of the “short” prose poem 
whose works in the genre – despite their frequent affinities with 
the “straight” genres of the fable, the diary entry, the parable 
and the “short short story” – have often proved at least as sub-
versive as their more “radical” counterparts and contributed to 
creating new formal and ideological possibilities for the genre in 
the last thirty years or so. The prose poems of Bernadette 
Mayer, Amy Gerstler, Lyn Hejinian and Margaret Atwood come 
to mind, as do a number of other women writers whose work 
within and against established narrative genres has had a sig-
nificant role as a feminine or feminist transgression of male-
sanctioned categories and writing practices. In short, one of the 
main objections that can be raised against Murphy’s interpreta-
tion of the prose poem as an inherently subversive genre is 
indeed that it privileges certain aesthetic choices and neglects 
others. Ironically, Murphy’s emphasis on works that evidence 
Bakhtinian “heteroglossia” leads her to silence the multiplicity of 
voices present in the history of the prose poem as a whole. That 
her featured writers are Williams, Stein and Ashbery, and not, 
for instance, Patchen, Bly, Edson, Simic or Ignatow is indicative 
of how her choice of texts dictates, at least to some extent, the 
features she ascribes to the genre.  

 
The British Prose Poem: Beyond Subversion  
With the exception of the opening chapter of Margueritte Mur-
phy’s A Tradition of Subversion, Nikki Santilli’s Such Rare 
Citings: The Prose Poem in English Literature is the first critical 
study of the history of the British prose poem. Unlike Murphy, 
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who mainly focuses on long prose poetry works and hardly 
discusses any contemporary representative of the “short” 
prose poem, Santilli’s book comes closer to what Mary Ann 
Caws has identified as the “traditional qualities recognized in 
the prose poem – brevity, intensity, and self-containment or 
integrity.”30 For the same reason, it does not focus on collec-
tions of verse containing sequence of "poetic prose" 
(Tomlinson’s The Way of the World is a notable exception) and 
deals primarily with writers whose work is a creative response 
to a self-conscious tradition of the prose poem officially inau-
gurated by Baudelaire in 1869 and reinvented by countless 
writers since then.  

Contrary to most critics who have defined the genre as a 
form that exists by virtue of the texts it appropriates and self-
consciously “disfigures,” Santilli believes that the prose poem 
is not simply a “subversive” genre but a form which requires 
visible boundaries around which to play. This suggestion is 
particularly refreshing in that it acknowledges the danger of 
describing a genre solely as an attempt to transcend traditional 
genre boundaries at a time when a number of formal features 
and preferred themes have established themselves as charac-
teristic of the modern prose poem. 

The author begins with a discussion of the historical origins 
of the genre in the Romantic critical fragment and traces the de-
velopment of the form from its first mention in Blackwood’s 
Edinburgh Magazine in 1831 to its reappearance in the works of 
various writers ranging from Coleridge to Baudelaire, De Quin-
cey, Samuel Beckett, Roy Fisher and Charles Tomlinson. As we 
know, the difficulties in defining such an elusive, centaurial 
(anti-)genre as the prose poem are daunting. “In the unorthodox 
world of the prose poem… there can be no seminal text,” San-
tilli writes as she cautiously refrains from seeking to identify a 
“typical prose poem.” In the introduction, she explains that “as 
there is not a comprehensive British anthology to which [she] 
can refer as a primary source, [she has], from the works that 
[she] has uncovered, selected those that either look like ‘genu-
ine’ prose poems or exhibit movements towards or away from a 
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prose poetic form.”31 She then proceeds to examine a variety of 
(brief) prose pieces that represents a challenge to inherited read-
ing norms in a way that re-articulates, among other things, the 
hierarchical relationships and parallelisms that exist both within 
and between the pieces contained in a given collection. By do-
ing so, she hopes to achieve two things: “firstly, to give an idea 
of the covert development of prose poetic texts in English litera-
ture from the Romantic period to the present day… secondly… 
[to reveal] the often subtle differences which distinguish a prose 
poem from a passage of prose or between English and French 
prose poems.”32 

Far from limiting her analysis to considerations of themes, 
forms, genres and subgenres, Santilli is one of the first critics 
to truly and patiently address the emergence and development 
of a (British) prose poetic style. Parallels have been drawn be-
tween the Authorized Version and the prose poems of Oscar 
Wilde or Khalil Gibran, to name but two famous representa-
tives of the prose poetic parable. But the specifics of this 
relationship are still to be investigated, and one of the strong-
est sections of Santilli’s study is the one dealing with the use 
of Biblical parallelism and the technique described by the bibli-
cal scholar James Kugel as “furtherance” in the works of 
Blake, Coleridge, Wilde, Beckett. Another strength of this book 
stems from the fact that Santilli, instead of imposing an inter-
pretive or theoretical grid on the texts she considers, relies 
primarily on detailed close readings to explore the origins and 
potentialities of the genre and contextualize the emergence of 
features that have become “typical” of the form. The case for 
De Quincey as a pivotal figure in the development of aesthetics 
of the prose poem that bridges the Romantic and the Victorian 
period, in particular, is truly enlightening. It also offers the first 
serious discussion of the specific influence of De Quincey on 
Baudelaire’s Paris Spleen. The chapter on Geoffrey Hill’s Mer-
cian Hymns is superb, as is the final chapter on “The Prose 
Poem and the City” which takes us from Baudelaire to John 
Ash and Alan Halsey and aptly concludes that these more re-
cent writers “have used the city (or town), the characteristic, 
if not almost ‘traditional’ theme of the prose poem and used it, 
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as a relic, to confront us with the complex psychology in-
volved in reminiscence and alert us to the harsher truth 
concerning our nostalgia for the ruined places of our past.”33 

 
Reconsidering the Franglo-American Connection 
Steve Monte’s Invisible Fences: Poetry as a Genre in French 
and American Literature begins with a claim that Santilli would 
not deny, namely that prose poetry “has been less revolution-
ary than most critics have asserted.”34 Rather than focusing on 
self-critical, subversive and polyphonic texts, Monte prefers to 
address the issue of why a particular genre should come to be 
seen as more “subversive” or “revolutionary” than other liter-
ary forms. Now that the American prose poem has given rise 
to a number of recognizable (and rather conservative) trends 
such as the “poetic parable,” the neo-surrealist dreamscape or 
the post-Steinian “New Sentence” of the Language poets, one 
can only agree with Monte when he remarks that “the fact 
that a poem is written in prose does not necessarily mean it is 
subversive.”35 As the author wisely acknowledges, however, 
the claims that critics like Murphy, Monroe and others have 
made about the genre’s revolutionary potential are “more nu-
anced and always qualified by the historical fact of the prose 
poem’s marginality.”36 Monroe himself, in his seminal study of 
the genre published in 1987, already devoted a whole chapter 
to the deep-imagist poetics of Robert Bly and characterized the 
poet’s turn to the prose poem as a retreat from radical politics 
into a poetics of inwardness and domesticity.  

After a lengthy and extremely well-documented introduction 
to the history of the reception of the terms “poème en prose” 
and “prose poem,” Monte devotes extended chapters and sub-
chapters to a series of major practitioners of the genre such as 
Baudelaire, Lautréamont, Stein, Eliot, Williams and Ashbery as 
well as to lesser known writers such as Pierre Dax, Charles 
Cros and Leigh Hunt. In his chapter on Baudelaire, Monte, far 
from limiting himself to a discussion of the literary influences 
behind Paris Spleen, raises the difficult question of how non-
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poetic genres such as journalistic prose or the novel have in-
fluenced the development of prose poetry. The chapter on the 
emergence of the prose poem in France contains a truly con-
vincing analysis of the impact of satiric newspaper columns 
and caricature writing on Baudelaire’s poetic imagination. 
Monte’s intergeneric approach favors works that are engaged 
in formal and methodological negotiations with other neighbor-
ing genres. Special attention is therefore given not only to 
Baudelaire’s Paris Spleen but also to other boundary works 
that set a challenge to accepted notions of traditional genre 
theory. Not surprisingly, the unclassifiable still lives of Gertrude 
Stein’s Tender Buttons figure prominently in Monte’s analysis, 
which approaches the notion of genre as “an interpretive 
framework” rather than “a category of classification.”37  

Invisible Fences is a welcome addition to the recent debates 
about the status of prose poetry in the context of modern liter-
ary history. The writing is poised and elegant, and the author 
opts for a pragmatic approach that gives greater place to de-
tailed close readings than to theoretical models. Some sections 
of this book are weaker than others. The chapter on John 
Ashbery, for example, might have been enriched by a more 
careful consideration of recent critical works that purport to 
examine the formal and rhetoric choices that inform such “nar-
ratives of consciousness” as Ashbery’s Three Poems (one 
thinks, for example, of Donald Wesling’s The New Poetries: 
Poetic Form since Coleridge and Wordsworth or Ron Silliman’s 
The New Sentence). Besides, Monte’s decision to emphasize 
Ashbery’s “negative dialectics” – a rather vague and underde-
veloped notion based on the recognition that the progression 
of Ashbery’s prose is “negatively determined” by the frequent 
use of abrupt rhetorical shifts and contrasting logical connec-
tives – seems thoroughly misplaced given the success story of 
Adorno’s infinitely more useful concept of “negative dialec-
tics,” which is relegated to a footnote.  

By contrast, Invisible Fences contains many illuminating 
readings of individual poems. One of the most rewarding sec-
tions of the book is the one dealing with Eliot’s prose poem 
“The Engine,” a little-known work admirably interpreted by the 
author in a close reading that extends over more than four 
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pages. The “coda” to Monte’s chapter on Ashbery contains a 
superb discussion of John Hollander’s In Place and Lyn 
Hejinian’s My Life which succeeds in demonstrating that any 
attempt to divide the American poetry scene into a “formalist” 
and “experimental” camp on the basis of formal features or the 
reputations of individual poets is more misleading than helpful 
as such a gesture inevitably “hampers our understanding and 
enjoyment of all sorts of poetry.”38 Having reached the closing 
chapter of Invisible Fences, one reaches a point where the very 
notion of a genre-defying form such as the prose poem be-
comes equally problematic. As Monte explains, “we need to be 
circumspect when arguing that a work or genre breaks with 
traditional form or lacks form: conventional forms have a way 
of reasserting themselves when we think we are rid of them, 
and sometimes working through conventions is the best way 
of working round those conventions that are in our way.”39 By 
urging us to regard generic terms primarily as interpretive 
categories, Invisible Fences effectively shows that the question 
of what is or is not prose poetry – or, as Monte half-jokingly 
puts it, whether it was “a genre at some historical moments or 
moments and may no longer be one in a significant sense”40) – 
matters less than how this perspective affects how we read 
individual works.  

In a country where, to quote Marjorie Perloff, “free verse 
has become quite simply the lyric norm,”41 the prose poem has 
become a somewhat oppositional or antagonistic force on the 
American poetry scene, one which has continued to derive its 
energy from what Suzanne Bernard describes as “the essential 
antinomy which gives it the character of an Icarian art, aspiring 
to an impossible transcendence of itself, to the negation of its 
own conditions of existence.”42 As far as I can tell, it is pre-
cisely that tension between content and form, innovation and 
tradition, which forces the poet to come up with fresh, innova-
tive work, and makes a prose poem, perhaps more than any 
other poem, an interesting experience. Fortunately enough, 
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critics interested in the prose poem have not yet produced for 
it an academic handbook of reading strategies, a formalized 
way of introducing readers and students to what should or 
should not be considered as a prose poem, as well as to what 
many have diagnosed as the antagonism between the genre 
and the lyric-based premises of “mainstream” poetry. This, in 
itself, is a tribute to the diversity of directions taken by a genre 
which, at this moment in history, is still variously defined by 
its practitioners as “a healing form for an overly mental cul-
ture,”43 a symptom of the general “collapse of a speech-based 
poetics after a reign of nearly two centuries,”44 and “a cast-
iron aeroplane that can actually fly, mainly because its pilot 
doesn’t care whether it does or not.”45  
 
 
II. FIGURES, CONTEXTS, (DIS)CONTINUITIES  

 
…every poem, is a marginal 
 
work in a quite literal sense. 
Prose poems are another matter: but 
 
since they identify themselves as poems 
through style and publication context, they 
 
become a marginal subset of poetry, 
in other words, doubly marginal. 
—Bob Perelman, “The Marginalization of Poetry” 

 
I know that the difference between poetry and prose is a topic 
for school debating societies, but I am not aware that the de-
bating societies have arrived at a solution… But after much 
reflection I conclude that the only absolute distinction to be 
drawn is that poetry is written in verse, and prose is written in 
prose; or, in other words, that there is prose rhythm and verse 
rhythm. And any other essential difference is still to seek… The 
distinction between poetry and prose must be a technical dis-
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tinction; and further refinement of both poetry and prose can 
only draw the distinction more clearly. 
—T.S. Eliot, “The Borderline of Prose” 
 
Nowadays, you can often spot a work 
of poetry by whether it’s in lines 
or no; if it’s in prose, there’s a good chance 
it’s a poem 
—Charles Bernstein, “Of Time and the Line” 
 

Where does poetry stop and prose begin? Can we have verse 
without prose, prose without the use of paragraphs, poetry 
without the use of repetition and metrical parallelism? And 
what aesthetic, ideological and marketing purposes are served 
when we begin to call things by certain names? Does the very 
gesture of calling a piece of prose a “poem” suffice to create a 
prose poem or have prose poets effectively developed a num-
ber of specific compositional strategies meant to expand the 
range of formal possibilities of contemporary poetry ? If that is 
the case, are we speaking of contemporary poetry as a seam-
less continuum liable to be transgressed by the inherently 
subversive potential of the genre? Or is the prose poem in the 
process of becoming another genre with its own methods, 
conventions, and fashionable trends? And, finally, where do 
we place a writer like Kenward Elsmlie, whose 26 bars (1987), 
a pub-crawler’s abecedarium of poetic "tales," features in Paul 
Hoover’s celebrated Norton anthology, Postmodern American 
Poetry, within or outside the history of contemporary prose 
poetry-or Charles Simic, whose self-declared "prose poems" in 
The World Doesn’t End (1989) draw on Serbian folklore, rid-
dles, ditties as well as jazz rhythms, or John High’s ungenred 
The Sasha Poems (1996), or Madeline Gins’ "speculative 
prose" in Helen Keller or Arakawa (1994), or Rosmarie 
Waldrop’s poetico-philosophical meditations in Lawn of Ex-
cluded Middle (1993), or Barbara Guest’s The Countess of 
Minneapolis (1976), which comprises lineated poems, narrative 
fragments, and descriptive prose sketches? 

These are some of the questions addressed, directly or indi-
rectly, by Bob Perelman’s poem-talk, “The Marginalization of 
Poetry,” first published as a poem in the collection, Virtual Reality 
(1993) and later reprinted in the critical book, The Marginalization 
of Poetry: Language Writing and Literary History (1996). The 
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piece begins by quoting Jack Spicer’s famous line, “No one lis-
tens to poetry,” 46  and proceeds to investigate the literal, 
metaphorical, and ideological implications of the “margin.” The 
very form of Perelman’s text, a 1,500 word critical essay written 
in relatively straightforward prose and arbitrarily divided into 125 
six-word per line couplets, is a (self-)ironical comment on the 
transgressive power of experimental writing, a gesture the author 
was later to define as an attempt to “foreground [the] clash be-
tween poetry and prose, academia and poetry.”47 Central to this 
project is the influence of Jacques Derrida, the most prominent 
example in Perelman’s pantheon of contemporary texts that value 
such “‘marginal’ qualities as undecidability and / indecipherabil-
ity.”48 Derrida’s work also stands for what is in part the purpose 
of “The Marginalization of Poetry,” that of dissolving the border 
between critical and poetic language: despite Perelman’s reserva-
tions regarding its rather “decorous” quality, Derrida’s multiple-
margin collage, Glas (1974), indeed seeks to challenge accepted 
distinctions between “literary” and “philosophical” texts while si-
multaneously forcing us to revise our understanding of those 
distinctions. Perelman’s poem ends with a call for “a more / 
communal and critical reading and writing… not some / genreless, 
authorless writing, but a physically and socially located writing 
where margins are not metaphors, and where readers are not 
simply there, waiting to / be liberated.” Only “a self-critical po-
etry,” Perelman concludes, “minus the / short-circuiting rhetoric 
of vatic privilege, might / dissolve the antinomies of marginality 
that / broke Jack Spicer into broken lines.”49 

The prose poem, perhaps more than any other poetic sub-
genre, has long been involved in a systematic critique of its own 
formal and ideological foundations as well as of the relationship 
between reader and work. In the hands of its most daring and 
innovative practitioners, it has also helped to question the binary 
thinking that draws a clear-cut line between creative and critical 
material while undermining what Perelman describes as the 
"Manichean model of / a prosy command-center of criticism and 

 
 46  Bob Perelman, The Marginalization of Poetry: Language Writing and Literary History 
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/ unique bivouacs on the poetic margins.”50 As I have tried to 
show in The American Prose Poem, the issue of functional ne-
gotiations between verse and prose forms, can be profitably 
extended to the question of whether generic, functional or mo-
dal (and not merely structural) categories like “poetry” or the 
“lyric” can reclaim other genres, functions and modes which 
have come to be associated more or less exclusively with prose 
literature. If that is the case, the prose poem also argues for the 
coexistence of simultaneous and heterogeneous spaces in the 
mode of presentation (and representation) itself and, indirectly, 
for the reintegration of poetry into a larger constellation of liter-
ary and extra-literary contexts. 

Because of its continual oscillation between the literal and 
metaphorical margins (and marginalities) studied by Perelman’s 
poem, the prose poem form has been used by numerous 
American poets in order to seize upon the contradictions, but 
also the possible negotiations, between the “public,” utilitarian 
language of prose and what is often perceived as the opposi-
tional and marginal status of poetic language in the twentieth 
century. Rosmarie Waldrop’s collections, The Reproduction of 
Profiles (1987) and Lawn of Excluded Middle (1993; a poetic 
extension of Wittgenstein’s project to “make language with its 
ambiguities the ground of philosophy”51), are among the most 
intellectually rewarding books of prose poems to have been 
published in the last twenty years. The following paragraph 
from the “Accelerating Frame” section of Lawn of Excluded 
Middle illustrates how Waldrop’s prose poems can simultane-
ously break down traditional genre distinctions and rid poetic 
language of the “short-circuiting rhetoric of vatic privilege” de-
nounced by Perelman as the basic flaw in such postmodern 
post-generic texts as Derrida’s Glas: 

 
I knew that true or false is irrelevant in the pursuit of knowl-
edge which must find its own ways to avoid falling as it moves 
toward horizons of light. We can’t hope to prove gravity from 
the fact that it tallies with the fall of an apple when the nature 
of tallying is what Eve’s bite called into question. My progress 
was slowed down by your hand brushing against my breast, 

 
 50  Perelman, The Marginalization of Poetry, 8. 
 51  Rosmarie Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle (Providence, RI: Tender Buttons, 1993) 
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just as travel along the optic nerve brakes the rush of light. But 
then light does not take place, not even in bed. It is the kind of 
language that vanished into communication, as you might into 
my desire for you. It takes attention focused on the fullness of 
a shadow to give light a body that weighs on the horizon, 
though without denting its indifference.52 

 
One of the most remarkable features of Waldrop’s Lawn is its 
willingness to integrate many different discourses from areas 
such as philosophy, science, narrative, and the lyric. But is this 
polygeneric quality what makes Waldrop’s paragraphs “prose 
poems”? As we know, the mixing of different genres and 
styles per se is by no means the privilege of poetry written in 
prose: Pound’s Cantos and Zukofsky’s “A” come to mind, not 
to mention many recent poetry collections made up of inter-
woven lyrics, stories, newspaper cuts or even drawings and 
photographs. What makes Waldrop’s work so interesting is 
precisely that it does not confine itself to mixing or juxtaposing 
antipodal modes and registers. One of the main strengths of 
Lawn of Excluded Middle indeed lies in its playful and critical 
appropriation of Wittgenstein’s philosophical formulations. 
Waldrop does not resort to the asyntactic and disjunctive 
strategies encountered in many experimental works of the 
“language-oriented” variety. Rather, she proceeds to under-
mine the logical, syllogistic authority of expository prose from 
within by confronting it to the changing psychic terrain dis-
played by a consciousness that is using all its rhetorical vigor 
to keep up with the “accelerating frame” of a world that is 
“edging away and out of reach.”53  

As is apparent in the paragraph I’ve just quoted, Waldrop’s 
prose poems account for the particulars of subjective experience 
in a way that accounts for the geometries of language, body 
and self and combines them in “an alternate, less linear logic.”54 
The constant shifts from the general to the particular, the ab-
stract to the sensuous, the metaphorical to the literal (“logic is 
no help when you have no premises. And more and more people 
lacking the most modest form of them are wandering through 

 
 52  Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle, 73. 
 53  Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle, 67. 
 54  Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle, unpag. 
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the streets”55) need to be understood in the context of the au-
thor’s proposition that "we have to pass from explanation to 
description in the heroic hope that it will reach right into experi-
ence.”56 It is a tribute to Waldrop’s extraordinary stylistic talents 
that the transitions always remain fluid, achieved by almost un-
noticeable shifts of tone, register, and grammatical structure. 
The result of the poet’s meditations on the principle of ambigu-
ity encompassed by “the gravity of love” reads like Barthes’ A 
Lover’s Discourse translated by Wittgenstein into a Poundian 
“dance of the intellect,” one that allows the self to struggle with 
the “uncertainty of fact”57 indicated, in various ways, by a post-
Newtonian model of the universe. Waldrop’s investigation of the 
contradictions and paradoxes that undermine the consistency 
and authority of logical thinking invalidates what Charles Bern-
stein has condemned as the anachronistic assumption that 
“philosophy is involved with system building and consistency 
and poetry with the beauty of language and emotion.”58 In this 
sense, her work is in keeping with what Bernstein defines as the 
ongoing project shared by modern poetry and philosophy: that 
of “investigating the possibilities (nature) and structures of phe-
nomena.”59  

Waldrop’s desire to write a kind of poetry that recognizes 
that “the picture of the world drawn by classical physics con-
flicts with the picture drawn by quantum theory”60 joins up 
with a number of other recent works that bridge the gulf be-
tween poetry and the language of the new sciences, most 
notably Botho Strauß’s Beginnlosigkeit (1992), a collection of 
short aphoristic prose fragments whose nonlinear, noncausal 
dynamics are meant to reflect the sense of “beginlessness” 
embodied by the steady state theory. All this, of course, has 
very little, if anything, to do with the supposedly fraudulent 
misuses of scientific terms and theories recently denounced in 
the context of Alan Sokal’s crusade against the “intellectual 
impostures” of late twentieth century critical theorists. The 
point here is clearly not to import the authority of scientific 

 
 55  Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle, 74. 
 56  Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle, 74. 
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culture into poetry but to explore the metaphorical and cultural 
value of contemporary science in the light of the self’s at-
tempts to see, think and feel beyond “the bland surfaces that 
represent the world in the logical form we call reality.”61 By do-
ing so, Waldrop’s Lawn suggests that one possible way out of 
the epistemic gaps allegedly separating science, philosophy 
and poetry is to incorporate them in an alternative form of 
knowledge – a form of knowledge that combines the heuristic 
pedestrianism of the Baudelairian flâneur, the speculative mind 
of the scientist and what Habermas has termed the “problem-
solving” aspirations of philosophy. Jackson Mac Low’s Pieces 
O’Six: Thirty-Three Poems in Prose (1992) raises similar issues 
related to the use-value of poetic discourse vis-à-vis the lan-
guage of expository, truth-bearing discourses.  

Such concerns are of course not entirely new, even in the 
context of the history of the American prose poem. As early as 
1848, Edgar Allen Poe’s Eureka: A Prose Poem pointed in the 
direction of a work suspended between the author’s ideal of 
the self-sufficient poetic artefact and the contextual discur-
siveness of the essay. Poe rather hesitantly described Eureka 
as a “Book of Truths” offered to the reader, “not in its charac-
ter of Truth-Teller, but for the Beauty that abounds in its Truth; 
constituting it true.”62 His insistence on the necessity to con-
sider his poem-essay (“Essay on the Material and Spiritual 
Universe”) as “an Art-Product alone:- let us say as a Romance; 
or, if I be not urging too lofty a claim, as a Poem”63 reflects the 
struggle between poetic ambiguity and the objective value of 
the essay that is still typical of many contemporary works of 
poetry written in prose. More recently, the influence of John 
Ashbery’s Three Poems (1972) and Robert Creeley’s Pres-
ences: A Text for Marisol (1976) on subsequent prose poetry 
works combining critical, philosophical, and lyric writing should 
not be underestimated. 

Another poet interested in the possibility of a poetic 
détournement of expository prose is James Sherry, who, like 
Waldrop, is often associated with Language writing. Sherry’s 
collection, The Marginal Arts (1991), is addressed “to those 
who read paragraphs, to those who are aware of the various 
 

 61  Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle, 74. 
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ways paragraphs can be collected and the reasons why.”64 Like 
Waldrop’s Lawn of Excluded Middle, The Marginal Arts creates 
a body of thought that builds upon rhetorical contaminations 
between literary and nonliterary genres. Using concepts de-
rived from the language of biology, thermodynamics, and 
nonlinear mathematics, Sherry – Sokal’s caveats notwithstand-
ing – follows the examples set by poet-mathematician Jacques 
Roubaud and others in reasserting the poet’s right to address 
different levels of knowledge gathered by scientific conjecture, 
empirical observation, and experiment. Discussing his interest 
in atomic theory in his Preface to the book, Sherry writes: 
“people now think that the universe is composed of atoms and 
that these atoms have a nucleus. We have evidence at Hi-
roshima that is incontrovertible; the theory was made fact.”65 
“In another sense,” he continues, “atoms only exist as long as 
people use the concept. They exist as much as we use them 
and when we use them. Not that they stop existing when we 
stop using them. It doesn’t mean that they don’t exist. They 
exist in a nuclear context.”66  

Unlike Ron Silliman’s “New Sentence,” a mode of writing in 
which sentences are conceived of as semi-independent units 
meant to resist the “syllogistic movement”67 of prose, Sherry 
writes a relatively straightforward prose, at least on a formal, 
syntactic level. Instead of subscribing to the disjunctive poetics 
advocated by many other Language poets, The Marginal Arts 
preserves a certain amount of syntactic and narrative control, 
even as it tries to creates an interaction among the seemingly 
competing spheres of speculative and poetic discourses. More 
generally, Sherry craves for a poetry stripped of all the deco-
rum and lyricism we associate with the Romantic spirit. His 
“self-portrait mirrored in theory”68 results in a kind of writing 
that refuses to aestheticize itself: a poetry grounded in an en-
gagement with the materiality of language that pays a critical 
homage to Wittgenstein’s famous proposition that the “limits 
of my language mean the limits of my world.” 

 
 64  James Sherry, The Marginal Arts (Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 1991) 11. 
 65  Sherry, The Marginal Arts, 9-10. 
 66  Sherry, The Marginal Arts, 11. 
 67  Ron Silliman, The New Sentence (New York: Roof, 1989) 91. 
 68  Sherry, The Marginal Arts, 11. 
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The idea, evidenced in the works of Sherry and Waldrop, 
that poetry and philosophy involve commitments that are both 
dissimilar and complementary is also reflected in the poetry of 
Madeline Gins. Since the publication of her first book, Word 
Rain (1969), Gins has produced a number of important works 
that keep watch over the “mechanism of meaning,” working 
on the assumption that knowledge can only exist as long as it 
brings to consciousness the specific conditions of our attempts 
to apprehend ourselves or the world “outside” the individual 
mind. In her most recent literary work, Helen Keller or Arakawa 
(1994), the attainment of a vision beyond the outlines of the 
physically seen is both the occasion and the result of sensuous 
and intellectual awareness. The book, which is meant to enact 
a “sharing of nameless [passing] through the words and im-
ages of Helen Keller and Arakawa and others,”69 contains a 
number of “composite” texts incorporating sources as various 
as Rimbaud’s Marine, John Buchan’s The Moon Endureth, 
Swedenborg’s The Infinite and the Final Cause of Creation, and 
Frederick Engel’s Revolution in Science. Gins’s recent installa-
tions and poetico-architectural projects around the concept of 
“Reversible Destiny” (conceived and carried out in collabora-
tion with Arakawa) have produced an even larger compendium 
of methods for mapping the real and allowing architectural sur-
rounds to inhabit the subject’s as yet incomplete being. This 
Gins and Arakawa set out to achieve through a constant re-
newal and expansion of the mind’s “thinking field,”70 a process 
of self-definition and self-rearticulation that suggests ways in 
which our cognitive apparatus might be liberated from conven-
tional modes of apprehending space and time. Other recent 
works purporting to erase the boundaries between conceptual 
art and poetry include David Bromige’s Tight Corners & What’s 
Around Them (1974), a sequence of short, playful prose 
blocks “framed” by corners drawn around their first letter, and 
Robert Grenier’s Sentences (1978), a boxed collection of 500 
short poems printed on unnumbered 5 x 8-inch index cards. As 
for the typographical “distorted rooms” and truncated diction-
ary entries of Tina Darragh’s Striking Resemblance (some of 
Darragh’s poetry will be examined in detail in the next chap-
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ter), they appear as an interesting poetic response to Joseph 
Kosuth’s photographic enlargements of dictionary definitions in 
the First Investigations series (1965). 
 
The Politics of Metaphor & the Art of Mythographers 

 
Dites-vous bien, lecteur ou lectrice, ou dis-toi bien (car à me 
lire tu deviendras de mes proches) que si je dis ici, c’est plus 
pour dire que pour dire quelque chose. 
—Michel Leiris, Le Ruban au cou d’olympia 
 

The dissolution of boundaries between creative and essayistic 
writing advocated by Waldrop, Sherry, Darragh and other writ-
ers whose work is often identified with Language poetry has 
been confirmed by the adoption by Perelman and others of the 
expression “Language writing” to define work produced by the 
movement or by writers associated with the movement. In this 
respect, one of the lessons to be learned from such works as 
The Marginal Arts and Lawn of Excluded Middle is that poetic 
language can no longer claim to be truly impervious to the de-
bates which have dominated academic thought in the last 
three decades of the 20th century. The theoretical concerns 
that inform the speculative prose of Rosmarie Waldrop, James 
Sherry and other experimental prose poets should conceivably 
prove congenial to academics engaged in deconstruction, criti-
cal theory, cultural studies and interdisciplinary approaches to 
art and literature. The paucity of critical material on their work, 
however, has the disquieting effect of reminding us that we 
still lack the critical vocabulary to reexamine the paradoxes 
built into some of the most interesting and ambitious work 
done in American poetry over the past few decades.  

While the prose poets discussed so far seek to push the 
borders of poetic language by transcending the traditional split 
between poetry, philosophy, and science, others have written 
collections of prose poems which take the form of fables, par-
ables, or “short short stories.” Indeed, another important, and 
increasingly popular, direction taken by the genre concerns the 
possibility of reclaiming for poetry the story-telling functions of 
narrative fiction. The first generation American “fabulists” are 
Russell Edson and Michael Benedikt. Second and third genera-
tion fabulists include Margaret Atwood, Maxine Chernoff, 
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Lawrence Fixel, Morton Marcus, Jack Anderson, Peter John-
son and Marie Harris. What they share is an ability to “[take] a 
metaphor and [pursue] it right through to make of it a story”71:  

 
PHANTOM PAIN 
After the leg is lost, the pain remains as an emblem; so the kid-
napper cannot part with his ransom notes. The high diver, lost 
on the subway, flexes his muscles defensively. The crowd fades 
to waves in a pool eighty feet below. "There," pointing to the 
nose of a seated passenger, "is where I’ll land." The mad 
bomber turns to his wife and says, "I’ll give up my career for 
you." She pictures his delicate bombs defusing, like scenes in a 
home movie played backwards. Meanwhile, the kidnapper, 
grown careless with sentimentality, drops a ransom note on the 
subway seat. The train conductor, who last night dreamed of a 
murderer, hides the note like a stolen pistol under his cap. Later 
the bomber stops at a diner full of known bombers. Anxious, he 
drops a coffee cup, white fragments exploding at his feet.72 
 

Maxine Chernoff’s own comments on the genesis of “Phantom 
Pain” (the opening piece of Utopia TV Store [1979]) insist on 
the necessity for the narrative prose poem to “exist independ-
ently [from the author’s experience] by creating self-contained 
worlds.”73 “The yoking of disparate elements – such as ‘phan-
tom pain’ and a kidnapper’s lost ransom notes,” she explains, 
is “characteristic of both metaphysical poetry and surrealist 
collage.” 74  Prose poems, she adds, are “a contemporary 
equivalent of metaphysical poetry, since in both cases meta-
phor can expand to become the central concept (conceit) of 
the writing.”75 Lastly, her choice of the prose poem form can 
be accounted for in view of the fact that “attention to line 
breaks, syllables in a line, end rhyme and stanzas would limit 
or distract attention from the narrative development and meta-
phorical density.”76 
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Implicit in Ignatow’s and Chernoff’s comments is an inter-
pretation of the genre as a compromise between the 
"metaphorical density" of the traditional lyric and the meto-
nymic energy of the narrative mode. As for the use of 
metaphor in a seemingly “prosaic” context, it bears its own 
particular brand of richness and unexpectedness. The “meta-
phorical” content of “Phantom Pain,” for instance, draws 
attention to itself at the same time as it is undermined by 
Chernoff’s objective, matter-of-fact tone and the “fast-
forward” effect conveyed by the narrative. This intensification 
of the metaphorical within the prosaic is probably what the 
British critic Clive Scott has in mind when he writes that 
“metaphor in prose is more nakedly and alarmingly metaphori-
cal than in verse. It is no longer one of a particular form’s 
habits of speech, part of the act, but a figure born out of a re-
ality that has no knowledge of such figures. Its power doubled 
by its borrowing the submissiveness of prose.”77  

Another type of fabulist poem is characterized by what the 
critic Donald Wesling calls a “narrative of grammar.”78 The first 
paragraph of the “Each Other” section in John Yau’s Edificio 
Sayonara (1992) is not really a story dressed up as a poem 
but, rather, a poem that seeks to construe the movements of 
the speaker’s mind into a story. The focus here is clearly on 
the intellectual “leaps” that allow the story to be told in a way 
that underscores the rhetorical “hardware” of both poetry and 
narrative: 

 
In the middle of the unfolding, neither yours nor mine nor ours, 
simply one of many we are in, we occupy (Read: standing, sit-
ting, sprawling) different quadrants of a room, waiting for 
night’s air to open its pockets, let us slip into its cubbyholes of 
respite. This story is true in this room, but not in the tropical 
breeze outside the sentences spelling it out, neon pulses crash-
ing against the cranial area. You were speaking, though there 
is nothing to corroborate what I just heard, which was not you. 
I heard it nevertheless. We have reached the end of allegory, 
the thinking that makes this storytelling possible, and must 
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now find a way to understand the space between us cannot be 
filled, that we are on different sides of a window that neither 
opens nor shuts.79 
 

Yau’s interest in the “thinking that makes [the] storytelling 
possible” refers back to a tradition of self-reflexive fables 
which, from Max Jacob to Jorge Luis Borges, Henri Michaux, 
Italo Calvino, Julio Cortázar, John Barth and beyond, has put 
the emphasis on the telling of the tale rather than on the tale 
itself. Indeed, there is a sense in which Yau’s “Each Other” 
can be read as an application of postmodern metafiction to the 
art of poetry writing. Another recognizable feature of this kind 
of prose poem is a foregrounding of form and discourse. As 
suggested by the image of “the tropical breeze outside the 
sentences spelling it out,” the Poetic Word becomes, in Yau’s 
poem, literally de-capitalized, words are turned into verbal ob-
jects within and against which the poet evolves a new 
estranging poetry out of the elaboration of form. In the works 
of Yau, Lawrence Fixel, Lydia Davis and others, the prose 
poem seems to have veered in the direction of what Derrida 
regards as the basic constitutive feature of Maurice Blanchot’s 
“récit,” The Madness of the Day, a narrative staked on “the 
possibility and the impossibility of relating a story.”80 

The fabulist mode has been used by different poets for dif-
ferent purposes. The best known representative of the 
“absurdist” school of the American prose poem is undoubtedly 
Russell Edson, whose hilarious post-Freudian family romances 
and fairy tales are collected in such books as The Very Thing 
That Happens (1964) and The Wounded Breakfast (1985). Mi-
chael Benedikt’s Mole Notes (1971), another early example of 
the so-called “American prose poem revival,” combines an ex-
traordinary level of literary experimentation, urbane wit, black 
humor, metapoetic playfulness and rhetorical sophistication 
with the raw energies of Surrealism. The immediate impression 
in reading Benedikt’s prose poems is one of rhetorical control 
and intellectual authority, and yet the overall sense of indeter-
minacy present in many pieces contained in Moles Notes often 
seems to undermine the poems’ aspirations to rationality and 
seriousness. Out of that self-deflating authority the prose 
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poem becomes a form of shared play, one that allows imagina-
tive open-endedness to prevail. As for Charles Simic’s Pulitzer 
Prize-winning The World Doesn’t End, it is indebted to what 
the author calls the art of “mythographers,”81 a form of writing 
that mixes the strategies of myth and humor and encourages 
readers to discover the metaphorical potential of everyday ob-
jects. Unlike historians and, to a lesser extent, chroniclers, 
“mythographers,” Simic explains in his Preface to Vasko 
Popa’s Zivo Meso, disregard the totalizing power of grand nar-
ratives and prefer to work with fables, parables, nursery 
rhymes, riddles and other “minor” genres. While the prose po-
ems of Benedikt and Simic show the influence of French 
masters of the form such as Max Jacob, Pierre Reverdy and 
André Breton, the “short shorts” of Margaret Atwood and 
Richard Kostelanetz point back to Donald Barthelme’s metafic-
tional games and, by way of pre-postmodern predecessors, 
have more to do with the prose tradition of, say, Franz Kafka’s 
Ein Landarzt or Jorge Luis Borges’ Ficciones – or even with the 
non-literary tradition of the stand-up comic – than with any 
poetic tradition as such. More generally, however, the impor-
tance of parody and humor in many prose poems of the 
narrative or fabulist variety allies these poets with a line of 
post-war poets and fiction writers who, like Kenneth Koch, 
have learned “the possibility of being funny and lyrical at the 
same time.”82  

 
The Prose Poem & the New Lyric: Writing Poetry in the 
Age of Prose 

 
The poet is a radio. The poet is a liar. The poet is a counterpunch-
ing radio. 
—Jack Spicer, “Sporting Life” 
 
Outside the sky is hanging by the composition of he who eats eats 
first with we will sell you. and this ever you, and ever this ever 
you, and ever of you this and. my love speaks about the overpass. 
my love speaks about newark. my love speaks through the merg-
ing traffic. especially with the radio on. 
—Lisa Jarnot, Some Other Kind of Mission 
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It is a false word, a poet: it is a lying word. It is a wall that closes 
and does not. 
—Laura Riding, “Poet: A Lying Word” 
 
Lyric? In which the winged body turns a tight circle, trying to 
outmaneuver and write through the built-in pornography & propa-
ganda of official language. 
—John High and Thoreau Lovell, “Gentle Reader” 
 
Expecting poems to remind them of fragrances 
They make too much of a bunch of flowers 
—Nick Piombino, “Dans le jardin des plantes » 
 
This was the source of my anxiety as I thought to write to you: 
how to make [oneself] invisible in [one’s] words without resorting 
to the rhetoric of invisibility. 
—Michael Davidson, “The Imperative of Fact” 
 
Poetry is like a swoon, with this difference: 
It brings you to your senses 
—Charles Bernstein, “The Klupsky Girl” 
 

An important aspect of Perelman’s attempt to chart poetry’s 
current status in “The Marginalization of Poetry” concerns the 
“marginal vs. mainstream” dichotomy and how it manifests it-
self in the antagonism between the experimental or 
“undecipherable” poem and the so-called “experience poem, 
the / mostly free-verse descendants of Wordsworth’s spots / 
of time: first-person meditations where the / meaning of life 
becomes visible after / 20 or 30 lines.”83 Perelman’s own po-
etry has worked towards refiguring the reading habits of those 
who still expect a “poem” to be a relatively short piece of writ-
ing dealing with the expression of intimate feelings or 
meditations and written in a style that somehow distinguishes 
itself from “plain prose” (often through the use of a metaphori-
cally – or imagistically – charged diction).  

What interests me here is the thorny issue of the survival of 
the lyric mode in view of the overall rejection of poetic senti-
mentality and decorum which largely characterizes the 
“marginal,” “non-standardized” tradition represented by Perel-
man and other Language writers. One possible explanation for 

 
 83  Perelman, The Marginalization of Poetry, 9. 
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the lack of interest of innovative poets in the traditional 
“epiphanic” lyric taught in most MFA programs is suggested by 
Marjorie Perloff: “If American poets today are unlikely to write 
passionate love poems or odes to skylarks or to the Pacific 
Ocean, it is not because people don’t fall in love or go bird-
watching or because the view of the Pacific from, say, Big Sur 
doesn’t continue to be breathtaking, but because the electronic 
network that governs communication provides us with the 
sense that others – too many others – are feeling the same 
way.”84 Why, indeed, should we read lyric poetry when we can 
get our Romantic sentiment and panoramic vistas from Holly-
wood movies, CNN newsreels or wildlife documentaries? At a 
time when our need for lyricism is being catered to by the pub-
lic language of advertising and major motion pictures, poetry 
seems no longer concerned with how to express personal emo-
tions, and many innovative works produced in the last forty 
years seem to confirm Oscar Wilde’s dictum that “all bad po-
etry springs from genuine feeling.”  

A comprehensive survey of the different uses to which the 
prose-poem format has been put since the early 1970s would 
have to consider an extremely broad spectrum of forms and 
methods ranging from Ron Silliman’s “New Sentence” narra-
tives in Ketjak (1978) to the streetwise philosophical lyricism 
of John Godfrey’s Where the Weather Suits My Clothes 
(1984), the speculative sensuousness of Aaron Shurin’s Into 
Distances (1993), Sheila Murphy’s enigmatic haibun (a form 
consisting of a prose paragraph followed by a single haiku of a 
varying number of syllables) in A Sound the Mobile Makes in 
Wind (1998), or Harryette Mullen’s Trimmings (1991), a bril-
liant alliteration- and pun-ridden Steinian investigation of 
feminine clothing and “the ways that the English language 
conventionally represents femininity.”85 Despite their many dif-
ferences, however, all the examples cited and discussed here 
implicitly propose a definition of “poetic” language which is 
neither based on stylistical decorativeness and sophistication, 
nor merely based on a sense of lyric intimacy. Because of its 
tendency to accommodate and appropriate antithetical genres 
and discourses, the prose poem indeed offers a useful alterna-
 

 84  Marjorie Perloff, Radical Artifice: Writing Poetry in the Age of Media (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1991) 202-3. 

 85  Harryette Mullen, Trimmings (Providence, RI: Tender Buttons, 1991) 69. 
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tive to the aporia of lyric discourse in the late twentieth cen-
tury, and it is hardly surprising that many Language poets have 
often used the form to expand the possibilities of subjective or 
“internal” modes of expression. The following quotes are from 
major collections by some of the best-known Language poets 
– I have limited myself to the first lines/sentences of the first 
poem of each collection: 

 
Not this. 
What then? 
I started over & over. Not this. 
Last week I wrote "the muscles in my palm so sore from halv-
ing the rump roast I cld barely grip the pen." What then. This 
morning my lip is blisterd. 
—Ron Silliman, Tjanting 
 
I am often conscious, yet rain is now visibly falling. It almost 
combines to be one thing, but here I am again. Though he 
dreamed he was awake, it was a mistake he would only make at 
a time like that. There are memories, but I am not that person. 
—Bob Perelman, a.k.a. 
 
(I had wanted to begin slowly. A seed cracking next to my ear, 
slowly. My head sinking deeper into the pillow, mimicking any 
pressing tone of voice.) The world on the other side of the pil-
low was flesh. I would never come to the point. Words empty 
these standings without you three feet away, I remarked inkily, 
drowning my fingers in ink. 
—Carla Harryman, Animal Instincts 
 
I had inferred from pictures that the world was real and there-
fore paused, for who knows what will happen if we talk truth 
while climbing the stairs. 
—Rosmarie Waldrop, The Reproduction of Profiles 
 
I do not understand what you are saying. No, I understand you 
perfectly. You are speaking American English, and that is my 
tongue. 
 
Sketching, a pencil nudges the subject out of place. A shaft of 
light is a profile of dust in the late afternoon, citizens bearing 
our luminous shapes on their backs. A portrait is compelling, 
though not so mutable as the face across which it plays. 
—Tom Mandel, Realism 
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I wrote words on the brow of home and around the corners of 
its mouth--waiting for those days which wait for life to engulf 
them. The silhouettes of Pompeii were made and excavated for 
me. I take them personally. If embarrassed by my work, I 
turned to satire. 
—Stephen Rodefer, Passing Duration 
 

What these works have in common – besides a highly self-
reflexive, “metapoetic” stance – is an awareness of the com-
plexities of narrative as well as of the irremediable fissure 
between the writing and the written self. With their emphasis on 
the difficulty of “speaking in a state of fidelity to the subject,”86 
the poets cited here conceive of poetry as an art of intellectual 
patterns that deliberately puts the subjective premises of the 
lyric between quotation marks. By giving us access to the 
changing present of the poet’s consciousness, they write a kind 
of “preemptive” lyric that focuses on the self’s strategies of 
self-expression and therefore anticipates and invalidates possible 
objections to the poem’s sentimental or “epiphanic” orientation 
(including the assumptions of direct, natural apprehension of the 
real implied in the formulaic romanticism of the “expressive 
lyric”87). Indeed, an important consequence of this project is to 
prevent the I-speaker from reaching any definitive (read: passive 
or “readerly” in the Barthean sense) “revelation” such as a regu-
lar “workshop poem” – of the kind described above by Marjorie 
Perloff – would surrender: the epiphany or revelation, when it 
occurs, remains primarily rhetorical in form and content.88 (This 
effect, it should be added, has of course ceased to be truly sub-
versive as it now depends on the reader’s recognition of an anti-
lyrical stance that has become characteristic of Language writ-
ing.)  

 
 86  Carla Harryman, Animal Instincts (San Francisco: This Press, 1989) 32. 
 87  Barrett Watten, “The Bride of the Assembly Line: From Material Text to Cultural Poetics,” 

The Impercipient Lecture Series 1.8 (1997): 33. 
 88  As Ann Lauterbach recently pointed out, the focus on the writing process and the presence 

of a certain amount of retrospective irony in many "language-oriented" works are meant to 
curb the lyrical or sentimental orientation of (semi-) autobiographical poems. Responding to 
Perelman’s observation that Ron Silliman’s work "seems autobiographical, even though the 
narrative is focused more at the tip of the pen than in the memory of the writer," she writes: 
"What I understand you to mean / is that emotionally-charged subjects / like sleeping with 
another woman / or the death of a loved one are / admissible only if or when they are in 
some sense / objectified, made ironic, or held in check by / clearly demarcated formal struc-
tures” (Ann Lauterbach, “Lines Written to Bob Perelman in the Margins of The 
Marginalization of Poetry,” The Impercipient Lecture Series 1.4 (1997): 20.  
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Though none of these “post-lyrical” features can be said to 
pertain exclusively to the prose poem format, it seems to me 
that the genre’s long-standing affinities with the art of autobi-
ography or diary writing have facilitated the methodological 
move that made it possible for poets to call into question both 
the business of reading (lyric) poetry as “authentic” and that of 
reading autobiography as “fictional.” This “autobiographical” 
strain of the American prose poem is most apparent in such 
works as Lyn Hejinian’s My Life (1980; rev. and exp. ed. 
1987), Bernadette Mayer’s Studying Hunger (1975), Hannah 
Weiner’s Clairvoyant Journal (1978) or Erica Hunt’s unsigned 
and untitled “letters,” all of which attest to a sustained effort 
to create a language of the self that has not been co-opted by 
the all-engulfing powers of corporate media, while pointing to 
a repositioning of the self within the social. One of the most 
thought-provoking insights one can derive from the works of 
these writers concerns the possibility of seeing in genre sub-
version the mediation of effective political praxis. Lyn 
Hejinian’s “poetic autobiography,” My Life, in particular, is a 
good example of how the lyric can be revitalized by the dis-
junctive narratives of Silliman’s “New Sentence” and enriched 
by a larger vision of the collective reality of which it is part.  

Poised between the center and the margin, the public lan-
guage of prose and the private realm of the lyric, the prose 
poem problematizes the linearity and coherence we have been 
taught to expect from most histories of modern poetry and 
urges us to explore those axiomatic forces that shape literary 
tradition, as well as the world outside the text. From the 
writer’s perspective, it can be argued that many poets have 
turned to the prose poem form because it tends to liberate the 
mind, as well as the words, from restrictions of predetermined 
formal or generic context. As we have seen, the question often 
remains that of whether the physical and metaphorical sense 
of language that is allowed to dominate in poetry can interfere 
with the forward-moving, truth-bearing continuity of prose 
(and, as some Language poets would argue, its taken-for-
granted “transparency”) in an interesting and innovative way. 
Hence, I think, the preoccupation of many prose poets – at 
both ends of the mainstream vs. experimental spectrum – with 
the dialectics of the lyric and the narrative, the metaphorical 
and the literal, the gratuitous and the instrumental, the emo-
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tional and the rational, the natural and the artificial, the per-
sonal and the social. We could debate the merits or demerits of 
each of the poets cited in this essay, but that is not the point. 
The point is that they all testify to the way non-poetic dis-
courses are increasingly attributed to the realm of poetry – not 
just to add a few items to the agenda of so-called experimental 
or innovative writers, but to change the terms of their agenda 
and make it compatible with particular changes in social and 
cultural life. As the works of Waldrop, Sherry, Hejinian and 
others demonstrate, the prose poem – as an inherently self-
reflexive and transgressive genre – has come very close to per-
forming the “self-critical” move described by Perelman as “a 
step toward a more / communal and critical reading,”89 one 
which seeks to absorb all levels of experience and continues to 
enact the engagement between consciousness and world. 

 
 

III. THE PROSE POEM NOW:  
EIGHT AMERICAN PROSE POETS 

 
The concluding sections of my book-length study of the 
American prose poem, which was published in 1998, were 
largely devoted to the two main camps that had allegedly di-
vided the prose poem “scene” since the early 1970s. Until 
recently, the first camp was dominated by the language-
oriented trend represented by poets such as Ron Silliman, 
Bruce Andrews and Rosmarie Waldrop and which was charac-
terized by a desire to use prose to challenge the transparency 
and immediacy of the traditional lyric. The language-oriented 
group capitalized upon a poetical Beaubourg effect that sought 
to unveil the very mechanism of meaning and underline the 
role of language as a mediator between self and world while 
exposing, foregrounding and desacralizing the writer’s compo-
sitional process. On the other side, there was the more 
traditionally descriptive or narrative prose poetry of Russell Ed-
son, Robert Bly, Charles Simic, and Maxine Chernoff, whose 
“fabulist,” neo-surrealist poetics bore more affinities with ex-
perimental prose writers such as Jorge Luis Borges, Henri 

 
 89  Bob Perelman, The Marginalization of Poetry, 10. 
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Michaux or Julio Cortázar than with any already existing poetic 
tradition, especially in the United States.  

I would like to devote the last part of this chapter to eight 
American poets whose work falls outside the boundaries of 
such solidified groups and categories. That six of these eight 
poets have had collections published by Burning Deck and 
Quale Press is no coincidence. While Burning Deck’s role in 
publishing essential genre-defying writing over the last 50 
years (the press was founded by Rosemarie and Keith Waldrop 
in 1961), Quale is one of the main purveyors of prose poetry 
and the only US-based press which almost exclusively devotes 
itself to the prose poem as a genre, with nearly forty volumes 
of prose poetry published so far (in addition to twelve issues of 
the short-lived magazine key satc(hel), including the only avail-
able English translation of Aloysius Bertrand’s Gaspard de la 
nuit and reprints of foundational volumes of prose poetry such 
as Arturo Giovannitti’s Arrrows in the Gale and Sherwood 
Anderson’s Mid-American Chants.  

 
Morton Marcus 
One of the great merits of the late Morton Marcus’s 2007 col-
lection Pursuing the Dream Bone is to demonstrate that the 
boundaries which allegedly separate the “mainstream” from the 
experimental prose poem are largely artificial and arbitrary. 
While a quick look at a poem by, say, Chernoff or Edson reveals 
as many meta-poetic, language-centered features as a piece by 
Charles Bernstein or Bob Perelman, the imagistic and surreal 
quality of Ron Silliman’s city poems or Lydia Davis’s absurdist 
fables is so obvious that any attempt to draw a firm line be-
tween the two opposite poles between which the American 
prose poem allegedly oscillates seems doomed to failure. Simi-
larly, Marcus’s and Liotta’s collections, invite a reading of the 
prose poem (American or otherwise) that goes beyond the tradi-
tional oppositions between discursive and lyrical, narrative and 
confessional modes as well as the all-too-obvious influences 
ranging from Baudelaire’s flâneur poetics to francophone surreal-
ism or the Cubist poetics of Gertrude Stein. Andrei Codrescu 
recognizes this fact when he describes Marcus as “the kind of 
priest-poet who, like Péguy or Jacob, gets to the Light by tear-
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ing up the universe in ecstatic dance.”90 On a superficial level, 
the pedestrian, modest, mundane character of some of the po-
ems contained in this collection (the titles often speak for 
themselves: “The Match,” “My Mother Was a Beautiful 
Woman,” “When She Slept,” “The Tree,” “Cloudy Day,” ”In the 
Repair Shop,” “Growing Old,” “My Day”) would seem to con-
tradict Codrescu’s assessment of the fundamentally Dionysian 
nature of Marcus’s work, which Marcus himself has described 
as being rooted in a force “pulsating in every living thing and 
rooted in this world.” Such an approach is perhaps most appar-
ent in poems such as “Meeting Places” or the more Stevensian 
“Listening to Rain,” in which the speaker bemusedly remarks 
that he “doesn’t’ know if he is inside or outside, if he is the 
house surrounded by rain, or if the storm is inside him.”91  

But the spiritual nature of Marcus’s prose poetry is obvious 
even in the shortest and simplest pieces of the volume which, 
far from resembling mere journal entries, seek to describe a dif-
ferent kind of intimacy that exists at a slight angle from what 
we often take for granted as the true nature of subjective ex-
perience. There is the self-deflating confessionalism of the 
mock-Pirandellian “Ten Paragraphs in Search of an Author” 
(“When I was eight I went five days without eating. Another 
time I stepped heel-to-toe along the roof edge of a five story 
tenement for over an hour. I’d drive myself like that when I 
was young, always trying to discover how far I could go. Luck-
ily, I never found out”92). But there is also “Alzheimer’s,” the 
concluding poem of the collection (and one of a series of po-
ems about growing old scattered throughout the book), a piece 
which conveys the poet’s sad puzzlement towards a form of 
consciousness that causes the individual’s gradual estrange-
ment from the speaker as well as from herself (“the easy chair 
he slept in watching TV, the table she sat at brushing her 
hair… thinking of nothing… The crib in the attic, the home 
without furniture, the vacant lot without a house”93) and none-

 
 90  Andrei Codrescu, blurb on back cover on Morton Marcus’s When People Could Fly (New 
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 91  Marcus, Pursuing the Dream Bone (Niantic, CT: Quale Press, 2007) 89. 
 92  Marcus, Pursuing the Dream Bone, 22. 
 93  Marcus, Pursuing the Dream Bone,113. 
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theless ends with a volcanic eruption that signals the advent of 
“the world about to be born.”94  

Looking back on Marcus’s impressive career as a practitioner 
of the prose poem, one would be tempted to consider him as an 
odd fish in fabulist waters, one who could feature alongside 
other boundary cases such as Charles Simic, James Tate and 
Peter Johnson. As I have argued elsewhere, what these writers 
have in common is a successful attempt to deal with real people 
and real situations and allow them to drift into a dream-like 
world which is neither real nor unreal, neither here nor there. 
Marcus’s collection thus alternates between the whimsical and 
the solemn, the mundane and the poignant, the imagistic and 
the philosophical, in a way that does not limit itself to deliber-
ately mixing up different, sometimes antagonistic, stylistic 
registers but also seeks to apprehend what he describes in “Pur-
suing the Dreambone” the paradoxical nature of knowledge and 
non-knowledge, a process envisioned in Henri Michaux’s notion 
of nescience (“Each of my steps carries me farther into myself, 
yet farther from who I think I am”95). It’s not that Marcus’s 
prose poems are completely devoid of some of the “manner-
isms” that characterized the various “schools” mentioned 
above. Rather, the author’s extensive knowledge of those 
“trends” (Marcus is a teacher as well as a writer and has taught 
creative workshops on numerous campuses throughout the na-
tion) is clearly transcended by a voice which remains his own, 
no matter how convoluted, intertextual and complexifying some 
of the poems may appear to be.  

Unlike Codrescu, if I had to place Marcus on a more interna-
tional level I would not necessarily think of Ponge or Péguy 
but, rather, of Belgian-born prose maverick Henri Michaux 
whom the author cites in an epigraph to the book that points 
to the necessity to recover “the special way children look at 
things, rich from not yet knowing, rich in extent, in desert, big 
from nescience, like a flowing river, a gaze that isn’t bound 
yet, nourished by the undeciphered.”96 It has of course become 
a truism that the poetic function of language is to defamiliarize 
the familiar and evoke the brief period of uncritical wonder that 
characterized Wordsworth’s vision of childhood (Marcus’s su-
 

 94  Marcus, Pursuing the Dream Bone,114. 
 95  Marcus, Pursuing the Dream Bone, 93. 
 96  Cited in Marcus, Pursuing the Dream Bone, unpag. 
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perb title poem, “Pursuing the Dream Bone,” deals with similar 
themes but a more oneiric and solemn fashion). But Marcus’s 
capacity to unskin the reader’s eyes is truly remarkable and so 
is his capacity to avoid the risks and dangers of excessive self-
consciousness that often lurks beneath any attempt to produce 
a prose poem that resembles a philosophical (and/or mock-
)philosophical fragment (“The Reason Why?,” “The Tree: Post-
script,” “Mirror,” “Every Morning,” “Listening to Rain,” “Like 
the Back of Our Hands”), a Dinggedicht (“The Match,” “Fin-
gers,” “The Tree,” “Shoes,” “Passports”) or a parable 
(“Laughter,” “The Story,” “Pursuing the Dream Bone”). In his 
recent autobiography, Marcus devotes an entire chapter to the 
prose poem97  and acknowledges his debt to Michaux, W.S. 
Merwin and Lawrence Fixel, whose formative influence al-
lowed Marcus to explore the affinities between the prose poem 
and the parable, at a time when he was simultaneously trying 
to rid himself of the “tyranny of the line”98 and create a world 
“composed of funhouse-mirror distortions of reality, dream vi-
sions rooted in metaphor and symbol, which for [him] evoke a 
more resonant picture of the world than everyday realism 
does.”99 

 
P.H. Liotta  
P.H. Liotta’s The Graveyard of Fallen Monuments is an alto-
gether different, though no less deserving, attempt to redefine 
the prose poem form, especially as regards its capacity to en-
gage with space and history. The collection’s sense of cultural 
and historical concreteness, its sheer expansive temporal and 
spatial breadth and perspective (the poems were written and re-
vised in many different places over a period of 25 years) – 
which convey the writer’s sense of historical and cultural root-
lessness reflected in the title of the volume – make this book an 
unusual contribution to the history of prose and verse poetry. 

As the closing notes of the collection make clear, “the 
graveyard of fallen monuments” is not a metaphor: it refers to 
an actual “sculpture park” located in Moscow and housing 
“most of the prominent statues and monuments from the So-

 
 97  Morton Marcus, Striking Through the Masks: A Literary Memoir (Santa Cruz, CA: Capitola 
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viet era.”100 In the capable hands of a poet such as Liotta, this 
“literalized metaphor” is not entirely unreminiscent of T. S. 
Eliot’s famous assessment of “immense panorama of futility 
and anarchy which is contemporary history” or the Joycean 
suggestion that history is a nightmare from which the contem-
porary artist is trying to awake.  

Liotta’s prose and verse are elegant throughout without be-
ing contrived or self-conscious. The unusual elongated format 
of the book (which is 8.25 inches wide, and only 7.25 inches 
high) is particularly well-suited for the prose sequences con-
tained in the first sections of the collection, which also 
contains sequences of oversized lineated couplets. Although 
Liotta’s “ghazal” is as remote from the original form as Ker-
ouac’s Western haiku (unlike the opening sequence of long 
couplets, which comprised a variety of internal rhymes, it does 
not rhyme and consist of a succession of long lines that seem 
to stop arbitrarily at the end of each oversized page), they still 
manage to communicate the complexities of the poet’s en-
gagement with the landscapes and cultural and existential 
dilemmas traversed by the poem. Ironically the mixing of long 
couplets and prose poems within the collection points back to 
one of the origins of the American prose poem which, in many 
ways, started with the long, unrhymed, declamatory line of 
Walt Whitman and, later, Sherwood Anderson’s Mid-American 
Chants. From “Blind Minotaur Guided by a Young Girl in the 
Night” (a beautiful ekphrastic poem based on Picasso’s Blind 
Minotaur etching): 

 
She has the face of a bird; he, the body of a tortured man. 
They cross, together, a  
dimension of mezzotint, trapped in this black method of art. 
The only living figures on  
paper. 
 
She knows the quality of pain that is his, promises to be his 
muse. She was not born  
with this face with its prominent beak like a gull’s and a voice 
that reminds one of  

 
 100  P.H. Liotta, The Graveyard of Fallen Monuments (Niantic, CT: Quale Press, 2007) 86. 
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nightingales, the delicate crystal of timbre and pitch. Together 
they flee.101 
 

This short section cannot do justice to the diversity of tones 
and approaches of The Graveyard of Fallen Monuments, from 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language102 to Picasso’s personal 
reinvention of the myth of the Minotaur (“Blind Minotaurus 
Guided by a Young Girl in the Night”), and on to Cocteau’s 
rewriting of Orpheus and Escher’s impossible, non-Euclidian 
drawings (“Nothing to admire but this crazy form. One hand 
deconstructs the other. Stillness and change”). Despite the 
wealth of philosophical and aesthetic references and allusions, 
Liotta is equally well-versed in Middle East conflicts (“The 
Ghazal of Memory”), reminiscences of WWII politics and He-
mingway’s China trip (“Hemingway with the Kuomintang 
Army: June 16th, 1941”) and family anxieties which are often 
alleviated by the author’s self-debunking rhetoric, an aspect of 
his work which is most apparent in his use of titles (“Tired of 
Lobster? Why Not Sea Urchin Gonads for a Change of Pace”).  

This dense and highly-allusive work remains accessible 
throughout and is punctuated by memorable lines, the best of 
which are often formulated in the form of unanswered ques-
tions (“What is a life but its runes in absence?”103). At a time 
when contemporary poetry is often accused of being domi-
nated by sterile formal experiments or self-indulgent lyrical 
outbursts it seems to me that too few poets ask themselves 
such questions, shrinking as they do from a lyric that would 
accommodate a politically conscious vision of modern society 
and the expression of subjective and collective anxieties, one 
which would allow the poet to read the lyric self through the 
lens of its political and cultural environment. Perhaps it is the 
ambivalent struggle between lyric self-containment and epic 
contingence which has dominated the history and development 
of the prose poem, in America and elsewhere, which makes 
such unusual experiments possible, useful, and desirable. 

 

 
 101  Liotta, The Graveyard of Fallen Monuments, 17. 
 102  One of the weaknesses of this book is that Liotta chooses to start each section of the 
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Peter Johnson 
In the title poem of his collection of prose poems, Pretty 
Happy!, Peter Johnson distances himself from a long line of 
neurotic poètes maudits deriving their inspiration from the Dark 
Muse of Despair. In a self-deflating gesture evocative of Karl 
Shapiro’s famous “Bourgeois Poet,” Johnson declares: “I have 
no siblings who’ve killed themselves, a few breakdowns here 
and there, my son sometimes talking back to me, but, in gen-
eral, I’m pretty happy. And if the basement leaks, and fuses 
fart out when the coffee machine comes on, and if the pastor 
beats up with the same old parables, and raccoons overturn 
the garbage cans and ham it up at 2 o’clock in the morning 
while some punk is cutting the wires on my car stereo, I can 
still say, I’m pretty happy.” Far from emulating the solipsistic 
and suicidal compulsions of those whom Charles Tomlinson 
once callously called "the time’s spoiled children" (see Chapter 
3) Johnson’s prose poems serve to remind us that poetry is 
more often than not the result of a patient, domestic gesture, 
one which is described in his second book of prose poems, 
Love Poems for the Millenium, as that of a painstaking writer-
craftsman “hitched to a machine, nursing a noun, tapping a 
verb on its shoulder, apposing appositives.”104  

But Johnson’s prose poetry is the opposite of boring and 
domestic: it is full of oneiric strangeness, verbal fireworks, un-
settling images, grotesque characters, and unexpected twists 
capable of blending the metaphysical and the peristaltic in a 
single sentence (“I judge a theodicity by the slant of its jaw, by 
how quickly my bowels act up, by the red apple resting on the 
bleached blonde’s head”105). Described in Charles Simic’s in-
troduction to Pretty Happy! as “the culinary equivalent of 
peasant dishes, like paella or gumbo, which bring together a 
great variety of ingredients and flavors, and which in the end, 
thanks to the art of the cook, somehow blend,” 106  Pretty 
Happy! celebrates the prose poem’s potential for mixing high 
and low material, accommodating antithetical different genres 
and performing what Simic (Johnson was one of Simic’s stu-
dents at the University of New Hampshire) calls the 

 
 104  Peter Johnson, Love Poems for the Millennium (Haydenville, MA, 1998) 7. 
 105  Peter Johnson, Eduardo & “I” (Buffalo, NY: White Pine Press, 2006). 
 106  Peter Johnson, Pretty Happy! (Fredonia, NY: White Pine Press, 1997) 15. 
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“amalgamation of lyric poetry, anecdote, fairy tale, allegory, 
joke, journal entry, and many other kinds of prose.”107 

More often than not the prose poems of Pretty Happy! dis-
play a tendency not only to poeticize the prosaic but also to 
debunk the poetic, promising to leave the high-blown rhetoric 
and stylistic preciousness behind. Johnson’s prose poetry re-
quires the reader to follow the meanders of a consciousness 
that combines the immediacy of personal observations with 
the darker, inner urgencies of the unconscious mind. The au-
thor’s supremely quirky mind enables him to create an unusual, 
perhaps unique style that combines the strange and the famil-
iar, the most urgent bursts of lyricism with disarmingly 
unemotional statements. His particular challenge is to shape 
the material afforded by seemingly ordinary characters and 
situations so that it avoids the risk of the ordinary. In one of 
the poems, a doll: 

 
Sits upright in an ancient chest, face smooth, expressionless as 
sanded bone. Could be anyone’s doll. Not lazy, just sluggish 
from lack of visitors. No one to fix its damaged legs, pull the 
noose at its neck. No one to wipe beads of attic dust off its 
naked belly. 
Imagine that belly, wave upon invisible wave of emptiness 
flooding its hollow. Imagine a ship of darkness exploring plastic 
channels in its chest, arms, head. 
A toddler discovers it, fingers sticky with ice cream, a face 
fleshy and pink with delight. She lifts it overhead with inexpe-
rienced hands, lets it fall, picks it up again, strong-arms it to 
her chest. “Love, love,” she says, dirtying her white dress. 
“Love, love,” she says, dropping the doll onto the floor, knead-
ing the air with crooked fingers, smiling like a toothless angel 
who doesn’t know better.108 
 

Even though one of Johnson’s chief strengths is that he writes 
into the open and is perhaps therefore best understood outside 
any major tradition, Pretty Happy! is an important addition to 
the recent history of the American prose poem as it reintro-
duces some social credibility and psychological depth into the 
genre--two features sorely absent, for example, from many re-
cent collections of “well-made” absurdist prose poems inspired 
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by Michael Benedikt and Russell Edson. Even though some of 
his poems seem to pay homage to the Edson’s surreal fables 
(“A Ritual as Old as Time Itself” begins in a characteristically 
Edsonian fashion: “There’s a man flying his wife. He’s been at 
it for the last year of their marriage. With one end of string 
around her heart, the other around his fist, he scurries up and 
down the shoreline”109), what makes Johnson’s best work par-
ticularly successful has to do with its capacity to deal not so 
much with types and grotesques as with “the truths that make 
people grotesques”110 (to quote from the Sherwood Anderson 
epigraph to Pretty Happy!) and demonstrate that verbal play, 
pastiche and irony are not incompatible with the expression of 
private or collective anxieties. 

Johnson’s Love Poems for the Millennium, is an imaginary 
travel book (a “poet’s atlas,”111 as Russell Edson describes it in 
his introduction) that takes us to 28 different places ranging 
from major cities such as Paris, London, and Barcelona to lesser 
sites such as Key West, Provincetown and Cannes. The tour 
guide is an unnamed first-person narrator who leaves home to 
travel the world with an imaginary, protean lover named “Gigi.” 
The creative method that underlies the Love Poems bears ech-
oes of Kafka’s Amerika, another imaginary travelogue building 
upon the uncanny paradoxes involved in representing alternate 
versions of familiar places which seem to exist at a slight angle 
from reality. The chapbook opens and closes with sections de-
voted to the poet’s home, which is a way of reminding the 
reader that all these visions and observations originate in the life 
of the imagination and in the poet’s efforts to shape his 
thoughts and ideas into form while “tumbling from one clumsy 
dream to another.”112 The very look of the poems on the page 
(most of them consist of a single, uninterrupted paragraph) 
sometimes evokes the “calculated hysteria” of Max Jacob’s 
Dice Cup, which presented a similar portrait of the prose poet as 
a compulsive story teller. Despite the presence of the I-narrator, 
one is left with the impression that Johnson’s poems are “talk-
ing to themselves”; from “Cannes”: 

 

 
 109  Johnson, Pretty Happy!, 63. 
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A poached egg without the pocket, embarrassed before the 
tongue’s eye. Have you ever felt like that?… Cagey croissant 
bars, two baby shrimp cavorting on a bed of artichoke hearts, 
floating houses, flying fish, and sleek limousines squatting in 
front of Belle Epoch hotels – a splendid cubist landscape, yet 
here we are encamped on a beach in moth-eaten sleeping 
bags.113 
 

Many of the famous places and figures described in Johnson’s 
collection seem deflated and stripped of their traditional aura of 
glamor or prestige. Of course, there is always a risk involved in 
such a debunking gesture, especially when these places and fig-
ures threaten to drop into the trivial or the ridiculous. But the 
tone is consistently poised, self-assured and seemingly effort-
less, and readers will enjoy the peculiar blend of irony and 
sensuousness that characterizes Johnson’s dreamscapes. The 
Love Poems achieve an optimal balance of irony and lyric self-
presence without lapsing into either a form of obnoxious off-
handedness or that kind of heavy-footed, self-conscious diction 
too often encountered in the works of many lesser, epigonic 
prose poets, especially among so-called neo-surrealist poets. 
Johnson’s use of rhythm, which alternates moments of high 
tension and periods of relative calm, allows the reader to get in-
volved in the meanders of the speaker’s imagination and 
fictional reminiscences and then reflect on the deeper signifi-
cance of what is being described or remembered. Such qualities 
make Johnson one of the most consistent and original represen-
tatives of the younger generation of American prose poets. 

On a superficial level, many of Johnson’s prose poems 
celebrate the associative power of the poet’s imagination and 
seek to encourage a dialectical collaboration between the wak-
ing and the unconscious mind. In this sense, they seem 
indebted to the tradition of the “dreamscape,” one of the 
French surrealists’ preferred forms. On a second reading, how-
ever, the Love Poems suggest that Johnson is fascinated not 
so much by the life of the imagination itself (or, at least, what 
was explored and extolled as such by the surrealists) as by the 
possibility of interpreting the unconscious by means of a proc-
ess of conscious manipulation and aestheticization of 
autobiographical material. Such concerns (which are most ap-
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parent in Johnson’s Flaubertian spoof, “Je suis Gigi,”114 in the 
poem entitled “Geneva”) place Johnson in a line of writers 
who have learned to listen to the complex workings of their 
innermost being in order to build upon the paradox of identity 
and self-alteration.  

In its verbal intensity and triumphantly vernacular wit, Love 
Poems is also very impressive. In many cases, the teasing, 
stand-uppish quality of Johnson’s prose poems arises out of 
the incongruous relations of neighboring words, sentences and 
images. Some of the sentences continue to reverberate long 
after the reader has read the poems. The superb image of the 
“thin book wherein a fat lady wrest[ing] with nouns,” the one 
that “tak[es] sixty years to flower”115 (“Provincetown”) was no 
doubt inspired to Johnson by Gertrude Stein, whose Tender 
Buttons established the prose poem’s credentials in the early 
years of the 20th century (Johnson’s collection also abounds in 
culinary innuendoes). Love Poems for the Millennium is filled 
with such strange, larger-than-life characters which give the 
collection its tall-talish quality. 

Reading these lines, one is reminded of Edson’s remark that a 
prose poem should be like a “cast-iron aeroplane that can actually 
fly.”116 Delighting in such paradoxes and elemental conflicts as 
well as in the possibility of endless possibilities, the prose poems 
of Peter Johnson will leave the reader with a new appreciation of 
a genre that, perhaps more than any other literary genre, makes 
the ordinary extraordinary and conveys a feeling which, to quote 
Edson once again, “reality is a strange place, and in constant 
drift, like the very continents of this planet.”117  

 
Gian Lombardo 
Like Peter Johnson, who edited of the Providence-based an-
nual The Prose Poem: An International Journal from 1992 to 
2000, Gian Lombardo is a writer whose contributions to the 
history and development of the American prose poem are not 
limited to his published work as a poet. His activities as an edi-
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tor, publisher, translator and anthologist of prose poetry, which 
are attested by the richness and diversity of the Quale Press 
catalogue, have sometimes tended to obscure his achievement 
as a writer in his own right. Still, Lombardo’s own work consti-
tutes yet another interesting boundary case which would 
deserve to be investigated in a full-length study of the very re-
cent developments of the prose poem in the United States. If 
such a study saw the light, one would have to highlight 
Lombardo’s the sheer variety of thematic and methodological 
approaches which characterizes his work and range from 
whimsical, absurdist black humor to philosophically-oriented 
language-centered metapoetics. 

Who Lets Go First (1999), one of Lombardo’s most unor-
thodox collections, is a good example of his refusal to fit into 
the common categories usually associated with the contempo-
rary prose poem, whether of the American or the European 
variety. The collection comprises a series of sixty-four imag-
istic or narrative “reflections” based on the commentaries and 
the oracular symbolism of the I Ching, the ancient Chinese 
book of divination. The prose poems in Who Lets Go First are 
so many attempts to struggle with personal problems based on 
a creative investigation of the sixty-four hexagrams contained 
in the I Ching and their written commentaries. As Lombardo 
has explained, the collection’s main goal is to “explore the nu-
ances of creating stories by ‘throwing’ images” (a reference to 
the ritual of throwing yarrow sticks or coins onto the ground to 
come up with the lines of a specific hexagram) and see “how 
one proceeds from perception to thought and feeling.”118  

Generating enigmatic fragments and parabolic warnings, 
visiting dark and bright states of mind, Lombardo’s book re-
mains faithful to the general dynamics suggested by the 
broken or unbroken lines of the lineal hexagrams. The poems 
are also in line with to the I Ching’s commitment to suggesting 
directions and attitudes based on connections and associations 
between body parts, human relationships and natural imagery: 

 
BREAK THE SURFACE 
In the dark, gravity tells you which way is up. Before moving, 
release a glass and then head in the opposite direction. 

 
 118  Gian Lombardo, “Oil & Water: Commentary,” The Prose Poem: An International Journal 7 
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Unless you have a saw, you must stop once you meet the ceil-
ing. A crowd might be gathered there. Someone murmurs 
words in your ear. Another seeks out your mouth with theirs. 
If you can’t proceed, take the path back down. If anyone’s 
there, give each a small gift – a look of conspiracy, a brush of 
finger against forearm.119  
 

Such silent choreographies often remain enigmatic and show 
Lombardo’s debt to the instinctual depths of surrealism. De-
scribed by Brian Johnson as “a book of elemental conflicts: 
land and sky, low and high, light and dark, hunger and satia-
tion, free will and fate, departing and arriving,”120 Who Lets Go 
First converts the traditional expressive strategies of the lyric 
into a system of interpenetrating bodily and metaphysical op-
positions inspired by the binary, taoist sequences which 
preside to the destinies, interpretations and divinations of the I 
Ching hexagrams. In his subsequent collections Lombardo’s 
sinuous prose ventures into more conceptual territories and 
leads us into a garden of forking intellectual and sensuous 
paths, forging interstitial connections and provisional affinities 
among an infinity of possible notions of self and world. The 
“A_Bet” section of Aid & A_Bet, it is a truncated abecedarium 
of “unsolved riddles”121 which returns us to Lombardo’s first 
published book, Between Islands, a volume which already con-
tained a sequence of riddles and maxims translated from the 
Old English. As for the “Aid” part, it is a remarkably consistent 
collage constructed from texts by such foundational Western 
writers as Copernicus, Da Vinci, Paine, Einstein, Proudhon, 
Marx, Freud, Huxley and Lao Tzu. In “Attachment to the Chi-
meric,” Lombardo’s prose embraces a more abstract, 
procedural poetics which bears the mark of Einsteinian physics 
at the same time as it follows Stein’s recommendation to act 
and write “so that there is no use in a center”: 

 
Let us take a system. To describe the motion of a material 
point. Let there be a stationary rigid rod. Imagine further two 
ends. Imagine further a moving.122 
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In another recent collection entitled Of All the Corners to For-
get, pieces such as “Painting the Box,” “Bean,” “Concentric 
Circles” or “Minstrel” testify to Lombardo’s unorthodox take 
on phenomenological poetics. They often read like a cross be-
tween Wallace Stevens and Russell Edson, when they do not 
remind us of the need to attend to the “the dream of presence, 
the urge of hope and melancholy to break into song.”123 More 
often than not, however, the expression of such urgent feel-
ings is mitigated and deflated by Lombardo’s wry humor: 

 
BEAN 
It’s not mentioned much in this context. Or in any other con-
text. That’s a fact. 
 
It’s deficient in this text. Not to mention any other. That’s sad. 
 
It’s cropped up on occasion. If the time were right, there’d be a 
mention somewhere. 
 
Like a hill that once was.124 
 

Lombardo’s systemic deconstructions and restructurations of 
both the lyric and the prosaic confirms the position of the 
prose poem as what Jonathan Monroe has described as a 
genre which “dramatizes and thematizes the lyric’s repression 
of its own dialogism and opens poetry onto a more intense dia-
logical interaction with other modes of discourse.” 125  In 
Lombardo’s expert hands the short block of prose continues to 
function as a critical and “utopian” genre which a form which 
“affirms a continual revaluation of the marginal”126 and contin-
ues to provide “a focus on the concrete, prosaic realities and 
unresolved conflicts of everyday life”127 and owes much of its 
subversive potential to “the interpenetration of the critical and 
the utopian.”128 
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Cyrus Console 
Since its creation more than half a century ago, Burning Deck 
has generated an unprecedented and immensely influential 
catalogue of original poetry and translations which stands out 
as a tribute to the richness and diversity of experimental writ-
ing throughout the world – Cyrus Console’s Brief Under Water 
is no exception and emerges as a major additions to Rosemarie 
and Keith Waldrop’s already monumental list. In Brief Under 
Water, the connection between prose poetry and prose fiction 
are immediately established by the presence of a I-narrator 
whose intricate, labyrinthine ramblings and stutterings con-
stantly build and rebuild a dialogue between the narrative and 
the confessional modes. While the word “brief” would seem to 
evoke the shortness of the 55 entries of the collection, it also 
refers to the German word for “letter”: with a couple of excep-
tions, however, Console’s entries are less akin to letters 
(“Briefe”) than to journal entries describing the inner life of the 
narrator and his ill-fated brother. The title of the book is clearly 
a homophonic translation of Franz Kafka’s “Brief an den Vater” 
(“Letter to my father”), a forty-odd-page epistolary essay pub-
lished posthumously and which expresses his extreme sense of 
loneliness, guilt and alienation. As for the watery element, it is 
illustrated by numerous aquatic images which culminate in two 
outstanding seaside poems (“100101” and “100110”) in 
which the narrator explores the psycho-geographies of dune 
landscapes (the sense of “effortless homecomings”129 afforded 
by the beach recalls J.G. Ballard’s more dystopian stories 
about “beach fatigue”) while identifying the sand and the 
“SEA” as “the begetter of these verses.”130 

On a first reading Brief Under Water conveys an urge to es-
cape from a word dominated by an aporia of language (“the 
pocket dictionary sat on the toilet, defining its words with its 
words”131), on the one hand, and a sense ontological stasis 
(“neither travel or advancement”), on the other. Such an at-
tempt sometimes comes close to the spirit of Samuel Beckett’s 
“I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On,” especially when Console’s narrator 
fails – albeit splendidly – to escape from language but remains 
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determined to “go out again,” “collaps[ing] in tree, amid buzz-
ing of flies,” 132  or when he feels literally encumbered with 
writing and starts to crave for a “psychic refuge” which re-
mains “unimaginably distant and clean.” 133  Despite these 
inauspicious beginnings, the collection ends on a more positive 
note when the narrator, finally relieved from his doubts and 
anxieties, surrenders to the logic of a peculiar, aerial form of 
transcendental dérive. Delineating a gesture of peaceful self-
effacement which bears the promise of a dream of flight into a 
“floating silence”134 Console aptly brings the book to an ele-
gant and strangely moving conclusion: 

 
Huge, empty, he could not progress but with drifting; but in a 
way he has won. The air, trapped by its own weight, pushed 
the blimp higher in the sky.135  
 

Console’s Brief Under Water contains some of the most distin-
guished prose poetry written so far in the United States. It is a 
book I and many other readers are likely to return to, a collec-
tion whose stylistic virtuosity and intertextual richness never 
seem gratuitous and serves the cause of recovering a memory 
whose “episodes bleed from their contours, investing each other 
with error.”136 Far from indulging in the metapoetic exercises fa-
vored by some representatives of the post-Language school, 
Console never hesitate to confront and engage with real objects 
in a way which is informed as much by Kafka and Beckett as by 
the lessons of contemporary phenomenology. The following ex-
cerpt is taken from “110010” (one also thinks of the post-
impressionist sketch “Shade tree / Puzzled over darksome shift-
less fruit”137 in Console’s recent verse sequence “The Olepsy”): 

 
That was more than enough for a lonely blimp, bobbing and 
weaving in the sky, who never loved nor made love, but who 
cherished a loving fondness for trees. To him they were as 
miniatures, statements of extreme compression and brilliance, 
moving not but by dint of supreme effort.138 
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Console does not shirk away from politics either, as suggested 
by the opening poem of the collection (“There were comets in 
the air. It was beautiful over Lybia and beautiful over Cherno-
byl”139) and by the mysterious titles of the poems, which may 
or may not refer to the claustrophobic, binary codes “spoken” 
by computers, while adding to the narrator’s fondness for 
Faulknerian thoughts and images of “motion-in-stasis.” An-
other influence is that of François Villon (Console’s narrator is 
also named François), whose poetry is paraphrased at the be-
ginning of section “1011.” Here one of Villon’s most famous 
quatrain – which was written at a time when the 15th century 
poet had become tired of a life of misery and declared himself 
ready to be hanged – is converted into a mundane prose 
which nonetheless preserves the tragi-grotesque quality of the 
original: 

 
It was your idea to name me François; it is my loss. I was born 
in Pontroise [sic], at the foot of the class. At length my neck 
learns the weight of my ass.140 
 

Characteristically, the historical consciousness which pervades 
the whole book proceeds by light touches, clear and precise 
strokes, as in “110101,” in which the narrator, caught in a 
state of option between speech and silence, cites Marlow in 
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (Console’s poetry is also filled 
with references to the Vietnam war) and concurs that “this 
also… has been one of the dark places of the earth.”141 The 
author’s literary influences also include Dostoevsky, Tolstoy 
and Melville, and, indeed, there is something Bartelby-like 
about Console’s narrator, who readily admits to “know[ing] 
something like heartbreak, but there our affinities end”: “I lack 
hobbies. I have no houseplants. My bed bides the day in its 
room in the manner of an only child.” Ultimately, Console’s 
“Invention of Solitude” knows no conceptual limits. His sy-
naesthetic ruminations (references to music and painting 
abound in the collection), “rampant speculation”142  and Ge-
danken-experimenten eventually lead to a recognition that 
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even the most complex and subtle psychogeometries are use-
less when it comes to combating the sense of inertia he is 
literally possessed by. In the absence of a sense of wholeness 
and fulfilment, Brief Under Water provisionally leaves the 
reader with “a puzzle whose solution has demanded the rejec-
tion of many pieces.”143 In another, related poem, the narrator 
describes his writing project as one which is inspired by paint-
ing, deflating the liminal beauty of the Matissean window 
view into an imaginary “window giving into nothing, lit from 
without, that casts no image but a frame”144: “It seems to me 
that if I understood this light precisely, as in painting, that if I 
understood this air precisely, as in song, that I could approach 
those days ahead like presents, that I could shake them, that 
might divine their contents.”145 

Console’s collection is dedicated to Ben Lerner, a poet who 
“invokes Jay-Z as gracefully as he does the Middle English,”146 
as Console recently wrote in a review of The Lichtenberg Fig-
ures. Console fully lives up to the versatility and 
unpredictability of Lerner’s poetry in its half-serious attempts 
to emulate “the tradition of modern Hungarian music, that 
never repeats a thought, only rises, like the brilliant weapons 
of the forces of good, which would sooner turn to ash than fall 
back into their assembled crowds.”147  
 
Michael Gizzi 
These qualities also apply to the late Providence-based poet 
Michael Gizzi, whose career encompasses more than three 
decades and ca. twenty books. Gizzi is also a poet whose lan-
guage has been inspired by and frequently compared with 
musical form. Clark Coolidge (himself an accomplished jazz 
musician) comments on the brevity of Gizzi’s prose poems and 
points out that: 

 
Length doesn’t matter, they are denser than they look. He has 
even found a way to record some forgotten strains. You get a 
chance at them only because they lie abandoned here. But as 
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Monk said, It’s up to you to pick it up. I wonder at them as I 
wonder at my own. Who wants to be cured of desire?148 
 

It would be a truism to say that the comparison with jazz 
(Gizzi is also the author of a 2000 collection entitled Cured in 
the Going Bebop which Coolidge’s comments directly refer to) 
invites a reading which insists on the poet’s improvisational 
skills as well as on the reader’s participation in the creation of 
meaning, especially when it comes to bridging the gaps where 
an absent continuity can be imagined or reconstructed. It is 
true that some of Gizzi’s poems consist in a series of isolated 
sentences, some of which are so short that they resemble 
verse lines. But part of the originality of Gizzi’s form lies in his 
use of the enjambment, which interrupts the linear movement 
of his “prose”: the point, as Coolidge’s remarks suggests, is 
to cure the reader of the desire for poetic closure. This aes-
thetics of rupture is of course less marked than in more 
extreme (and more habitual) exercises in parataxis and discon-
tinuity. But it is also more rewarding and unpredictable in 
terms of what the poems convey when they approach the dia-
lectics of breaks, fissures and continuities, beginnings and 
endings. This is the beginning of “Rilke in Paris,” from the col-
lection New Depths of Deadpan: 

 
Once he was a pipe-smoking Turk on a shop sign. Now he’s on 
vacation, 
 
a one-legged man confronting his loss 
 
preserved in spirits. Colors become audible. I’m green says the 
Turk. We are gold, the  
spirits reply. His had is dog paddling in the avenues. 
 
When he doesn’t dream he feels as if he’s forgotten to put out 
the garbage.149 
 

Like other related poems in the collection, the dream-like col-
lage “Rilke in Paris” mixes the tragic and the trivial in a way 
which sometimes recalls Charles Simic’s or Keith Waldrop’s 
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own peculiar brands of “deadpan” surrealisms. It is also typi-
cal of the musical (and frequently humorous) quality afforded 
by a kind of writing which is perhaps best appreciated when 
read aloud. The sheer diversity of subjects explored in this col-
lection defeat any attempt to isolate a core-concept to his 
book (if there is a guiding thread – or melody – to this book, 
then it must be “pantonal,” as Ornette Coleman would say). 
Whereas the Surrealist legacy is immediately apparent in such 
poems as “Rilke in Paris,” “Shark-Infected Custard” or “The 
Laser Printer’s Dream,” Gizzi is equally at ease with confes-
sional/lyrical pieces (“A Dreadful Claim”), micro-narratives (“In 
Flat Nevada”), boppy nursery rhymes (“Dig the King”), phi-
losophical vignettes (“Lorelei,” ‘Shadows of Volition”) or 
discursive pieces about jogging (“Standing and Jogging”) or 
popular culture (“B-Movie About Astrolabes”). (The titles of 
Gizzi’s poems are so unusual and catchy that the Table of 
Contents can be read as a poem in its own right.) 

The least successful poems in this collection are those in 
which Gizzi veers too much in the direction of facile deflation 
or self-deprecation, as in “Raging Balls,” “The Wizard of Os-
mosis” or “The Academy of Scissors.” There lies the danger of 
Gizzi’s “deadpan” humor, which is poised between surrealism 
and realism, the abstract and the personal, the comic and the 
tragic. This danger lurks, of course, beneath any attempt to 
develop a poetics which seeks to “translat[e] ideas into things” 
and vice-versa, thereby running the risk of getting stuck in a 
“torpor between sleep and walking.”150 As the title of the col-
lection indicates, Gizzi – a man of many styles – opts for a 
“deadpan” mode which paradoxically aims at delineating new 
forms of metaphysical and philosophical depth. This results in 
a mixed mode which produces some memorable writing which 
ranges from the solemn to wistful (“A window replaces a 
shadow, humming silently a song of the nude among can-
vasses” 151 ; “Car crashes remain the leading cause of 
information”152; “No pedigree but riffraff endowed with pure 
Franciscan flesh”153) while remaining committed to a collage 
aesthetics which, in the last analysis, stresses the difficulty of 

 
 150  Gizzi, New Depths of Deadpan, 17. 
 151  Gizzi, New Depths of Deadpan, 14. 
 152  Gizzi, New Depths of Deadpan, 13. 
 153  Gizzi, New Depths of Deadpan, 52. 
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reconciling self and world through language (“grammar cracks 
eggs as best it can”154). Be that as it may New Depths of 
Deadpan takes us on a journey through the very fabric of 
dream and memory and the patchwork of visions that charac-
terizes a singular and distinguished fabulist.  

 
Stephen Berg 
Stephen Berg’s Shaving introduces us to a quizzical, self-
critical mind, one whose best poetic work springs from a re-
flection on the restlessness of imagination and the dignity of 
suffering. In the opening poem, “Legacy” – one of many po-
ems preoccupied with the disappointments and pains of family 
relations – Berg writes: “It doesn’t even matter who we are, all 
three of us, sitting in the living room of a house in a city – a 
sick old dying man, a woman, a younger man – arguing over 
what the sick one wants to leave, to whom, after he’s 
dead.”155 The younger man turns out to be the son, “half-nuts 
from the sickness and the craziness, from how this moment 
resurrects an entire family history by condensing it, a primal 
myth, without imagery from the past, into one room, one time, 
forever.”156 Berg’s insistence on the necessity to translate per-
sonal experience into myth sets the tone for a book in which a 
sense of parable-like universality seems to co-exist (and inter-
act) with a quasi-confessional, subjectivist drive towards self-
affirmation. More specifically, the main theme of Berg’s prose 
poetry appears to be the appropriation of personal history 
through memory and the recognition that we are, to para-
phrase Mr. Compson in The Sound and the Fury, the sum of 
our past selves, traumas, and misfortunes. As Berg’s persona 
comments, “the identities of the people do not matter, as the 
years pass, in the mind, it all becomes the person in whose 
mind it lives.” This, he argues elsewhere, is the only true defi-
nition of immortality as “the T flares into non-existence – gone 
into others and objects.”157 

The strong philosophical strain in Berg’s prose poetry is 
linked with a desire to create a metaphysics of everyday life 
liable to suggest a way out of potentially crippling experiences 

 
 154  Gizzi, New Depths of Deadpan, 61. 
 155  Stephen Berg, Shaving (Marshfield, MA: Four Way Books, 1998) 3. 
 156  Berg, Shaving, 3. 
 157  Berg, Shaving, 3. 
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towards the renewed sense of self of an emotionally integrated 
adult. With its emphasis on the primacy of individual choice 
and personal responsibility, Berg’s poetic voice is often re-
morse-ridden, haunted by a desire to understand where his 
pain is coming from. In “Metaphysical Exercise I,” Berg writes: 
“Everything is politics, and nothing is; everything is the family; 
everything is delicacy, detail, perception.” 158  In “Hell,” he 
writes: “Nobody punishes anyone but himself these days of 
our godlessness, our lack of faith.”159 In Berg’s existentialist 
poetics, meaning is indeed irremediably man-made: there is no 
essence or absolute, either within or beyond us. Man (for this 
is an eminently male-oriented, deeply masculine book) thus 
feels thrust back upon his own frustrations and limitations and 
no longer seeks significance in religion, or even culture, but in 
the human mind itself. More often than not, Berg’s poetic self 
seeks protection from “the enemy world” – the world of frus-
trated ambitions, family tensions, and various kinds of 
psychological damage and suffering – by taking refuge in an 
awareness of his ontological aloneness, embarking on a quest 
for his guiltless, pre-Oedipal being which, according to the nar-
rator in “Self-Portrait at Six” “lets you act without even a hint 
of sensing others watch you, judge you, worry about you, so 
that desire and action fuse.”160 

Despite its strong autobiographical content, one is left with 
the feeling that the purpose of Shaving is less to write autobi-
ography as to reflect upon the ways biography can be used to 
redefine the self in its relationship to its past and present ex-
periences. The emphasis, in other words, is on the fissure 
between the writing and the written self as well as between 
the perceiving and the perceived “I” – hence the numerous 
mirror scenes scattered throughout the collections in such po-
ems as “Shaving” or “The Weave,” in which Berg’s persona 
“remembers looking into a mirror once, not knowing who [he] 
was, the face in the glass seemed not to be [his] face, discon-
nected from any knowledge of whose it was, the way a word 
can lose its meaning if you repeat it enough times, or an object 
seem uncanny if you keep staring at it.”161 Building upon L. P. 

 
 158  Berg, Shaving, 57. 
 159  Berg, Shaving, 24. 
 160  Berg, Shaving, 20. 
 161  Berg, Shaving, 93. 
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Hartley’s dictum that “the past is a foreign country” and that 
“they do things differently there,”162 projecting his intellect and 
emotions into his former selves in an effort to express “the T 
behind the infinite realm of selves the T is,” Berg writes a kind 
of semi-autobiographical writing which is deeply aware of its 
own methodological and rhetorical limitations as well as of the 
necessity to attend to the Heraclitean movements of con-
sciousness (“Mind like smoke, Heraclitus says, less mass than 
anything, always in motion, and only movement can know 
movement”163). 

Berg is undoubtedly an erudite, internationally-minded poet 
(he has translated Miklós Radnóti’s Clouded Sky and has writ-
ten variations on the work of Anna Akhmatova), and 
references to Dante, Vallejo, Sartre, Lowell, Auden, Conrad, 
Rimbaud and others abound in the collection. Some of these 
intertextual leads, however, are insufficiently developed, and 
Berg occasionally seems to indulge in meaningless name-
dropping – this impression is reinforced by the presence of 
several typos and grammatical mistakes in the epigraph to the 
book (from Dante’s Purgatorio) and in the French quotes from 
Rimbaud’s “Conte” (in the poem entitled “Music”). Such care-
lessness may indicate that the author has only a second-hand 
knowledge of the original works; at any rate, Berg’s collection 
would have benefited from some stricter editing.  

This being said, Stephen Berg is a truly original, passionate 
and remark-ably inventive poet at his best and quite unlike any 
other American prose poet – it is a tribute to his furious, irre-
pressible celebration of life that his poetry never suffers from 
diffuseness or flatness of tone. On the level of form, Berg writes 
long, uninterrupted poems-paragraphs organized around a “sin-
gleness of purpose” which he sees as the privilege of the Tudor 
lyric "organized to perfect an argument by coiling it tight around 
a single image, theme or idea" – the central dramatic idea in 
“Metaphysical Exercise II,” for example, is the paradoxical dia-
lectics of awareness and self-forgetfulness and its possible ex-
tension into “a moment of emptiness [when] life seems to ac-
complish itself simply by being.”164 In other pieces, such as “A 
Woman,” “The Gaze” or “Self-Portrait at Six,” Berg takes on the 
 

 162  L.P. Hartley, The Go-Between (London: Penguin, 2004) 1. 
 163  Berg, Shaving, 11. 
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Romantic poet’s role, which is to meditate on love, beauty, 
death and eternity and their transformation into art.  

There are times when Berg’s poems become more topical, 
less engaged in philosophical digressions around the politics of 
family, and begin to grapple with other aspects and periods of 
his life as well as the specific social and cultural context in 
which his vocation as a poet and an editor developed. In 
“Break,” Berg’s description of his years at Perm State begins 
by underscoring the sense of global psychological crisis that 
followed WWII (Berg enters college in 1952, “7’/2 years after 
the Bomb,” which marks “the start of a new undoing and re-
seeing of morality that’s still harrowing us though it can’t 
transcend our lust for war and money”165) and proceeds to ex-
amine the nature of his friendship with a fellow student with 
whom he did “the usual things”: “started a literary magazine, 
went to a whorehouse on the campus for one shot, visited 
New York a lot, dated together, drank, listened to jazz, read 
and talked about books.”166 Ten years later, Berg creates, with 
retrospective irony, what amounts to a caricature of the 1960s 
counterculture hero, as his old friend is now “working for a 
publisher, [has] shifted from Preppie snottiness to humble left-
wing anti-Johnson anti-middleclass anti-anything-US A, started 
to wear Army-Navy surplus khaki jackets and fatigues, read 
everything by Beckett, attend[s] marches, edit[s] only political 
books.”167 Similar themes are explored in “Laing,” which re-
lates Berg’s encounter with R. D. Laing, the founder of 
antipsychiatry, whose “cold intricate nearly intolerable dissec-
tion of relationships” somehow fails to help him in his quest 
for what he describes elsewhere as a “redefinition for the bare 
incurable self.” What emerges from Laing’s writing is a tragic 
sense of man’s helplessness and vulnerability (“We are acting 
parts in a play we have never read and never seen, whose plot 
we don’t know, whose existence we can glimpse, but whose 
beginning and end are beyond our present imagination and 
conception”) – Heidegger’s description of human existence as 
“throwness-into-being” comes to mind as an expression of the 
ontological aloneness of individuals who are unable to establish 
meaningful relationships with things or persons outside them-
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selves. In other poems, personal relation-ships and chance en-
counters become a springboard for the exploration of major 
historical traumas, as in “Cages and Houses,” in which a "fat, 
smiling, legless” Vietnam veteran finds solace in the belief that 
“anything sad or tragic [can be] made beautiful, instructive, 
necessary.”168 

By the time we reach “All I Can Say,” the closing poem of 
the collection, Berg’s unrelenting efforts to gain a better un-
derstanding of the source of human suffering have 
metamorphosed into a more restrained longing for a “breath-
ing” space where thought can eventually “[exhaust] itself.”169 
The poem ends with a description of Vermeer’s famous paint-
ing, “Mistress and Maid,” in which “a young woman sits at a 
table or desk… toward a maid who’s handing her a letter” – 
although the “luminous gray wall” and the “window [filling] the 
left edge of the painting”170 seem to refer to “Girl Reading a 
Letter at an Open Window” rather than to the later painting, in 
which the scene is set against a dark background. Seeing in 
Vermeer’s quiet, dignified bourgeois interiors a visual counter-
part to his poetic project, Berg concludes that the wall “seems 
one solid yet absolutely ephemeral plane the viewer or the 
woman could pass through without the least effort… a zone of 
grace and silence, a holiness of pure color, safe, air and un-
concerned, endlessly itself, the place where we look for in 
ourselves as the source of faith, the always accessible other-
ness that is not personal or even human.”171  

 
Marie Harris 
If Berg uses the prose poem form as a tool for self-exploration 
and a means of expressing the pains and agonies of the “na-
ked” self, one of the chief merits of Marie Harris’s Weasel in 
the Turkey Pen is that it reintroduces some social credibility 
and psychological depth into the “well-made” Surrealist or 
“fabulist” prose poem made famous by Russell Edson, David 
Ignatow, Michael Benedikt and others. While Harris’s indebt-
edness to the Surrealists is most apparent in such pieces as 
“Tent Circus” and “S. Dali in Montréal,” maybe the nearest 
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visual correlative to “The Bedroom” or “Tammy Bakker’s Left 
Eye-lash” is not Dali but the Pop Art collages of Robert Hamil-
ton or the collage-boxes of Joseph Cornell, which make similar 
use of juxtaposition techniques in their attempts to defamil-
iarize everyday objects and found materials:  

 
The bed has a chronic list. The side on which no one sleeps is 
strewn with empty envelopes and among them notepapers, 
pink overdue notices, stained appointment cards dating back 
months, church newsletters. Near the telephone with its tor-
tured cord is a coverless phone book and two gaping 
handbags. At the foot of the bed, a yellowing girdle, twisted 
pairs of pantyhose, a neat stack of blouses with their yard sale 
tags hanging from tiny gold safety pins. One hospital-issue 
foam slipper. A housecoat. A plastic cosmetic case with a bro-
ken zipper spilling capless lipsticks, stale powder, dulled 
eyebrow pencils.172 
 

Like many other post-war prose poets, Harris seems to have 
found in the prose poem a flexible medium that allows the 
writer not only to play with different genres (including the 
travelogue, the dreamscape, the landscape poem, the narrative 
fragment or simply the list) and combine antipodal modes and 
registers, but also to account for the jazzy, syncopated ca-
dences of modern life. The result is a kind of writing which is 
eminently playful and whimsical, jazzy and conversational, full 
of “local color” and tragicomical twists. In “Airborne,” for ex-
ample, Harris describes what happens in a parking lot “just a 
few spaces from ‘The Tent: where brotherhood is more than 
just a word!’ where Christian bikers (beautiful bellies, glowing 
tattoos, vests embroidered with ‘Riding for the Son’) man a 
table of free apples, homemade chocolate chip cookies and 
hand-lettered pamphlets about Jesus. There, a group of clean-
cut young men are filling helium balloons one by one to make a 
single enormous balloon which is being tied to the bound 
wrists of a naked inflated woman-doll.”173 Such prose poetry is 
typical of the “debunking” gestures one frequently encounters 
in the prose poems of Simic or Ignatow. It is also representa-
tive of Harris’s taste for the tall-talish, the flamboyant, the 
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burlesque, a feature most apparent in such pieces as “Tent 
Circus” or “S. Dali in Montréal.” 

But Harris’s wit almost always operates within a context of 
meditative seriousness and lyric intimacy, as in “’And Then The 
Windows Failed,’” in which the I-persona, “overwhelmed by a 
grief that ha[s] no reassuring ritual,” 174  proceeds to gather 
“cloudy images and fram[es] their blue-gray patterns in the win-
dows above [her] head,” or in “Diviner,” in which a water 
diviner is called upon to find “the severed limbs of women be-
side an interstate, wives with bruises on their faces, fathers 
who have betrayed daughters, videotapers of kidnapped chil-
dren, wilding boys.”175 There is also a certain “revisionist” strain 
in Harris’s collection, one which leads her to rewrite classic 
texts and familiar myths. In “The Fifth Day,” for example, she 
describes a world in which “dry land bloomed,” “birds inhabited 
the skies and the ocean swarmed.”176 “There was,” the poem 
continues, “one morning abrupt and brilliant, a long sigh of day 
exhaling into gray evening, and one night of starry krill. On this 
the fifth day the whales composed all their songs as they broke 
the skin of the sea with their black backs and drank from the 
cold broth, sounding and surfacing, fluke and brushy plume.”177 
The poem ends with the suggestion that the songs of the 
whales continue to remind us of this state of prelapsarian grace 
by recalling “even now, the hours before dominion.”178 

Although the poems in the last section of the book seem 
almost invariably personal, Harris creates dramatic tableaux in 
many different modes and around many different themes 
which include sexual politics (“Mary Cassatt at the Diner,” 
“Trial Separation”), the metaphorical power of physical laws 
(“Physics One”), the correspondences between outer and inner 
landscapes (“Deep Winter,” “Patient, February”) and the sa-
cred and the profane meanings of motherhood (“Tableaux,” 
“Mother On a Northern Background, With Children”). Through-
out the volume, Harris’s prose poetry remains rooted in the 
observation of what Maxine Kumin blurbs “authentic, un-
adorned detail.” But in the details we see the broader human 
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concerns that enable us to recognize larger issues, and the 
humor, grace and urbanity in Weasel is consistently played out 
against a background suggestive of a desire for transcendence 
and the recognition that “each of us turns in the dream of fly-
ing, of flight.”179 

 
In Lieu of an Epilogue 
1. More than fifteen years after the publication of The American 
Prose Poem, I still feel that the prose poem is a form that exists 
by virtue of other genres it tends to appropriate, contaminate 
and/or “disfigure” (the essay, the lyric, the short story, the fa-
ble, the fragment, journalistic prose, you name it…).  
2. This continues to be one of the common features shared by 
the current fabulist scene and the post-Language writers, de-
spite their divergent agendas.  
3. It also seems to me that a lot prose poets still write very 
short stories for people with a short attention span whereas 
others publish very short essays for people who have no pa-
tience for full-length philosophical treatises.  
4. I am not making a value judgment here, nor am I trying to 
answer the idle question of whether, say, Novalis and Cioran 
were prose poets or that of whether Charles Simic or Rosmarie 
Waldrop or Leonard Schwartz write “sudden” essays… 
5. Two of the most engaging collections of prose poetry I’ve 
read in a long while are Cyrus Console’s above-discussed Brief 
Under Water and Marc Atkins’s The Logic of the Stairwell and 
Other Images.180 
6. If I had to settle for a short and pragmatic definition of the 
prose poem Michael Benedikt’s description of the genre as a 
“genre of poetry, self-consciously written in prose, and charac-
terized by the intense use of virtually all the devices of poetry, 
which includes the intense use of devices of verse” would be 
first on my list. 
7. Which reminds me that it’s about time someone reprinted 
Benedikt’s groundbreaking 621-page The Prose Poem: An In-
ternational Anthology – for all it unashamed eclecticism and 
glaringly (post-)surrealist bias, Benedikt’s selection is worth 
any number of academic monographs.  
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5. Rethinking the Detail 
 
 
 
 
 

In the field of narrative prose, the detail is traditionally (albeit 
debatably1) associated with the accumulation of discrete and 
meticulously selected elements which confer to fiction an iden-
tifiable and “truthful” context by which to account for the 
characters’ social, physical and mental surroundings. This par-
ticular use of the detail as a documentary tool aimed at a 
global, panoramic description or suggestion of social and psy-
chological conditions has been one of the mainstays of literary 
realism and has characterized many 19th century novels setting 
out to produce the illusion of an unmediated representation of 
the outside world in a way that builds upon the dialectics of 
the general and the particular, as well as of the concrete and 
the experiential. In The Rise of the Novel, Ian Watt famously 
argued that the “exhaustive presentation”2 that characterizes 
realist fiction “make[s] the words bring [the] object home to us 
in all its concrete particularity.”3 It is thus through the addition 
and accumulation of details that one paradoxically succeeds in 
capturing the objects and characters in their irreducible speci-
ficities: “through this generous heaping of particulars,” Watt 
concludes, fiction produces the illusion that “the novel is a full 
and authentic report of human experience.” 4  Such are the 
premises of “detailism,” the dominant paradigm in studies of 
fictional realism from Lukacs’s study of the “particular” to the 
Barthesian “effet de réel” and his later theory on the punctum. 
In the early decades of the 20th century this mode of writing, 
in which the detail contributes to the “mimetic adequacy”5 of 
the whole, was radically challenged by the more skeptical and 
disjunctive strategies of experimental modernism. As we 
know, these basically sought to establish the notion that our 

 
 1  For a critical account of the function of the detail in dominant discourses on realism, see 
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perception of the world is fundamentally unstable and subjec-
tive and is therefore best described through fragmented 
utterances and multiple points of view.  

Be that as it may, even the interior monologue, for all its at-
tempts to convey the undifferentiated mental flow and sense 
perceptions of the characters “as they happen,” continued to 
rely on a careful selection of discrete units (including memo-
ries, sense impressions, Proustian madeleines, etc.) which 
metonymically suggested a character’s global personality and 
state of mind, no matter how discontinuous, dislocated and 
disconcerting these narratives may appear at a first reading. 
Arguably, the final blow to the “detailist” paradigm outlined 
above was struck by the syndrome Robert Musil described, in 
The Man Without Qualities, as a mental condition which is 
marked by a process of “deterioration which transfers the will 
to live from the whole to the details,”6 a condition not unlike 
that of the protagonist of Jorge Luis Borges’s “Funes the 
Memorious,” for whom the detail, far from eliciting a comfort-
able feeling of stability and verisimilitude, becomes a source of 
anxiety and alienation. Having mysteriously acquired a capacity 
for total recall following a horse fall which renders him blind, 
Ireneo Funes cannot help perceiving and remembering every 
detail of his real or imagined life (“A circumference on a black-
board, a rectangular triangle, a rhomb, are forms which we can 
fully intuit; the same held true with Ireneo for the tempestuous 
mane of a stallion, a herd of cattle in a pass, the ever-changing 
flame of the innumerable ash, the many faces of a dead man 
during the course of a protracted wake. He could perceive I do 
not know how many stars in the sky”7). For Funes, who soon 
becomes overwhelmed by what Baudelaire once called a “riot 
of details,”8 the very notion of the detail becomes completely 
irrelevant and even incomprehensible precisely because he ex-
periences his environment as a place where “there [are] 
nothing but details, almost contiguous details.”9 Funes, who 
lives in a world in which every single thing seems to exist on 
the same level of awareness, rejects any form of categoriza-

 
 6 “[Die] Zersetzung, die den Lebenswillen vom Ganzen in die Einzelheiten verdrängt.” Robert 
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tion, selection and generalization, which leaves him intensely 
vulnerable and incapable of coping with the endless variety of 
the physical world as he becomes “almost incapable of gen-
eral, platonic ideas,” 10  fails to “understand that the generic 
term dog embrace[s] so many unlike specimens of differing 
sizes and different forms” and is even “disturbed by the fact 
that a dog at three-fourteen (seen in profile) should have the 
same name as the dog at three-fifteen (seen from the front).”11 
In short, he succumbs to what Jean-Pierre Maurel has defined 
as the “Nausea syndrome” which has infected modern litera-
ture from Hugo von Hofmannsthal to Musil, Jean-Paul Sartre, 
Witold Gombrowicz, William Faulkner, Thomas Bernhard and 
beyond: “Nausea is the loss of the unity of being and it is the 
fragmentation of reality into billions of little bits which no 
longer bear any relationship to each other and whose sensorial 
and perceptual sum can no longer give birth to a totality.”12 

In the field of poetry – a genre which requires the reader’s 
attention to focus on the smallest compositional elements (the 
line, the word and, in the case of certain forms of concrete 
poetry, the letter) – the detail is not an easy thing to locate or 
identify. An interpretive category potentially ingrained in each 
of the poem’s basic units, it is both nowhere and everywhere. 
Because we have been taught that reading a poem amounts to 
paying equal attention to each of its individual parts, poetry 
does not regard the individual part as an element in a solid 
heap or aggregate of verisimilitude. On the contrary, contem-
porary poetry (or, at least, it most radical and innovative 
trends) has largely striven to hypostasize the “word as such” 
and consider it in its concrete materiality while multiplying its 
referential vectors. In such a context, the detail in poetry ac-
quires the status of a linguistic fetish imbued with polysemic 
substance and mobility and which, representing itself first, in-
creasingly draws attention to its own factitiousness, visuality 
and artificiality. 

The works I am about to examine, even though they are not 
poems sensu stricto, are affiliated with such a “poetic” ap-
proach to language and visuality, an approach whose 

 
 10  Borges, Ficciones, 114. 
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modalities still remain to be defined and are best apprehended 
through a series of close readings of works that incorporate 
textual as well as visual elements. As we will see, the prox-
imity of poetic practice to the production of concrete poets 
and visual artists facilitates an understanding of the detail in its 
relationship with a potentially totalized (or totalizing) whole, a 
preoccupation which is at the heart of all the essays contained 
in this volume. Before we start to look at the works them-
selves, it may be useful to distinguish the detail from other 
related categories such as the part (a strictly structural, ideo-
logically-neutral term which can be regarded as a hypothetical 
degree zero of the detail) or the fragment, whose contiguity to 
the detail has occupied the minds of prominent art historians 
such as Georges Didi-Huberman and Daniel Arasse – suffice it 
to postulate, at this stage that the detail, unlike the fragment, 
does not refer so much to the distinction between the part and 
the whole as to what separates what is seen from what is not 
seen by the reader or viewer. 

Perhaps one of the most eloquent illustrations of this par-
ticular definition of the detail is acted out in Ernesto Sabato’s 
short novel The Tunnel, in which the narrator, the artist and 
murderer Juan Pablo Castel, develops an obsession which be-
gins when he sees a woman at an exhibition of his work 
focusing on one small detail of one painting of his “Materni-
dad,” a detail which he himself considers the most important 
part of the work and which nobody besides him and the 
woman had so far paid attention to.13 Since, to quote Master 
Sainclair in Gaston Leroux’s mystery novel The Perfume of the 
Lady in Black (1908), the detail lies simultaneously in “what is 
hidden and what can be seen,”14 or, even more paradoxically, 
in “all that can be seen and that is not seen” (“dans tout ce qui 
se voit et que l’on ne voit pas”15); the “oddness” of the detail, 
like that of Poe’s “The Purloined Letter,” indeed lies in its ca-
pacity to continually oscillates between concealment, disguise 
and revelation. In a textual context, the question of what ap-
pears or does not appear to the eye of the reader becomes 
rather tricky, as testified to by the following “tests” that are to 

 
 13  Ernesto Sabato, The Tunnel/El Tunel (New York: Ballantine, 1991). 
 14  Gaston Leroux, Le Parfum de la dame en noir. My translation. Complete online text: 
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be found everywhere on the web. The first one consists in 
counting the number of times the letter “F” occurs in this pas-
sage of factual prose: 

 
FINISHED FILES ARE THE RE- 
SULT OF YEARS OF SCIENTIF- 
IC STUDY COMBINED WITH THE 
EXPERIENCE OF YEARS 
 

The fact that most readers only distinguish four “F”s out of six 
is largely due to the fact that they miss the word “OF,” which 
is probably due to two factors: (1) the letter is less “visible” 
because it is located at the end of the word (which is why 
some careless readers also miss the “F” at the end of 
“SCIENTIF-“); (2) because the “F” of “OF” is pronounced as 
[ov] and not as [of]. 

Another, self-explanatory Internet document indirectly pro-
vides a useful counterpoint to the peculiar logic by which 
concrete poetry operates as regards the textual detail: 

 
Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch at an Elingsh uinervtisy, it deosn't 
mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a wrod are, the olny ipr-
moatnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat ltteer is at the rghit pclae. 
The rset can be a toatl mses and you can sitll raed it wouthit 
porbelm. Tihs is bcuseae we do not raed ervey lteter by itslef 
but the wrod as a wlohe. 
 

This text, however trivial it may seem, not only evokes the 
dyslexic disjunctions of hastily written emails. It also bears af-
finities with the way recent forms of concrete poetry function. 
One thinks, for example, of the lettrist experiments of Peter 
Inman, Johanna Drucker, Steve McCaffery, Tina Darragh, 
David Melnick, Susan Howe, Joan Retallack, Ronald Johnson, 
Sabastian Gurcillio, amongst other poets associated by and 
large with Language poetry and/or post-Language writing. In 
different but related ways, they provides us with a key to an 
understanding of how the detail can be apprehended in a tex-
tual context. As the title of Melnick’s collection indicates, 
PCOET contains many recognizable words which have been 
“contaminated” by letters which convey a sense of chance, 
error, and contingency (Melnick’s work bears many similarities 
with that of Joan Retallack, whose most successful, Cage-
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inspired book to date is aptly entitled, Errata Suite), when they 
have not been truncated or anagrammatically disfigured as in 
the Internet document above. The linguistic “virus” which in-
fects Melnick’s poetry may be interpreted, in a somewhat 
Burroughsian fashion, as a metaphor for the general corruption 
of private language by public speech. On a more positive note, 
Melnick’s short lines (as well as his long silences) can also be 
seen as a means of exploring and re-evaluating what many 
Language poets have celebrated as the “material signifier” in a 
way that pays tribute to John Cage’s wish to preserve the 
“anonymity or selflessness of work (i.e. not self-expression)”16: 

 
 
33. 
 
seta 
 
colecc 
 
puilse, I 
 
canoe 
 
it spear heieo 
 
as Rea,   cinct pp 
 
pools we sly drosp 
 
geianto 
 
 (o sordea,   o weedsea!)17 
 

Here the detail clearly manifests itself at the level of the individ-
ual letter which, by virtue of its absence or its presence at the 
wrong place, alters the word, pre-empting any consensual read-
ing of the poem in a movement that hesitates between self-
expression and self-disfiguration. One could spend pages trying 
to speculate about the nature of the method used by Melnick to 

 
 16  John Cage, “Introduction to Themes & Variations,” Audio Cultures: Readings in Modern 

Music, eds. Christopher Cox and Daniel Warner (London: Continuum, 2004) 222. 
 17  David Melnick, “33,” In the American Tree, ed. Ron Silliman (Orono: National Poetry 

Foudnation, 1986) 91. 
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write this text (Does is contain some original material or is it 
writing through other texts, or both? Were the “viruses” com-
puter-generated? etc., etc.) or what the non-recognizable units 
of this poem may or may not mean. Does the opening “Seta” 
refer to the Italian word for “silk” or is it an anagram for “teas,” 
“east” or “seat”? Does the line “as Rea,  cinct pp” mean 
“canape script,” should we read “pools we sly drosp” as “word-
lessly pop so,” “it spear heieo” as “a theories pie” and “geianto” 
as “age into”? And, finally, should the final “o sordea” be reas-
sembled as “sea odor,” which would nicely undermine the 
unexpected lyrical pathos of the closing “o weedsea!”?  

The arbitrarily fractured and truncated dictionary entries col-
lected in Tina Darragh's Striking Resemblance and a(gain)2st 
the odds (an oblique reference to Cagean chance procedures) 
follow a radically different method more akin to Cage’s and 
MacLow’s “writing through” techniques18: 

 

 
 

 
 18  Tina Darragh, Striking Resemblance (Providence: Burning Deck, 1989) 48. 
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On an obvious level, the “ludicrous stick” which opens the 
piece and which should be read as “l(udicrous st)ick” once 
again alludes to the potential of poetic language to manipulate 
and deform ordinary words. But it also amounts to a Steinian 
exercise in poetic innuendoes (given the various denotations 
and connotations of the word “lick,” what is implicitly made 
fun of here is the phallus, not the writing pen). By foreground-
ing and framing the concretism of the dictionary entry Darragh 
urges the reader to examine the entry from an alternative 
“viewing point”19 and “enter” the poem as if one was entering 
an art gallery or installation or, better, to peep into an eyehole 
pierced into the truncated found text, as if one were con-
fronted with a textual “rarity show.” In this respect, Darragh’s 
poem seeks to restage the preconditions for being able to say 
or write something meaningful, a project manifest in the multi-
ple possibilities that can emerge from such a fractured text. A 
playful, grotesque space of almost unlimited speculative think-
ing, “[ludicrous stick]” places the (missing) detail at the heart 
of an alternative signifying practice which in many ways “sur-
pass[es] / completion” as well as other related forms of 
semantic and poetic closure. As for my own half-serious at-
tempts to “make sense” of the typographical anomalies of 
Melnick’s and Darragh’s poems, they recall Daniel Arasse’s de-
scription of the art historian as a “fireman of the detail”: “A 
detail is shocking, it must be extinguished and explained so 
that everything becomes smooth again.” 20  In the following 
pages I will try to resist the temptation to elucidate and extin-
guish the detail and focus instead on its irreducible and 
disturbing materiality while paying special attention to the 
oddities and “hidden narratives” that it may or may not con-
ceal. In this, I will follow the examples of Georges Didi-
Huberman and Daniel Arasse, who have both considered the 
detail’s potential to “incarnate something”21 as shown by the 
second anti-mimetic thread 22  of Johannes Vermeer’s Lace 
Maker, an example used by both critics to emphasize the radi-

 
 19  Darragh, Striking Resemblance, 48. 
 20  Daniel Arasse, Histoires de peintures (Paris: Gallimard, 2004) 290. 
 21  Arasse, Histoires de peintures, 217. 
 22  Georges Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image: Question posée aux fins d’une histoire de l’art 

(Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1990) 310. 
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cal “living presences”23 that emanate from the artist’s paint-
ings. “Doomed by the tyranny of matter,” the stain-like 
thickness and “material opacity” 24  of Vermeer’s lace thread 
creates an effet de pan25 (the term “pan,” which is derived 
from Marcel Proust, could be translated as a “section” of a 
wall or a curtain), an expression of which more will be said be-
low and which designates “that part of the painting with 
ostensibly interrupts… like a crisis or a symptom, the continu-
ity of the work’s representative system.”26 

Another example from Darragh’s collection a(gain)²st the 
odds shows the writer in the process of unveiling what seems 
to be a fragment of factual, expository prose interrupted by 
phonetic transcriptions that suggest a voyeuristic approach to 
the material signifier. Before the (literal) curtain opens the 
speaker explains in “real time” (Darragh’s use of the present 
tense is crucial here): 

 
This morning I raise the blind and see the  
Bunch-up, but I have no bananas. The best I can  
Do is a roll of paper towel. Even before I leave 
For work the bunch-up is gone. The night I 
Buy some large, green bananas. The bunch-up 
Returns two days later, for a day.27 

 

28 

 
 23  Arasse, Histoires de peintures, 217. 
 24  Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 298. 
 25  Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 294; 313. 
 26  Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 313. 
 27  Tina Darragh, a(gain)²st the odds (Elmwood, CT: Potes and Poets Press, 1989) unpag. 
 28  Darragh, a(gain)²st the odds, unpag. 
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Even though the peculiar logic of the speaker’s vision and the 
nature of the “bunch-up” remains inscrutable, it would be a 
mistake, however, to assimilate Darragh’s work to a formal, 
self-conscious exercise in linguistic collaging and “splicing” as 
the social and historical dimension of the work is constantly 
emphasized by the author (as in the oblique reference to the 
popular refrain “yes we have no bananas,” with its suggestion 
of economic and social crisis). This is particularly apparent in 
the middle sections of the volume, which contain Darragh’s 
personal florilegium of important historical landmarks ranging 
from 1883 (the year “the term ‘Eugenics’ was first introduced 
by Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton, who believed that good 
measurement was the key to good management”) to 1989, 
which marks the appearance in the second edition of the Ox-
ford English Dictionary of “199 adjectives formed with the 
prefix ‘hyper’” (the isolation – or “de-tailing”29 – of the prefix 
is of course symptomatic of a society characterized by a lot of 
pointless “hyperactivity,” linguistic and otherwise). In the clos-
ing poem of the collection the author claims that the fractures, 
blanks and errata of her text does not result in “a mass of ran-
dom particles per se [perhaps this is the bunch-up or cluster 
the speaker sees in the passage cited above?], but some sort 
of structure of them – a hidden narrative” (unpag.). As the fol-
lowing pages will show, Darragh’s “hidden narrative” serves as 
a useful introduction to an analysis of Tom Phillips’s A Hu-
mument, one of the most interesting and unusual poetico-
visual works of the post-Mallarméan age.  

 
Reading A Humument 
As suggested above, the examples considered here all bear af-
finities with specific forms of concrete poetry which, from 
Cummings to Gomringer or the Lettrist movement, have 
tended to foreground the letter as the poem’s basic unit of 
composition. The result of such strategies is a mode of writing 
which challenges the reader’s expectations of semantic closure 
as well as his capacity to separate the wheat from the chaff, 
the important or relevant from the less important or less rele-
vant. From Cumming’s celebrated “leaf poem” to Gomringer’s 

 
 29  The word “detail” comes from the Old French verb “detaillir” (“to cut up”). 
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“wind,”30 the history of concrete poetry has been characterized 
by what Rosemarie Waldrop describes as a form of “reduc-
tion,” a genre in which “both conventions and sentence are 
replaced by spatial arrangement”31:  

 
We do not usually see words, we read them, which is to say 
we look through them at their significance, their contents. 
Concrete Poetry is first of all a revolt against this transparency 
of the word.32 

 
Among recent attempts to challenge the transparency of the 
word or, to put it differently, to foreground its materiality 
(“only the / word / pictures the / word”33) while problematizing 
and diversifying the function of the detail, Tom Phillips’s work-
in-progress A Humument: A Treated Victorian Novel (1966-) 
stands out as one of the most remarkable, and also one of the 
most literal, attempts to blur the boundaries between the act 
of reading and the act (or condition) of seeing words and let-
ters on the page. The genesis of A Humument is best 
described by the author himself: 

 
Like most projects that end up lasting half a lifetime, this 
started out as idle play at the fringe of my work and preoccu-
pations. I had read an interview with William Burroughs (Paris 
Review, 1965) and, as a result, had played with the “cut-up” 
technique, making my own variant (the columnedge poem) 
from current copies of the New Statesman. It seemed a good 
idea to push these devices into more ambitious services. I 
made a rule; that the first (coherent) book I could find for 
threepence (i.e., 1 1/4p) would serve… on a routine Saturday 
morning shopping expedition, I found, for exactly threepence, a 
copy of A Human Document by W. H. Mallock, published in 
1892 as a popular reprint of a successful three-decker… I had 
never heard of W. H. Mallock… he does not seem to be a very 
agreeable person: withdrawn and humourless (as photographs 
of him seem to confirm) he emerges from his works as a snob 
and a racist (there are some extremely distasteful anti-semitic 

 
 30  These examples and many others are available online in Kenneth Goldsmith’s UBUWEB 

site: http://www.ubu.com 
 31  Cited in Marjorie Perloff, Differentials: Poetry, Poetics, Pedagogy (Tuscaloosa, AL: 

University of Alabama Press, 2004) 175. 
 32  Cited in Perloff, Differentials, 175. 
 33  Tom Phillips, A Humument: A Treated Victorian Novel 4th edition (London: Thames & 

Hudson, 1980) 100. 
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passages in A Human Document itself)… However, for what 
were to become my purposes, his book is a feast. I have never 
come across its equal in later and more conscious searchings. 
Its vocabulary is rich and lush and its range of reference and al-
lusion large. I have so far extracted from it over one thousand 
texts [out of the 367 pages the original comprises], and have 
yet to find a situation, statement or thought which its words 
cannot be adapted to cover… When I started to work on the 
book in late 1966, I merely scored unwanted words with pen 
and ink. It was not long though before the possibility became 
apparent of making a better unity of word and image, inter-
twined as in a mediaeval miniature… Thus painting (in water-
colour or gouache) became the basic technique, with some 
pages still executed in pen and ink only, some involving typing 
and some using collaged fragments from other parts of the 
book (since a rule had grown up that no extraneous material 
should be imported into the work). In some recent pages I have 
incorporated elements of their printed predecessors.34 

 
In the recent history of the visual arts, one equally famous ex-
ample of “overpainted books” is that of CoBrA artist Pierre 
Alechinsky’s “marginal remarks,” as in the striking and aptly-
named “Dispaint, Describe” (1979), in which the artist’s 
acrylic painting is framed by a series of smaller paintings exe-
cuted on pages from old registers.35 According to Alechinsky 
himself, this method is dictated by the need to “draw over the 
italic scripts of a bygone age, as a way of escaping the blank 
page”36; like Phillips’s, it has also been likened to that of comic 
strips. One essential difference between Alechinsky (who has 
extended his method to school work, stamped envelopes and 
other found texts) and Phillips is that the former does not seek 
to manipulate or rewrite the text but, instead, often tends to 
use words primarily as an “expressive constraint”: more often 
than not, the handwritten words and figures suggest forms 
and images that are implicitly present in the writing, as in the 
recent “Palimpsest, I-IX” series (2005) in which the overall 
form of the schoolbook divisions and multiplications inspire the 
painter diverse objects, animals and characters, including, 
most prominently, his now world-famous snakes.37 

 
 34  Phillips, A Humument, unpag. 
 35  Pierre Alechinsky, Alechinsky from A to Y (Tielt: Lannoo, 2007) 242. 
 36  Alechinsky, Alechinsky from A to Y, 115. 
 37  Alechinsky, Alechinsky from A to Y, 268. 
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Phillips’s (de)compositional methods are significantly more 
eclectic. They range from chance procedures (including tossing 
coins or consulting the I Ching) to more controlled collages, 
writing-through methods and various manipulations resulting in 
the creation of “textual characters” such as Bill Toge, whose 
last name derives from the words “together” or “altogether” 
(“the only words from which his name can be extracted”38). 
The sum of these techniques has been praised by Mary Ann 
Caws as originating in and prolonging "the most fertile veins of 
Surrealism, Concretism, Spatialism, Conceptualism, and the 
inexhaustible Symbolism.” 39  His models and references are 
equally diversified – they comprise works as diverse as illumi-
nated medieval manuscripts, Francesco Colonna’s 
extravagantly arcane Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (the blueprint 
of Bill Toge’s story, according to the author) and comic books. 

The opening page of Phillips’s book bears programmatic 
overtones (I am still referring to the 4th edition published by 
Thames and Hudson in 200540). According the “bubbles”41 of 
text that have been preserved (“The following / sing / I / a / 
book / a / book of / art / of / mind art / and / that / which / he / 
hid / reveal / I”42) the goal is to reveal by erasing. The pale yel-
low background which covers Mallock’s text (A Humument is 
replete with painted interiors featuring walls, wallpapers, cur-
tains, tapestries and carpets) uncannily evokes the Proustian 
yellow wall section evoked by Didi-Huberman in the Appendix 
to Devant l’Image. But it also reverses the logic of the effet de 
pan since the yellow section is not the background of the 
“poem” (for want of a better word, I will refer to the textual 
“bubbles” as poems in the following pages) but, instead, the 
“plaster” that recovers it43: 

 

 
 38  Phillips, A Humument, unpag. 
 39  James Maynard, “’I Find / I Fond Myself / and / Nothing / More than That’”: Textuality, 

Visuality, and the Production of Subjectivity in Tom Phillips’s ‘A Humument,’” The Journal 
of the Midwest Modern Language Association 36.1 (2003): 86. 

 40  For more information on the different versions of Phillips’s book see the book’s official 
website at: http://www.humument.com/ 

 41  The author himself calls them “rivers.” Phillips, A Humument, unpag. 
 42  Phillips, A Humument, unpag. 
 43  Phillips, A Humument, 1. 
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Unlike Bergotte, the old writer of Proust’s The Captive, who be-
comes overwhelmed and severely shocked by the “precious 
matter” of the yellow wall (which, incidentally, is actually not a 
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wall but a section of a roof in the actual painting), the reader – 
busy as he is trying to decipher the textual elements on the page 
– does not succumb to the traumatic ecstasy of the effet de pan 
of Vermeer’s “View of Delft” (Bergotte dies shortly after reeling 
from the shock of contemplation). Still, Bergotte seems to be an-
ticipating some of the compositional strategies of Phillips’s 
“treated novel” when he sadly recognizes that his “last books are 
too dry” and that he “ought to have gone over them with a few 
layers of colour, made [his]language precious, like this little patch 
of yellow wall.”44 One cannot help thinking that Bergotte is not 
using a metaphor here but reflecting upon the superiority of ac-
tual over linguistic “color” and deploring the literal “dryness” of 
(type)writing compared to the material freshness and organicity of 
the brush stroke.  

In the opening page of A Humument, the big blue arrow di-
recting the reader to the next page emerges as a rather humorous 
reference to Phillips’s attempts to dismantle and reinvent the line-
arity of the original text (although one cannot help reading the 
poetic bubbles themselves in a conventional, linear fashion).45 Be-
cause they are “framed” by drawn bubbles and rivulets, the 
details in Phillips’s book necessarily reintegrate the isolated words 
into the realm of the visible. Furthermore, the isolated words can 
hardly be described as “fragments” since they no longer refer to 
an implicit totality located within or outside the text – the original 
novel is no longer the main referent; it has been replaced by the 
new narrative created by the sequential arrangement of the 
comic-strip like poetic “balloons” which come to the surface of 
the book’s paint-covered pages. A Humument (the truncated title 
is reminiscent of Darragh’s “ludicrous stick”) would thus seem to 
amount to a tribute to the non-descriptive materiality of a re-
versed effet de pan produced by the painted foreground of the 
page, a process through which colors gradually erase and substi-
tute themselves to the text, thereby emphasizing its sheer 
materiality. In this respect, Phillips’s book can also be seen to 

 
 44  Marcel Proust, The Captive & The Fugitive: In Search of Lost Time Vol. 5, trans. 

translated by C. K. Scott-Moncrieff, Terence Kilmartin and D. J. Enright (New York: The 
Modern Library, 2003) 244. 

 45  Given the one-directional nature of the textual “rivers” or “clusters” it is difficult to agree 
with cyber-poetician Katherine Hayles that Phillips’s book operates as a hypertext and 
allows readers to enjoy a “readerly” form of freedom in their apprehension of the text 
(James Maynard, “’I Find / I Fond Myself / and / Nothing / More than That’”: Textuality, 
Visuality, and the Production of Subjectivity in Tom Phillips’ ‘A Humument,’” 95). 
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foreground the “tyranny of matter”46 which Didi-Huberman can 
only see as the final aporia of the detail, at least in the context of 
his close analyses of pre-modern, figurative paintings. But in Phil-
lips’s clever and whimsical hands, this apparent aporia gives way 
to a singular dialectics of form and matter, meaning and sugges-
tion, reading and seeing, which is at the core of the author’s 
attempts to disfigure Mallock’s novel. 

The abundance of sexual innuendoes in Phillips’s “poems” 
and, more generally, the narrator’s self-confessed purpose to re-
veal the hidden content of Mallock’s novel (“that / which / he / 
hid / reveal / I”) invite a short parallel with the Freudian take on 
the detail. To return to Didi-Huberman’s analysis of the relation-
ship between the visual and psychoanalysis (which sees the detail 
as a residual entity, the “rubbish of observation”47), it would not 
be far-fetched to argue that A Humument “psychoanalyses” the 
original document, bringing out the symptoms48 of psycho-sexual 
frustration that lie beneath the varnish of Victorian respectability 
and which the equally respectable “realist” narrative tries to dis-
simulate, as in the following example which shows a “shy” 
incarnation of Bill “Toge” trying to look up a lady’s dress, a move 
to which the woman responds with a peculiar kind of “well-
poised eagerness” (earlier in the book, another character named 
Grenville – who, contrary to “Toge” is present in Mallock’s novel 
– is “scan[ning] the sofa, / to see / Miss Markham, / raising her / 
dress / half-parted”49). As for the frame that hangs on the wall 
(unless it is a window giving onto the exterior of the room; one is 
reminded here of the mysterious, liminal quality of the detail 
which causes Bergotte to mistake a roof for a wall!), it has been 
emptied of the “photograph” and thus creates another mise-en-
abyme of the now familiar effet de pan, looking empty except for 
six small white bubbles that signify nothing but their own textless 
presence within the frame50: 
 

 
 46  Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 280. 
 47  Schor, “Details and Realism,” 109. 
 48  On the usefulness of an understanding of the effet de pan as a phenomenological and 

semiological symptom, see Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 308-10. On the Freudian no-
tion of the detail see also Schor, “Details and Realism,” 101-20. 

 49  Phillips, A Humument, 39. 
 50  Phillips, A Humument, 76. 
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Phillips’s half-confessed attempt to “cure” the original text of 
its stiff, humorless and racist dispositions through various 
forms of collage, displacement, falsification, overprint-
ing/painting, and surinterpretation, point to a tactic which frees 
the detail from the constraints of Victorian “detailism” while 
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providing a corrective to the master text’s politics. It has to be 
noted, however, that, unlike other writing-through experiments 
(such as those of John Cage, Jackson Mac Low, or, more re-
cently Ronald Johnson) Phillips’s textual “rivers” do not give 
the reader the illusion that he can enjoy the pleasures of a truly 
nonlinear and “uncertain” text, at least within each individual 
page-poem. The pleasure afforded by Phillips’s text is of a dif-
ferent kind, one which mischievously destabilizes relationships 
between detail and totality, background and foreground, and 
which, in doing so, introduce an alternate kind of sinuous and 
labyrinthine linearity. Here, Didi-Huberman’s distinction be-
tween the “visible” and the “visual” provides us with a useful 
starting point for a (re)definition of the function of the detail in 
Phillips’s “treated novel” and, indeed, contemporary art in gen-
eral. For Didi-Huberman, the detail is inextricably linked with 
the concept of singularity: 

 
…what can we know about the singular ? This question is cen-
tral to the whole history of art which, from an epistemological 
point of view, is more akin to psychoanalysis, rather than to any 
kind of “psychology of art.” This connection becomes crucial in-
sofar as the destiny of the gaze is always connected with a form 
of memory which is all the more powerful as it is not manifest. 
The visible refers to what reveals itself. As for the visual, it 
tends to designate that irregular thread of symptom-events 
which, once they attain the visible, become so many traces or 
splinters… or clues… Clues to what? To something – a piece of 
work, a memory in process – which was never completely writ-
ten down, attested or archived, because its signifying “matter” 
originates in the image.51 
 

Reflecting on the material “eventfulness”52  and the work-in-
progress quality of the visual Didi-Huberman also insists on its 
non-manifest character which is that of a kind of “trace, a 
“symptom event” or a “clue” 53  which allows the visual to 
reach and “mark” the visible and the manifest. The term “clue” 
is particularly relevant to Tom Phillips’s A Humument, a work 
that seeks to “exhume” anxieties, frustrations and aspirations 
that were implicitly expressed in the original novel. This aspect 

 
 51  Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 41. My translation. 
 52  Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 39. 
 53  Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 41. 
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of A Humument underlines the darker dimensions of Phillips’s 
rewriting of Mallock, which include the confusion of “art” and 
“he(art),” love and marriage, artifice and sentimentality (“does 
/ modern marriage / require / the martyr’s / art”54), word and 
image (“only the / word / pictures the / word”55). In the exam-
ple below, the intricate discursiveness of the original text has 
not been erased and can still be read just beneath the surface 
of Phillips’s found poem-painting (below). 

Here, as elsewhere, Phillips’s A Humument reminds us that 
there are at least two basic categories of details: those which 
are supposed to be seen (these include various kinds of man-
nerisms as well as iconic or allegorical details, especially in pre-
contemporary painting) and those which are not destined to be 
seen unless one actively engages in an operation of the gaze. 
For Daniel Arasse, the detail est “a small part of a figure, an 
object or a whole” which itself is “the result or the trace of the 
action of who ‘makes the detail.’”56 If one confronts Arasse’s 
definition with the compositional strategies of A Humument, 
what follows is that Phillips’s work clearly falls into the cate-
gory defined by Arasse as a “detailling operation,”57 an active 
process by which the (re)writer seeks to create a “reading 
event” which involves the reader’s gaze in a paradoxical act of 
deciphering that is simultaneously analytical (the reader is look-
ing for clues) and synthetic (he/she needs to apprehend the 
page as a whole, unencumbered by conventional, linear read-
ing methods, before he/she sets out to separate the part from 
the whole).  

 

 
 54  Phillips, A Humument, 26. 
 55  Phillips, A Humument, 100. 
 56  Arasse, Histoires de peintures, 11. My translation. 
 57  Arasse, Histoires de peintures, 11. 
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58 
In A Humument, this peculiar reading strategy is of course “or-
chestrated” (references to music abound in Phillips’s poems) 
by the “windows” that immediately and inevitably attract the 
reader’s attention to the poem that is born out of the fiction.  

 
 58  Phillips, A Humument: A Treated Victorian Novel 4th edition, 2. 
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Paradoxically, however, most readers will probably be 
tempted to “read back to” the erased parts of the original text 
in order to satisfy their curiosity and – in many cases, enjoy 
the ironical contrast between the apparent Victorian decorum 
and conventionality of A Human Document (although the latter 
is only relative, especially if one bears in mind that Mallock 
was well-known at the time for his idiosyncratic views on relig-
ion, economics and politics) and the whimsical and often 
sexually-charged overtones of Phillips’s poetic “bubbles.” 

This reversal once again calls into question the issue of the 
return of the repressed or erased whole, which constantly 
urges us to examine the detail’s relationship to an absent total-
ity59 which, in the case of A Humument, ironically refers to a 
Victorian novel whose effect on the reader was already far 
from being totalizing and unified. Indeed, Mallock’s Introduc-
tion warns us that his novel does not really belong to a 
particular genre (“The following work, though it has the form 
of a novel, yet for certain singular reasons hardly deserves the 
name”60 ). This already points to the unusually self-reflexive 
and satirical nature of Mallock’s fiction, an aspect of his work 
that undoubtedly augmented Phillips’s attraction to the book 
as a infinitelydeconstructable and subvertible piece of writing. 
More importantly, perhaps, Mallock points to the fragmented, 
disjunctive nature of his work when he remarks that "some 
single thread of narrative" needs to be unveiled by the narrator 
despite the truncated nature of the plot which is "broken by 
pages after pages of letters, by scraps of poetry, and various 
other documents”61 as well as by “baffled and crippled sen-
tences,”62  “abrupt transitions,”63  “odd lapses of grammar”64 
and “mere nondescript fragments.” 65  In the light of these 
comments, it would be a mistake to consider A Humument 

 
 59  This would seem to be a featured shared by both the detail and the fragment, pace Didi-

Huberman’s questionable claim that “contrary to the fragment which only refers to the 
whole to deny its presence, or declares it absent or enigmatic or forever lost in memory, 
the detail imposes the whole, legitimizes its presence, its response and reference value, 
which is liable to become hegemonic” (Didi-Huberman, Devant l’Image, 274). 

 60 William Hurrell Mallock, A Human Document (London: Adamant Media Corporation, 2001) 
iii. 

 61  Mallock, A Human Document, vii. 
 62  Mallock, A Human Document, xiii. 
 63  Mallock, A Human Document, xiii. 
 64  Mallock, A Human Document, xiii. 
 65  Mallock, A Human Document, x. 
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solely as a satirical response to the late Victorian ideology that 
characterized its ur-text. The unusually heterogeneous, collage-
like nature of Mallock’s novel contains in nuce Phillips’s trea-
ment of the 19th century text which appears less as a 
subversive act than as a radical extension of the original 
work’s unusual structure, a structure which already pointed to 
some of the main formal and/or thematic issues at stake in A 
Humument: the dialectics of revelation and concealment, the 
impossibility of a seamless narrative, the inherently unstable 
nature of the writing and the reading process, and the blurring 
of the boundaries between art and life (as testified to by Mal-
lock’s allusions to the inclusion of real documents, a 
“distancing” technique not unusual in the pre-contemporary 
novel but which acquires a special significance in the context 
of Phillips’s contemporary revision of the text).  

To conclude, Mallock’s use of the word “fragment” returns 
us to the slippery question of whether Phillips’s bubbles can 
acquire the status of details. They are not fragments in the 
traditional meaning(s) of the word since they result from an ac-
tive subtraction of linguistic units from the original text, 
thereby reversing the process that long characterized the ac-
cumulation of details in most pre-contemporary realist painting 
and fiction. They are not details in the more general “mimetic” 
sense either since they do not refer to earlier visual models or 
partake in a particular form of representation that reflects a 
classical theory of mimesis. As we have just seen, Phillips’s 
text can be seen as producing details that acquire the value of 
clues that obliquely reveal and exploit the subversive potential 
of the “master” text. But the fact that some of these tactics 
are already deployed, albeit to a lesser extent, in Mallock’s 
novel sheds a different light on the ambivalent relationship of 
A Humument to A Human Document. This ambivalence is the 
measure of Phillips’s own capacity to disrupt the uniform in-
tensity of prose in a movement which deliberately hesitates 
between poetic closure and (psycho)analytical disclosure. Teh 
mroe closley Phlilips froces us ot look at teh txet, teh mroe ap-
praent it becmoes taht olny a matreial poteics of earsure adn 
rewrtiing is lkiely to prvoide us wiht smoe tentaitve asnwers to 
wyh teh detial mattres. 
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6. Revisiting Joseph Cornell 
 
 
Childhood is a piece of ground bathed in water, with little pa-
per boats floating on it. Sometimes, the boats turn into 
scorpions. Then life dies, poisoned, from one moment to the 
next… The poison is the dream.  
—Edmond Jabès 
 
 

One way of apprehending the shape and structure of Joseph 
Cornell’s boxes is to relate it to Rosalind Krauss’s notion of the 
grid, which she describes, in The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 
as an emblem of modern art’s turn to anti-mimetic models, pro-
claiming its own radical autonomy from the outside world, 
landing in a place representing a kind of frozen present, and 
manifesting “its hostility to literature, to narrative, to dis-
course.”1 Krauss distinguishes two types of uses of the grid: the 
first is centrifugal and “extends, in all directions to infinity”2; the 
second is centripetal and is characterized by a “within-the-frame 
attitude” which is lays more emphasis on the materiality of the 
artwork. Strangely enough, Krauss’s book includes a reproduc-
tion of Cornell’s “Nouveaux Contes de Fées” (“New Fairy Tales” 
aka “Poison Box”) – presumably as an example of the centripe-
tal grid – but leaves it uncommented, as if the image box spoke 
for itself and sufficed to illustrate her theories about the underly-
ing structures of collage in contemporary art. 

If we consider modern art’s gradual move away from repre-
sentation to presentation and of the foregrounding of the 
physicality of the art object, it is difficult not to agree with 
Krauss’s definition of the grid as the symptom of an art which is 
increasingly turned upon itself, “follow[ing ]the canvas surface, 
doubl[ing] it” so that it becomes “a representation of the sur-
face, mapped… onto the same surface,”3 in a rather Borgesian 
fashion. Krauss’s general claims about the grid’s “impervious-
ness to language,”4 however, are more difficult to apply to the 

 
 1  Rosalind E. Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths 

(Cambrdige, MA: The MIT Press, 1985) 9-10. 
 2  Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 18. 
 3  Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 161. 
 4  Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 158. 
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whole history of collage aesthetics and become requalified in her 
own reading of Picasso’s synthetic Cubism. Picasso’s collages, 
she writes, create “a system of signifiers” 5  which, far from 
manifesting its “hostility”6 to the printed word, incorporates the 
world of signs in a way that questions modernism’s search for 
“unimpeachable self-presence.” Instead, it achieves a “metalan-
guage of the visual” which engages in “a systematic exploration 
of the conditions of representability entailed by the sign.”7  

If we look closely at Cornell’s “Poison Box,” the artist’s ap-
propriation of mass-produced textual material extends to the 
frame (on which cuttings from Victorian fairy tales books have 
been glued), and the readable textual fragments still allows 
viewers to identify some of the specific sources of the fifteen 
parallelepiped paper boxes stored in their respective niches. 
Cornell’s three-dimensional collages do not fundamentally differ 
from their Cubist predecessors in their relationship to textual 
material. Rather than rejecting narrative as such, Cornell’s boxes 
– based as they are on an art of collection, selection and con-
trast – “make art out of fragments without denying fragmentary 
character” at the same time as they “reanimate[] bits of the past 
without asserting that such signs of life constitute a veritable 
resurrection.”8 In the light of this analysis, Cornell’s cabinets of 
curiosities effect a “revisitation” of the past which is literally 
“haunted” by their own ambivalent relationship to historical and 
cultural memory as it slides between the surrealist and the ar-
chival, the universal and the anecdotal, or, as Lindy Hartigan 
puts it, “between minutiae [e-] and art and between public and 
private attention.”9  

Cornell’s status as a collagist “reanimator” of the smashed 
bits of Western culture and history is perhaps best examined in 
the light of John Ashbery’s insistence on the importance of the 
“collectable” in poetry, a notion he defines as “something that 
doesn’t yet have the status of an antique.” 10  Referring to 
Ashbery’s own practice of collecting unused vomit bags from 
airplanes, Ellen Levy writes that “as it has become progressively 

 
 5  Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 37. 
 6  Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 9. 
 7  Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde, 34. 
 8  Ellen Levy, Criminal Ingenuity: Moore, Cornell, Ahsbery, and the Struggle Between the 

Arts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) xxvii. 
 9  Cited in Levy, Criminal Ingenuity, xxvii. 
 10  Cited in Levy, Criminal Ingenuity, 201. 
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harder to perform what Benjamin calls the ‘Sisyphean task of 
divesting things of their commodity character,’ the collector has 
been forced to seek out ever more unlikely combinations of the 
abjectly nostalgic and harshly anti-aesthetic.” 11  From Lautré-
amont’s celebration of the beauty of “the fortuitous encounter 
of a sewing machine and an umbrella on a dissecting table” to 
Cornell’s boxes and beyond, all manners of quirky Surrealistic 
jumps and verbi-voco-visual non sequiturs have endeavored to 
sever found objects from their historical context, detach them 
from their commodity status and draw attention to their own 
condition as autonomous objects. From a Marxist perspective, 
these examples suggest that the “revolutionary” character of 
Cornell’s work is primarily related to his desire to “bestow on 
[things] only connoisseur value, rather than use value”12 (Ben-
jamin’s choice of the word connoisseur points both to the 
artist’s refined position as a man of taste and to his non-
antagonistic, affectionate relationship to his found objects) and 
free them from what Benjamin called “the drudgery of being 
useful.”13  

Despite their truncated, incomplete condition, however, the 
traceable textual sources of “Poison Box” point to a cultural 
heritage (the fairy tale) which is generally perceived as universal 
and thus prevents any reading of the box based exclusively on 
private and enigmatic meanings and relationships. In other 
words, one of the specificities of Cornell’s work is that it does 
not assimilate “historical junk” to an assemblage of displaced, 
free-floating textual or visual objects. For Cornell, recombining 
mass-produced cultural items does not amount to an ironic, 
parodic or self-deflating gesture. Rather, it addresses the fate of 
objects through time in a way which simultaneously addresses 
production and consumption and operates an affectionate cri-
tique of the logic of the collector, the desire for the 
accumulation of objects which an integral part of the market 
economy within which it operates and which it nonetheless 
seeks to complicate and disrupt from within. 

 

 
 11  Levy, Criminal Ingenuity, 201. 
 12  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999) 19. 
 13  Benjamin, The Arcades Project,19. 
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Duchamp vs Cornell? 
Because they lack a firm theoretical apparatus and do not dis-
play the “aggressiveness of the historicizing thinker,”14 Cornell’s 
collage-boxes could stand accused of developing an aesthetic of 
nostalgia, to be likened to “surrealist toys”15 for children. Worse, 
they could be blamed for conferring a superficial, picturesque or 
decorative value to Cornell’s found materials and thus cater for 
the bourgeois need to experience them as purveyors of comfort 
and solace, rather than cultural disquiet and iconic subversion. 
The danger of converting surrealist juxtaposition and détourne-
ment into a pleasurable and soothing experience of the domestic 
uncanny is precisely what Brian O’Doherty expresses in his 
reading of the opposition between Duchamp’s “acrid and aristo-
cratic ironies” and Cornell’s “good breeding, appropriate to one 
who bore major responsibilities as a curator of culture.”16  

One of the major objections which can be raised against 
O’Doherty’s radical opposition between the two artists is that it 
fails to recognize the similarities between Duchamp’s ready-
mades and Cornell’s boxes, as attested by, for example, the 
glass cube “diamonds” of Cornell’s “Taglioni’s Jewel Casket“ 
(which immediately evoke Duchamp’s marble „sugar cubes“ in 
„Why Not Sneeze Rose Sélavy?“). As for Lindsay Blair’s list of 
the underlying tensions behind Cornell’s work – which is poised 
between “a desperate need to… frame the flow of reality” and 
“art as a process” or between the “erudite” and the “non-
intellectual”17 – it is much too vague and general, when it is not 
dubious (e.g., the opposition between a “European”-Aesthetic 
frame of mind and an “American” “fascination with science”), 
to be truly useful in establishing the specifics of Cornell’s con-
tribution to Surrealist collage, especially in the absence of 
patient close readings of the works themselves. 

And, indeed, an examination of the full range of Cornell’s 
boxes, from his sinister “Habitat Group for a Shooting Gallery” 
(with its bullet cracked glass pane and its murdered parrot splat-
tered with red paint) to the doll bound by her wrists and ankles 

 
 14  Brian O’Doherty, American Masters: The Voice and the Myth (New York: Random House, 

1973) 257. 
 15  Lindsay Blair, Joseph Cornell’s Vision of Spiritual Order (London: Reaktion Books, 1998) 

102. 
 16  O’Doherty, American Masters, 273. 
 17  Blair, Joseph Cornell’s Vision of Spiritual Order, 34. 
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of the Hans Bellmer-like “Sequestered Bower,” reveals a rather 
different, and significantly less benevolent outlook towards his-
tory and humanity. More generally, the very format of the box 
suggests various forms of physical and psychological confine-
ment, and Cornell’s oeuvre abounds in works that resemble 
compartimentalized cells or cages in which people, animals and 
objects are irremediably trapped. The dark and threatening con-
tent of such works casts doubt on certain interpretations of 
Cornell’s images of domesticity and childhood as a kind of “toy 
world” which, for John Ashbery, expresses the “sanctity of 
childhood” and seems entirely consistent with a project where 
“the world of childhood is characterized by order… the memory 
of a cultured, civilized upbringing in which there was an insis-
tence on custom and ritual, family ties, innocent behavior (“I 
never remember anything nasty”) and an attention to the sensu-
ous surface of things.”18  

 
Charles Simic’s Dime-Store Alchemy 

 
Assembling old materials into new shipwrecks. 
—Rosmarie Waldrop, Split Infinites 
 

Charles Simic’s Dime-Store Alchemy (1992) is neither a book of 
poems nor an essay on Cornell but, rather, a collection of po-
etic, narrative and philosophical vignettes which seeks create a 
discursive locus which is no longer subject to such firm generic 
distinctions. Simic’s take on Cornell echoes and prolongs Rim-
baud’s fascination with “stupid paintings, decorated transoms, 
stage sets, carnival booths, signs, popular engravings; old-
fashioned literature, church Latin, erotic books with non-existent 
spelling, the novels of our grandmothers” and echoes Baude-
laire’s portrait of the modern poet as a ragman consulting “the 
archives of debauchery, the shambles of rubbish” and collecting 
“all that the great city has cast away, all that it has lost, all that 
it has disdained, all that it has shattered.”19 

Simic’s miniatures endeavor to convert into poetry what 
Cornell himself termed a “metaphysique d’ephemera.”20 A true, 
self-declared (post-)Surrealist, Simic’s poems also reveal a mel-

 
 18  Blair, Joseph Cornell’s Vision of Spiritual Order, 101-2. 
 19  Charles Baudelaire, Les paradis artificiels (Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1972) 74. 
 20 Levy, Criminal Ingenuity, 81. 
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ancholy (rather than merely nostalgic) aspect to Cornell’s boxes 
which he compares to America itself, “a place where the Old 
World shipwrecked”: “The Church of Divine Metaphysics, with 
its headquarters in a Bowery storefront, advertises funerals and 
marriages on a handwritten sign,”21 “Around the corner, Salva-
tion Army Store and a junk shop,” “flea markets and garage 
sales cover[ing] the land”22 with “everything the immigrants car-
ried in their suitcases and bundles to these shores and their 
descendants threw out with the trash”23: 

 
A pile of Greek 78 records with one Marika Papagika singing; a 
rubber-doll face of uncertain origin with teeth marks of a child or 
a small dog; sepia postcards of an unknown city covered with 
greasy fingerprints; a large empty jewel case lined with black 
velvet; a menu from a hotel in Palermo serving octopus; an old 
French book on astronomy with covers and title page missing; a 
yellowed photograph of a dead Chinese baby.24 
 

Far from deploring the disappearance of old, stable frames of 
cultural reference, Simic prefers to praise Cornell’s boxes as so 
many “dream machines constructed to generate strange doubles 
of the unconscious from the most banal objects.”25 The dream 
machine allows the solitary, expatriate flâneur to investigate a 
world of infinite psychogeographies while staring at his own al-
tered reflection in the mirrors of the vending machines. In 
“Medici Slot Machine,”26 where Lauren Bacall makes a cameo 
appearance, the penny arcade represents nothing less than a 
world of unlimited reverie and a mise an abyme of chance aes-
thetics in a city landscape seen as the supreme producer and 
converter of its own images: “A slot machine for the solitaries. 
Coins of reverie, of poetry, secret passion, religious madness, it 
converts them all. A force illegible.”27 Elsewhere in the collec-
tion, Simic fondly describes Cornell’s boxes as “the smallest 
theater[s] in the world,” where “the bread crumbs speak.”28 He 

 
 21  Charles Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy: The Art of Joseph Cornell (Hopewell, NJ: Ecco Press, 

1992) 17. 
 22  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy,17. 
 23  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy, 17. 
 24  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy,17. 
 25  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy, 28. 
 26  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy, 26. 
 27  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy, 28. 
 28  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy,47. 
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also likens them to “imaginary hotels” for insomniacs and ex-
perimental movie houses designed for an audience which 
“love[s] watching movies from the middle on.”29  

For an expatriate writer such as Simic (he was born in Bel-
grade and arrived in the United States at the age of sixteen), 
however, Cornell’s found objects are considered as so many re-
sidual hauntings and feelings of the postcultural and 
poslapsarian palimpsest (“The New World was already old for 
Poe”30) of the American nation. In such pieces as “Street-Corner 
Theology,” “Naked in Arcadia” or “The Romantic Movement,” 
for example, one cannot help but relate Simic’s fascination with 
displaced objects to his own experience of physical, mental and 
linguistic displacement as an immigrant to the United States and 
a poet/translator/ flâneur (“The city is a labyrinth of analogies, 
the Symbolist forest of correspondences”), collecting “frag-
ments of an utterrable whole,” “rid[ing] the web of occult 
forces”31 of the pulsating metropolis: 

 
It ought to be clear that Cornell is a religious artist. Vision is his 
subject. He makes holy icons. He proves that one needs to be-
lieve in angels and demons even in a modern world in order to 
make sense of it. 
The disorder of the city is sacred. All things are interrelated. As 
above, so below.32 
  

A Surrealist Archivist 
It is hardly surprising that Simic found in Cornell’s boxes a vehi-
cle by which to expand and interrogate his own surrealist 
poetics. As suggested above, for all their affinities with found 
art and Duchampian ready-mades, Cornell’s boxes are an odd 
fish in Dada and Surrealist waters alike. On a less formal level, 
interpretations of Cornell’s boxes have varied over time, ranging 
from the strictly materialist to the spiritual (because of his devo-
tion to Christian scientism his boxes have been likened to 
idiosyncratic reliquaries).33 Despite their common attraction to 

 
 29  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy,59. 
 30  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy,17. 
 31  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy, 11; 70; 11. 
 32  Simic, Dime-Store Alchemy,70. 
 33  For a detailed account of Cornell’s devotion to Christian Scientism and its impact on his 

work, see Deborah Solomon’s biography, Utopia Parkway: The Life and Work of Joseph 
Cornell (New York: Noonday Press, 1998). 
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dream visions and visual narratives, Cornell’s general attitude to 
art also differs from many of his surrealist and neo-surrealist or 
neo-dada counterparts: his relationship to the world of objects, 
in particular, is characterized by the impulse of a collector and 
an archivist, rather than the imperatives of innovation. Cornell’s 
art is more often than not an art of preservation (an attitude 
which, incidentally, has little to do with what O’Doherty charac-
terized above as Cornell’s ”well-bred” stance as a “curator of 
culture” 34 ), rather than of destruction or disfigurement, one 
which overtly aims to cherish discarded, commonplace objects 
in a nostalgic and often melancholy gesture which “transcend[s] 
... the dust heap & ruthlessness of time.”35  

More importantly, the gift economy which characterizes the 
circulation of Cornell’s boxes (many of them were designed as 
specific gifts for particular friends, poets and actresses) also 
makes him something of an exception in the contemporary art 
world, a bricoleur céleste who had to make a living as a door-to-
door salesman to support his family during most of the 1920s 
and early 1930s and only beginning to sell his boxes in the late 
1940s, a period until which Cornell thought of his boxes less as 
sellable artefacts than as experimental toy boxes or “time cap-
sules,” a term also used by Andy Warhol in the early 1960s, 
albeit in a rather different sense. Art historian Anna Dezeuze 
rather severely remarks, Warhol’s cardboard boxes filled with 
objects, photographs and printed material (Warhol created more 
than 600 boxes between the years from 1974 until his death in 
1987) were informed by a significantly different, and less dis-
criminating “archivism” than his predecessor:  

 
When Cornell used the term “time capsule” in a 1963 Christmas 
card,

 
he obviously had a more poetic image in mind than a mis-

cellaneous array of photographs, envelopes, receipts, baseball 
caps and t-shirts thrown together into a box. The visual aspect 
of Warhol’s Time Capsules recalls the stacked boxes of Cornell’s 
studio, with their handwritten labels denoting their contents. In 
Cornell’s working process, these boxes contained parts to be 

 
 34  O’Doherty, American Masters, 273. 
 35  Jodi Hauptman, Joseph Cornell: Stargazing in the Cinema (Yale: Yale University Press, 

1999) 3. 
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used in the future, and their selection and categorization consti-
tuted only one stage in an ongoing project.36 
 

Whatever one makes of Dezeuze’s dismissal of Warhol’s boxes 
as “merely symptoms of the artist’s urge to acquire objects, a 
tendency which would turn into a full-blown frenzy once he had 
enough money to spend in the 1970s, cramming his house with 
collections ranging from space toys to art deco Cartier 
watches,” the point here is to understand the ways in which 
Cornell’s boxes can be viewed as so many acts of re-
appropriation of what Graham Hough once called “the limitless 
junk shop of the past.” 37  As suggested by Simic’s above-
discussed poem “Naked In Arcadia,” Cornell’s found objects and 
assemblages are clearly the medium of an imaginary reconstruc-
tion of American culture and history, not with a view to 
producing a unified perspective but in a manner which, to quote 
Rosemarie Waldrop, seeks to “assemble old materials into new 
shipwrecks.”38 The question of whether his boxes should be re-
garded as the equivalent of visual poetry matters less than the 
suggestion that the collage embodies a particular movement in 
time, one which introduces gaps in a picture of cultural evolu-
tion all too often perceived as a seamless continuum. As for the 
three-dimensionality of Cornell’s collages, it further emphasizes 
the artist’s attempt to capture the movements of consciousness 
as they find themselves contained in a limbo between past, pre-
sent and future impressions, as the viewers of his boxes are 
encouraged to convert the fleeting emotions, connections and 
associations generated by the juxtaposed objects into a coher-
ent narrative colored by their own personal experience.  

 
Rosmarie Waldrop’s “Cornell Boxes” 
Like Simic, Waldrop’s sequence “Cornell Boxes” resorts to the 
prose poem form to do justice to the structural dynamics of 
Cornell’s art. But whereas Simic’s poetry is clearly in line with 
the surrealist paradigms Cornell’s work is rightly or wrongly as-
sociated with, the basic dynamics of Waldrop’s poems lie 

 
 36  Anna Dezeuze, “Unpacking Cornell: Consumption and Play in the Work of Rauschenberg, 

Warhol and George Brecht”: www.surrealismcentre.ac.uk/papersofsurrealism/journal2/ 
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 37  Graham Hough, Selected Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978) 214. 
 38  Rosmarie Waldrop, Split Infinites (Philadelphia: Singing Horse Press, 1998) 36. 
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elsewhere as her “readings” of Cornell tend to resist the ek-
phrastic tendency and focus, instead, on the very structure of 
the boxes themselves.  

I have discussed elsewhere the mimetic power of the square 
or rectangular shape of prose poems (especially when the right 
margin is justified, which is the case in both Simic’s Dime-Store 
Alchemy and Waldrop’s Blindsight). Its overall shape evokes 
that of the closed square, unragged by line breaks. This percep-
tion is shared by many practitioners of the form. Whereas 
James Tate considers “the deceptively simple packaging: the 
paragraph”39 as the genre's principal “means of seduction,”40 
Russell Edson considers “the ideal prose poem“ as “a relatively 
short work without obvious ornament (if indeed this is not an 
ornament), presented on the page with the simplicity of a child's 
primer, including proper paragraph indents.” 41  As another 
American prose poet, Louis Jenkins, writes: “Think of the prose 
poem as a box… The box is made for travel, quick and light. 
Think of the prose poem as a small suitcase. One must pack 
carefully, only the essentials, too much and the reader won't get 
off the ground.”42 

Waldrop’s “Cornell Boxes” collected in her 2003 collection 
Blindsight (and first published in 1998 as a chapbook by Instress 
Publishing) are no exception. The section includes eight poems, 
each containing four paragraphs of four sentences with four 
footnotes. Waldrop’s use of constraints further emphasizes the 
sense of containment conveyed by the shape of the prose poem 
and suggests that her prose entries can be seen to convey the 
literary equivalent of the “framing” effect of Cornell’s boxes, an 
aspect which they share of course, at least to some extent, 
with painting in general but which is especially salient in the 
format of the box with its room-like appearance and its sugges-
tions of domestic intimacy and containment. But this first 
impression soon proves to be deceptive as the entries fail to de-
liver an identifiable, albeit loosely defined, description of “what 
happens in the boxes.” The interest of Waldrop’s “Cornell 

 
 39  Ecstatic Occasions, Expedient Forms: 85 Leading Contemporary Poets Select and 

Comment on their Poems, ed. David Lehman (Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 
1996) 202. 

 40 Lehman, Ecstatic Occasions, Expedient Forms, 202. 
 41  Letter to the author, 4 December, 2005. 
 42  Louis Jenkins, Nice Fish: New and Selected Prose Poems (Duluth, Minn., Holy Cow! Press, 

1995) unpag. 
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Boxes” lies precisely in the fact that they do not describe exact 
content of the boxes, nor do they see to elucidate what they 
may or may not be about. The recognition that “the center is 
always dissolving, hole nailed through line, sentence, and the 
demon of analogy”43 stands both as a manifesto of Waldrop’s 
collagist poetics and a requalification of Stein’s differential poet-
ics (“act so that there is no use in a center,”44 to quote the 
opening sentence of the Rooms section in Tender Buttons), en-
acting what Stein would call a “spreading of difference” across 
the crevices, displacements and slidings of the printed page. As 
for Waldrop’s Mallarméan warning against the “demon of anal-
ogy,” it stands as a reminder that writing about visual art is like 
dancing about architecture. Aware of the dangers of uncritical 
rapprochements between Cornell’s boxes and poetic language 
(according to which the hole nailed through the wooden panels 
would “resemble,” say, the empty spaces or caesurae between 
the lines and sentences) Waldrop considers that all knowledge 
can only arise from the potential of combinations and permuta-
tions (rather than analogies and resemblances) to multiply the 
vectors of meaning and coordination. Such a position implies a 
radical rejection of metaphor45 and, in the context of Waldrop’s 
rewritings of Cornell’s art, a refusal to abide by the rules of ek-
phrasis: the poem does not reconstruct the box, it creates a 
world which does not exist elsewhere prior to its formulation as 
poetry. Like Cornell’s collage boxes, it establishes “a different 
relation to knowing” in which there is “no sharp line of demarca-
tion between organism and environment” 46  as “the pursuit 
cannot define the object of the pursuit even if the road is lit by a 

 
 43  Rosmarie Waldrop, Blindsight (New York: New Directions, 2003) 107.  
 44  Gertrude Stein, Look at Me Now and Here I Am: Writings and Lectures 1909-45 (London: 

Penguin, 1967) 196. 
 45  Waldrop sees both the resistance to analogy and “the refusal of metaphor” as a recurrent 

concern in post-Modernist poetry: “… for the long stretch from Romanticism to Modern-
ism, poetry has been more or less identified with metaphor, with relation by analogy. In 
linguistic terms, this has been an emphasis on the vertical axis of the speech act: the axis 
of selection, of reference to the code with its vertical substitution-sets of elements linked 
by similarity, rather than on the horizontal axis of combination, context, contiguity, syntax, 
and metonymy” (Rosmarie Waldrop, Dissonances (if you are interested) [Tuscaloosa: Uni-
versity of Alabama Press, 2005] 105). Discussing Anne-Marie Albiach later in the same 
chapter, she nonetheless recognizes the impossibility of escaping analogy: “every linguis-
tic act involves both selection from the code .. and combination in the horizontal 
dimension of contiguity.” “All we can do,” she concludes, “is put our emphasis more on 
one axis than on the other” (Waldrop, Dissonances, 117). 

 46  Waldrop, Blindsight, 109. 
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crystal cage, lighthouse, bright red plumage, high noon.” 47 
Rather than trying to establish one-to-one ekphrastic relation-
ships between the verbal and the visual, Waldrop’s anti-
expressive/constructivist poetics (“nothing is given. Everything 
remains to be constructed”48) is rooted in an interest in the 
shape of words and things, the multiplication of non-exclusive 
focal points, the curves of thinking, the meanders of the psyche 
and, above all, the molecular texture of objects which is the 
subject of investigation of “Star Box”49, which incidentally ap-
peared under the title of “Grid Box” in Jonathan Safran Foer’s 
collection of Cornell-inspired fiction and poetry.50 

 
The Return of the Grid 
A close reading of the poem shows that Waldrop’s take on the 
grid is very different from Krauss’s. With its description of star 
charts juxtaposed with “Victorian dress no safeguard against 
excess or waning empire” the poem immediately alludes to 
“Verso of Cassiopiea #1” (1960), a vivid visual representation 
of the poet’s vision of history as a “mishap in the statistics”51 
whose “course of ruin can be put in reverse in the sky.”52 But 
the poem also incorporates many other references to other Cor-
nell boxes including the “Untitled (Pink Palace),” countless bird 
habitats and the “yellow painted sun” and “sea salt” of “Suzy's 
Sun (For Judy Tyler)”; 1957), which was dedicated to the ac-
tress Judy Tyler shortly after her tragic death in a car accident. 
As for the “feather on the floor, foot fetish,” it might hint at a 
1942 untitled “Habitat,” although the “pigeon on the roof” may 
reference “Untitled (pigeons on rainy street),” in which the pho-
tograph pasted on top of the collage is likely to cause viewers to 
mistake the street for the roof.53  

Deriving its main conceptual model from modern physics and 
mathematics and statistical mechanics, the coalescing syntax 
and semantic openness of Waldrop’s poem redefines the grid as 

 
 47  Waldrop, Blindsight, 108. 
 48  Waldrop, Dissonances, 206. 
 49  Waldrop, Blindsight, 105. 
 50  A Convergence of Birds: Original Fiction and Poetry Inspired by the Work of Joseph 

Cornell, ed. Jonathan Safran Foer (New York: DAP, 2001). 
 51  Waldrop, Blindsight, 106. 
 52  Waldrop, Blindsight, 105. 
 53  Other pieces, such as „Tool Box“ reference Cornell’s collaborative film works, such as 

The Mignight Party (w. Larry Jordan). 
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an unstable delineator of interstitial spaces through which she 
allows the reader to peep through the grid and delve into the 
molecular constituents of the box while alluding to the gaps and 
fractures of history and politics, which are captured by way of 
local, tentative visions and interpretations (“I prefer local inter-
vals in ideology”). The “partition particles”54 measured by the 
observing eye follow post-Newtonian “reluctant gravities,” 55 
testing space-time curvatures, 56  glimpsing “the severest and 
most frightening transformations of the infinite” and ultimately 
converting the gridwork into a “fragile world” of “fading pas-
sages,” the constellations into a mere “trick of perspective” 
numbing the observer’s mind (“the idea of sleep replaced by 
sleepiness”57). 

By emphazing process rather than description, movement 
rather than statement, Waldrop’s “Cornell Boxes” echo Bob 
Perelman’s “The Marginalization of Poetry” (which is discussed 
in an earlier chapter of this book) by stressing the importance of 
the literal and the metaphorical margin, the void that shows rep-
resentation itself,”58 the empty spaces and silences which frame 
her paragraphs of speculative prose. The paradox of writing 
such prose poems is that, unlike verse, they create the illusion 
of continuity, an illusion which is undermined from within by 
Waldrop’s resistance to syllogistic fluidity and closure. Despite 
the pull towards continuity of prose, the (prose) poet longs for 
“the possibility of digression, for space,” “the space of a differ-
ent, less linear movement: a dance of syntax,” her ultimate goal 
being to use the prose paragraph as “the right kind of space 
where form could prove “a center around which, not a box 
within which.”59  

Once again, the analogy between Waldrop’s notion of the col-
lage as “the art of betweens”60 and Cornell’s works is striking 
and far from being “demonic” in the Mallarmean sense: as sug-
gested earlier in my discussion of Krauss’s grid, far from being an 
artist of the “frozen world,” Cornell himself – with his obsessive 
inclusion of birds, maps, scientific instruments, “soap bubble 

 
 54  Waldrop, Blindsight (New York: New Directions, 2003) 106. 
 55  Rosmarie Walrop, Reluctant Gravities (New York: New Directions, 1999). 
 56  Waldrop, Blindsight, 100. 
 57  Waldrop, Blindsight, 108; 102; 105. 
 58  Waldrop, Dissonances, 261. 
 59  Waldrop, Dissonances, 261; 262. 
 60  Waldrop, Blindsight, 273. 
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sets,” clock dials and music boxes – oscillates between polarities 
of motion and stasis, time and timelessness, sound and silence. 
Waldrop has argued that her commitment to collage as a kind of 
writing which develops “methods that make language think” al-
lows “choice at one remove” 61 without sacrificing her passions 
and obsessions on the altar of chance or procedural poetics. The 
point is not to write anti-lyric poetry but, rather, to deal with the 
anxiety of the first-person singular pronoun and resist the tempta-
tion to use the “I-speaker” as “a kind of concentrated force that 
will bring things back – a magnet pulling at the past, or centripe-
tal force that counters loss.”62 Such a concern is perhaps best 
expressed in what she describes in her acknowledgement of the 
influence of Tzara’s “How to Make a Dada Poem”: 

 
Take a newspaper article. Cut it into single words. Put them in a 
bag. Shake gently. Take them out and copy carefully. And, here 
comes the punch, the poem will resemble you. Even if you seem 
to abdicate choice, you are still choosing, if at a remove. You 
don’t get away from your preoccupations, your passions… There 
is no getting away from them.63 
 

As we know, Waldrop’s collagist and writing-through techniques 
are more complex and marked by strict patterns which have 
more to do with Oulipean constraints than with Tzara’s chance 
aesthetics. Be that as it may, “Cornell Boxes” is a relatively lit-
tle-known but highly emblematic work which testifies to the 
interplay of meaning, syntax and memory in Waldrop’s writing 
as well as to the extent to which textual or visual collage can 
manifest a particular movement in consciousness and time. Al-
ternately somatizing the text and textualizing the body, her 
rewritings of Cornell’s “time capsules” create leaps from the 
most specific and personal to the widest collective forms of ex-
perience.  

But perhaps the final word on “Cornell Boxes” should be left 
to Waldrop herself who, in the opening paragraph of “Cinder 
Box” – which returns us to Cornell’s ongoing interest in fairy 

 
 61  Joan Retallack & Rosmarie Waldrop, “A Conversation with Rosmarie Waldrop,” Contem-

porary Literature 40.3 (1999): 335; 347. 
 62  Retallack & Waldrop, “A Conversation with Rosmarie Waldrop,” 371. 
 63  Retallack & Waldrop, “A Conversation with Rosmarie Waldrop,” 347-48. See also Simic’s 

Barthesian comment that “to submit to chance is to reveal the self” (Charles Simic, Dime-
Store Alchemy, 59). 
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tales – writes of the difficulty of imagining or enacting the re-
versibility of history and memory: 

 
Warning cry, raven, more in my head, lunar eclipse, she cries, 
not stored in the brain but spread throughout the body, rewind 
of nightmare to single out the actual kingdom among possible 
untitled.64 
 

Split Infinites: Subject, Syntax, Memory 
In different but related ways, Blindsight and Split Infinites illus-
trate Waldrop’s relentless exploration of how the workings of 
syntax and memory manifest themselves in her writing or, 
rather, how memory translates into syntax while converting po-
etry as “an alternate, less linear logic.” 65  This begs a 
reconsideration of her notion of the “split infinite,” which be-
comes a physical extension of the grammatical “split or cleft 
infinitive” in which an infinite is split into two by an adverb or 
adverbial unit. As we know, the creation of a disjunctive “cleav-
age” (the split infinitive is also referred to as the “cleft” 
infinitive) between the marker to and the uninflected form of a 
verb introduces a grammatical disjunction which changes the 
emphasis of what is being said (as in the difference between 
“you have to really watch him” and “you really have to watch 
him”). Waldrop’s foundational pun is less a reference to her own 
use of adverbial structures than to her constant clinamenic 
“splitting” of the syllogistic progression of her narratives of con-
sciousness. 

Waldrop’s frequent use of subjectless or nominal sentences 
induces a constant postponement of narrative while suspending 
the linear development of subjectivity. The grammatically sub-
jectless sentence urges the reader to imagine or look for the 
absent as an “implied” subject in the neighboring sentences and 
paragraphs which in turn becomes modified by the subjectless 
predicate. Any such reading is bound to remain both ambiguous 

 
 64  Rosmarie Waldrop, Blindsight, 109. 
 65  Rosmarie Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle (Providence: Tender Buttons, 1993) unpag. 

In Lawn, Waldrop remains "worried about the gap between expression and intent” and 
nonetheless concludes that an alternative is to be found at the level of the gap itself: 
“Sincerity is no help once we admit to the lies we tell on nocturnal occasions, even in the 
solitude of our own heart, wishcraft slanting the naked figure from need to seduce to fear 
of possession. Far better to cultivate the gap itself with its high grass for privacy and ref-
erence gone astray” (Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle, 22). 
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and ambivalent, but the urge to cultivate this ambiguity and fill 
in the gaps where the subject or agent is missing remains strong 
as in the following poem from the 1981 collection Nothing Has 
Changed, which recalls the sparse disjunctive cadences of 
Claude Royet-Journoud and Anne-Marie Albiach to whom the 
collection is dedicated: 

 
In part however rapidly 
you were attracted 
don’t leave 
it would 
the first time of your66 
 

The implications of this are important as they are central to 
Waldrop’s use of the lyrical mode. Waldrop’s de-centered lyric 
often points to an “omitted” agent which compensates for the 
lack of a nominative argument. The dominant impression is that 
of a lyric of uncertainty in which the omitted speaker returns 
with a vengeance, exploring the mystery of causes and circum-
stances, building a space of infinite suggestiveness unfurling 
many different levels of sensuous and sexual experience, psy-
cho-somatic micro-distinctions and interstitial complexities. This 
process is particularly apparent in the “Seven Senses” section in 
Split Infinites: 

 
The body, indeed, distinguishes. More than one set of darkness. 
But physical forces almost never create simple geometrical struc-
tures. Boundless hope, yes. The infinite come wet, and a little 
death goes a long way. I turned, because. Even rough, fearless 
warriors swoon on this occasion.67  

 
On Miniatures  
The loss of the self-present speaker, a trademark of post-war 
experimental poetry becomes declined along the lines of ellipses 
and irresolutions pointing to gaps in the memory process, as in 
the opening section of Split Infinites (entitled “Pre & Con, or, 
Positions and Junctions”) where the poem’s syntax is contami-
nated by various conjunctions and prepositions which emerge as 
so many particles of writing which are meant to interrupt any 
seamless reading of what might otherwise be perceived as a 
 

 66  Rosmarie Waldrop, Nothing Has Changed (Windsor, VT: Awede, 1981) unpag. 
 67  Wadrop, Split Infinites, 74 
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conventional love poem. Here, the casualties of language and 
the casualties of the body merge into each other as the gaps in 
language and experience deliberately undermine Waldrop’s varia-
tions on the reflexive mode:  

 
The sun’s light and 
is compounded 
and lovers and 
emphatically 
 
and cast long and shadow 
of and a look 
and on the 
and face of a girl 
 
waiting for and  
the night and with imperfect 
repose and secret  
and craving68 
 

In a characteristic move from the visual to the philosophical, 
Waldrop’s “long shadows” translates into the elongated time be-
tween experience and enunciation, a process interrupted by the 
persistent undermining of the poem’s syllogistic progress by the 
conjunction “and.” Like the shadows cast by the objects 
trapped in Cornell’s boxes, the shadows of Waldrop’s untitled 
poem appear as ghostly manifestations of a “revisitation” (in the 
literal sense of the word) of a past which, in other poems from 
Split Infinites, relates to specific aspects of contemporary ex-
perience. The metaphysical implications of this process are 
apparent in “Association,” which returns us to the speaker’s ex-
perience of wartime Germany, which ambivalently addresses the 
themes of violence, childhood, sexual awakening and unwanted 
pregnancy: 

 
Explosives. It was war. There were no condoms. We swapped 
knives to peel off childhood like so many skins. Cause, far from 
being opposed to pregnancy, is in truth the most exquisite spe-
cies of proximity in time.69 
 

 
 68  Wadrop, Split Infinites, 10. 
 69  Waldrop, Split Infinites, 50. 
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In “Star Box,” Waldrop writes of the necessity to extend narra-
tological considerations to a more general, radical questioning of 
realism and historiography which, from a personal as well as 
historical perspective, produces the effect of obliterating the 
“constellations” where the dots are still visible and identifiable 
“by the same act that formed them” in order to satisfy the 
“compulsion to connect the dots into story, meaning, and in-
somnia”70: 

 
The body says “I” all by itself, and history’s a mishap in the sta-
tistics.71 

 
Putting the speaker’s “I” in quotation marks Waldrop’s writing 
show affinities with what Jean-Michel Maulpoix has called the 
“fourth person singular,” a mode of writing which necessarily 
and always already interrogates the personal and individual na-
ture of the lyric poem. “Poetry,” Maulpoix writes, “cannot 
produce anything other than an effect of subject, by articulating 
different voices with language,” the lyric subject being “the 
voice of the other speaking to me, the voice of others speaking 
within me.”72 The lyric “I,” for want of a better word, is not ab-
sent from Waldrop’s “Cornell Boxes” – or from the rest of her 
poetic oeuvre for that matter. Still, like many other para- and 
post-Language writers – instead of opting for an aesthetic of 
expression and lyrical “fullness” – she prefers to utilize “meth-
ods that make language think” 73  and whose “exact 
discriminations separate real from world, foreign from body, 
pleasure from principle.”74 

Waldrop’s and Simic’s respective readings of Cornell’s boxes 
call for a reassessment of the dialectics of memory and the “his-
torical imagination,” especially as regards expartiate writers 
writing about their conflictual relationships with and revisitations 
of American history and culture. In Waldrop’s sequence “Hölder-
lin Hybrids,” the opening section of Blindsight, the miniature 
proves once again a favored vehicle for the expression of what 
Susan Stewart has defined as the longing for a separation from 

 
 70  Waldrop, Blindsight,106. 
 71  Waldrop, Blindsight,106. 
 72  Jean-Michel Maulpoix, “La quatrième personne du singulier, » Figures du sujet lyrique, ed. 

Dominique Rabaté (Paris: PUF, 1996) 157. 
 73  Retallack & Waldrop, “A Conversation with Rosmarie Waldrop,” 335. 
 74  Waldrop, Split Infinites, 78. 
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“lived historical time”? Waldrop’s view of the doll and, by ex-
tension, the dollhouse considered as a house within a house, 
articulates not only “the house’s articulation of the tension be-
tween inner and outer spheres” but also “the tension between 
two modes of interiority… occupying a space within an en-
closed space.” The dollhouse’s “aptest analogy” would then 
seem to be “the locket or the secret recesses of the heart”: a 
“center within center,” a “within within within” which bears the 
promise of “an infinitely profound interiority”75 temporarily sus-
tained by the “crutches” of memory: 

 
And remember childhood among strings and puppets. 
Crutches. Knees under the chin tucked. And toy warriors with 
lance and shield and red badge to ensure courage.76 

 
Hence the centrality of fairy tales to a full understanding of the 
history of miniature (and miniature books) which, as in Cornell’s 
work, bring a compressed mode of objectified narration which 
lends itself to reverie and while creating “unaccountable lapses” 
(30) in memory liable to present a library of icons which has the 
capacity to absorb and alleviate the child’s experience of even 
the most extreme historical or personal traumas, “fading be-
tween the pages of Grimm’s Kinder- und Haus-Märchen”77: 

 
I was six or seven dwarfs, the snow was white, the prince at 
war. Hitler on the radio, followed by Léhar. Senses impinged 
on. Blackouts, sirens, mattress on the floor, furtive visitor or 
ghost.78 
 

For Stewart, “unlike the metonymic world of realism, which at-
tempts to erase the break between the time of everyday life and 
the time of narrative by mapping one perfectly over the other, 
the metaphoric world of the miniature makes everyday life abso-
lutely anterior and exterior to itself”: “the reduction in scale 
which the miniature presents skews the time and space rela-
tions of the everyday lifeworld, and as an object consumed, the 
miniature finds its ‘use value’ transformed into the infinite time 

 
 75  Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 

Collection (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1993) 61. 
 76  Waldrop, Blindsight, 78. 
 77  Waldrop, Blindsight, 34. 
 78  Rosmarie Waldrop, Blindsight, 58. 
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of reverie.” 79  The semi-detachable character of the miniature 
from its cultural and historical context frees it from the con-
straints of ideological narratives and the shaping forces of 
history. It also allows it to emphasize its resistance to time at 
the same time as it points to its potential to resist their subse-
quent conversion into picturesque or sentimental content which 
are part of the “social disease of nostalgia,” at least as long as 
the miniature’s fixed form remains “manipulated by individual 
fantasy rather than physical circumstance” and proves resistant 
to the threat of the “erasure of materiality.”80 In her chapter on 
dollhouses, Stewart insists on the double-sidedness of the 
miniature world and writes of Cornell’s glass bells in which the 
protecting glass “eliminates the possibility of contagion, indeed 
of lived experience, at the same time that it maximizes the pos-
sibilities of transcendental vision, thereby creating “a tension or 
dialectic between inside and outside, between private and public 
property, between the space of the subject and the space of the 
social.”81 

 
 79  Susan Stewart, On Longing, 65. 
 80  Susan Stewart, On Longing, 23; 66; 68. 
 81  Susan Stewart, On Longing, 68. 
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7. More Thoughts on  
the Popular Avant-Garde 

 
 
 
 
 

Taking classic Frankfurt School and Situationist texts as its 
starting point, Ben Watson’s Art, Class and Cleavage contin-
ued the critical project inaugurated with his first book, Frank 
Zappa: the Negative Dialectics of Poodle Play, in which he set 
out to interpret the work of the American composer as an ex-
tension of a long tradition of radical philosophy and avant-
garde art stretching from Thomas Hobbes to Wyndham Lewis, 
Plato to Rhythm and Blues, Jakob Böhme to the Sex Pistols. 
The author’s Zappaesque delight in incongruity and preposter-
ousness is present from the very start with Watson’s assertion 
that his book proposes “a new species of ENTERTAINMENT, 
obnoxious yet rewarding, a birch-twig goad, a febrile stimulant 
to the Joy of Thought.”1 Watson’s pantheon of cultural he-
roes, besides Zappa, includes James Joyce, Sun Ra, Iain 
Sinclair, Philip K. Dick and J.H. Prynne, all of whom attest to 
“the centrality of chance and rubbish to Modern Art”2 as well 
as to the possibility for socially transgressive art to break down 
the barriers between high and low culture. Watson’s discovery 
of analogies, echoes and correspondences between such basi-
cally dissimilar artists testifies to a desire to de-balkanize the 
overspecialized departments of philosophy, cultural studies, lit-
erary and musical criticism. The whole enterprise seems all the 
more justified by the importance of the truths Watson is de-
fending against the alleged high-mindedness of 
deconstructionist, feminist, poststructuralist, and even Marxist 
academics, who, according to the author, have so far failed to 
account for the social conditioning and material basis of cul-
tural production in its totality. By contrast, Watson’s own 
particular brand of “Materialist Esthetix” (a peculiar mixture of 

 
 1  Ben Watson, Art, Class & Cleavage: Quantulumcunque Concerning Materialist Esthetix 

(London: Quartet Books, 1998) unpag.  
 2  Watson, Art, Class & Cleavage, 23. 
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classical Marxist and post-Freudian ideas about art) insists that 
“the idea of seeking to imagine the whole, far from being the 
oppressive “totalisation” criticised by the post-structuralists, is 
an invitation to break with the separations of bourgeois 
thought and entertain concrete actuality – and have the con-
crete actuality entertain us.”3 

Comparing Zappa’s Apostrophe with Adorno’s Negative 
Dialectics, or Stevie Wonder’s “Superstition” with Varèse’s 
Ionisation, may not help resolve the question of the connection 
between cultural and political practice, but it does compel a 
rethinking of one’s relations to both. Watson’s study succeeds 
in demonstrating that the most interesting and stimulating art-
ists and thinkers of the late twentieth century have created 
artefacts in which the project of the historical avant-garde and 
important tendencies in popular art-forms meet at the periph-
ery of both high art and mass culture: the Situationist legacy 
of punk (as expounded in Greil Marcus’s Lipstick Traces) and 
the curious alliance of the jazz-rock and RIO avant-gardism of 
such groups as The Soft Machine, Can or Henry Cow with the 
experiments in serialism, electro-acoustic music and incidental 
noise-composition found in the work of Varèse, Cage, Stock-
hausen and others come to mind. More generally, Watson’s 
“Materialistic Esthetix” claims to concentrate on “the conflicts 
of capitalism in its trashy heart” and purports to rediscover 
“the subjective side of the Marxist tradition.”4 Based as it is on 
an investigation of the interpenetration of the political, the se-
mantic and the sexual, Watson’s “method” points to three 
things: an urgent felt need to return to the violent aesthetics of 
the modernist avant-garde, an insistence on the value of class 
analysis in the study of popular culture, and a reliance on the 
visceral energies and “proletarian realism” of punk. Nowhere is 
this more apparent than in the chapter devoted to “rubbish 
theory” (an expression coined by the anthropolgist Michael 
Thompson), in which Watson remarks that “materialism and 
scatology have always been bedfellows, and it because Marx 
is not afraid to look at filth that he can list the system’s 
crimes.”5 The profound scatological slant of Modern Art” (of 
which more will be said in the closing chapter of this book), 
 

 3  Watson, Art, Class & Cleavage, 228-29. 
 4  Watson, Art, Class & Cleavage, 13; 50. 
 5  Watson, Art, Class & Cleavage, 229. 
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Watson writes, “is due to the fact that the social residuum is 
the unpleasant truth behind capitalist glamour, the very meas-
ure of its hurt.” 6  Given Watson’s fixation on the “negative 
energies” of scatology, pornography and rubbish, and his more 
general commitment to the Reichian interconnectedness of 
sexual impulses and revolutionary politics, one suspects that 
he is in the process of completing a new study devoted to the 
onanist poetics of Zappa, Pierre Guyotat, Georges Bataille, 
Harry Matthews and Michel Houellebecq. 

The fault-finding opinionatedness and, to use a Zappaesque 
expression, “petulant frenzy”7 of Watson’s thoughts and rumi-
nations will seem refreshing to readers who share his opinion 
that the current climate in academic culture suppresses instinct 
and personal response. Watson’s insistence on Zappa’s rubbish 
aesthetics leads him to conclude that Zappa “delivers more 
chew for the analysts of avant-garde art than the carefully em-
broidered artefacts of non-commercialism.” 8  From Watson’s 
Adornoite perspective, one way of elucidating Zappa’s ambiva-
lent position as a best-selling maverick within the culture 
industry is to return to the Schoenberg vs. Stravinsky opposi-
tion developed in The Philosophy of Modern Music and re-
evaluate it in the light of Zappa’s popular avant-gardist 
schemes.9 

In an oft-quoted passage of his poem-essay “The Artifice of 
Absorption,” Charles Bernstein offers a rather different model 
by which to account for the dialectics of resistance and com-
modification, cultural incorporation and rejection. “A poetic 
reading,” he writes, “can be given to any piece of writing; a 
‘poem’ may be understood as writing specifically designed to 
absorb, or inflate with, proactive-rather than reactive-styles of 
reading”10: “artifice is a measure of a poem’s intractability to 
being read as the sum of its devices & subject matters.”11 
Bernstein’s target here is the so-called “voice” poem, “based 
on simplistic notions of absorption through unity, such / as 

 
 6  Watson, Art, Class & Cleavage, 229. 
 7  Frank Zappa, “Honey Don’t You Want a Man Like Me?,” Zappa in New York, DiscReet, 

2D 2290 (1978). 
 8  Ben Watson, Frank Zappa: The Negative Dialectics of Poodle Play (London: Quartet Books, 

1994) 218. 
 9  Watson, Frank Zappa, 54-75. 
 10  Charles Bernstein, A Poetics (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992) 9. 
 11  Bernstein, A Poetics, 9. 
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those sometimes put forward by Ginsberg / (who as his work 
shows / knows better, but who has made an ideological / 
commitment to such simplicity).”12 Bernstein’s attacks against 
the voice-based poem can be usefully extended to the study of 
popular music, which perhaps more than any other musical 
genre relies on the immediacy and transparency of voice as 
both the origin and the spontaneous vehicle of feeling and self-
expression. More specifically, in the context of this essay, 
Bernstein’s definition of artifice also urges us to reconsider 
Zappa’s experimental poetics within the history of contempo-
rary radical art, raising the issue of the relationship between 
alternative, underground pop culture and the avant-garde while 
simultaneously questioning the boundaries that allegedly sepa-
rate experimental music from mainstream music. Zappa’s 
music and lyrics, far from committing themselves to simple no-
tions of unmediated self-expression, rely on complex strategies 
of manipulation and disfigurement which include the use of 
various forms of collage, close miking, bruitism, sped–up car-
toon-like voices, found spoken material, rehearsal and 
backstage conversations, etc. Such techniques of disfigure-
ment are bound to make Zappa’s songs sound foreign and, to 
extend Bernstein’s metaphor, “impermeable” not only to main-
stream audiences but also to his most devoted fans. The 
latter’s eagerness to follow the meanders of Zappa’s cultural 
and intertextual labyrinths is often defeated by the sheer com-
plexity and elusiveness of the composer’s dense allusiveness 
and his private system of references. As Christophe Den Tandt 
recently argued, another, even more fundamental difficulty en-
countered in the consumption and study of popular lyrics is 
that they are “expected to function in a way that can with-
stand, literally or figuratively, high levels of background noise: 
they are poems performed in material contexts characterized 
by sonic mayhem, audience distraction, mind–altering sub-
stances, uncontrolled commercial reappropriation – conditions 
that seem indeed highly constraining for lyrical poetry.”13 From 
this perspective, it would be tempting to conclude that rock 
lyrics can be consumed primarily as gesture, based on the as-

 
 12  Bernstein, A Poetics, 38–39. 
 13  Christophe Den Tandt, . “Dylan Goes Electric: Inventing a Lyrical Idiom for the Postmod-

ern Distraction Factory,” Postwar American Poetry: The Mechanics of the Mirage, eds. 
Michel Delville and Christine Pagnoulle (Liège: L3, 2000) 214. 
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sumption that most rock audiences do not understand (or mis-
understand) many of the words that are being sung on record 
or during a performance. As Den Tandt rightly suggests, how-
ever, this does not mean that rock lyrics should not be 
considered outside their performative dimension: “approaching 
rock lyrics as poetry is not a gesture exclusively tied to the ne-
cessities of the academia: song-books of Dylan’s texts-in some 
cases, pirated, custom-made transcriptions-have been pub-
lished on a regular basis from the 1960s.”14 This is clearly the 
case of Zappa’s lyrics, which have been amply transcribed and 
disseminated on paper and on the web and have become the 
subject of endless speculations on the part of thousands of 
fans who are not remotely associated with the academy and 
whose blogs reflect a genuine fascination with the diverse 
meanings that can be attributed to the songs in the context of 
Zappa’s now famous concept of “conceptual continuity.”  

Now, what can a popular song or, say, a jazz-rock instru-
mental piece, absorb or be impermeable to? And to what 
extent do Zappa’s music and lyrics subordinate subjectivity to 
“composition” and, ultimately, makes use of “absorptive 
means towards antiabsorptive ends”?15 This essay will attempt 
to answer some of these questions while examining Zappa’s 
ambivalent position towards the historical avant-garde. 

 
Zappa & the Avant–Garde 
A quick look at the pantheon of influential figures listed in the 
original Freak Out!16 sleeve notes reveals only a few names as-
sociated with the historical avant-garde and its various “-
isms.” Amongst the 179 figures listed by Zappa, the names of 
Maurice Ravel, Arnold Schoenberg, Silvestre Revueltas, Yves 
Tanguy, Roland Kirk, James Joyce, Mauricio Kagel, Luigi 
Nono, Igor Stravinsky, Charles Ives, Edgar Varese, Cecil Tay-
lor, Karlheinz Stockhausen and Salvador Dali, emerge as the 
few names that can be considered as truly representative of 
contemporary artistic experimentalism. The importance of the 
Freak Out list is, of course, very relative, as Zappa himself ac-
knowledged that he couldn’t “say that he’d ever read anything 

 
 14  Den Tandt, “Dylan Goes Electric,” 214. 
 15  Bernstein, A Poetics, 30. 
 16  The Mothers of Invention, Freak Out!, MGM Verve, V6-5005-2 (1966). 
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by Joyce all the way through.”17 In fact, there is no reason not 
to believe that Zappa’s list wasn’t first and foremost a prank-
ish exercise in name-dropping, especially as regards the non-
musical examples he cites. More generally, Zappa confessed 
not to read many books. In his short introduction to his public 
reading of W.S. Burroughs’s “Talking Asshole” episode from 
William Burroughs’s The Naked Lunch at the Nova Convention 
on December 2, 1978, Zappa sounds a bit defensive and feels 
the need to warn his audience that his position as an artist lies 
clearly lies outside the literary circles. He commented: 

 
Hiya. How you doin’ tonight? Alright, um, as you know, I’m 
not the kind of a person that reads books, I've said this before 
many times, I’m not fond of reading. But, I do, I have in the 
past made exceptions, and uh, one of these exceptions was 
this part of the, the book that, I’m sure you know, called Na-
ked Lunch, and I’ve received permission to read the part about 
the Talking Asshole. So...18 
 

Zappa’s self-confessed reluctance to reading books – whether 
it is truthful or not – is part of a broader anti-intellectual 
stance, an attitude displayed not only in several statements 
pronounced against official college education and the academy 
but also expressed in songs such as “Dummy Up,” in which he 
sneeringly observes that “the college degree is stuffed with 
absolutely nothing at all” shortly after “Jeff Simmons tries to 
corrupt Napoleon Murphy Brock by showing him a lewd dance 
and suggesting that he’d smoke a high–school diploma.”19 As 
for his inclusion of a few Surrealist-related figures in the Freak 
Out list, one should probably not underestimate the influence 
of Dali’s aesthetics on Zappa’s work even though his most sur-
realistically free-associational lyrics, such as “Ship Arriving too 
Late to Save a Drowning Witch” 20  or “The Dangerous 
Kitchen”21 seem more indebted to Godzilla films and Pop Art, 
respectively, than to Dali’s peculiar brand of pictorial Freudian-

 
 17  Watson, Frank Zappa, 545. 
 18  Various Artists, You’re A Hook. The 15 Year Anniversary Of Dial–A–Poem (1968–1983, 

Giorno Poetry Systems, GPS 030 (1978). 
 19  Frank Zappa, Roxy & Elsewhere, Warner, 2DS 2202 (1974). 
 20  Frank Zappa, Ship Arriving too Late to Save a Drowning Witch, Barkin Pumpkin, FW 

38066 (1982). 
 21  Frank Zappa, The Man from Utopia, Barkin Pumpkin, FW 38404 (1983). 
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ism.22 Barry Miles’s biography relates an intriguing but failed 
encounter between the two artists who briefly met after Eve 
Babitz23 had arranged a meeting at the King Cole Bar at the St 
Regis restaurant: 

 
They drank green chartreuse and Frank explained who the 
Mothers were. He was about to go to a rehearsal and Dali said 
he would like to watch. They arranged to meet at the Balloon 
Farm, but unfortunately Herb Cohen was having trouble with 
the club’s management and the Mothers were locked out. 
When Dali and his wife Gala pulled up in a taxi, Frank, Eve and 
the Mothers were all sitting outside on the steps.  
 

Eve Babitz continues: 
 
When it turned out positively that they weren’t going to let us 
in,” wrote Eve, “Dali and Gala dejectedly got another cab and 
went back to the St Regis… and Frank went back to the Hotel 
Albert or wherever he was staying to argue with the fucking 
management who had ruined something that was very delicate 
and could only happen once. Dali and Zappa alone together in a 
big empty room with musical instruments.24 

 
Whatever one makes of this anecdote, it is Dali’s Dadaist alle-
giances, rather than his surrealist visual works, that would 
seem to ally him with Zappa, at least on a conceptual level.25 
Unlike the other, pseudo-avant-gardist connections mentioned 
above, the spirit of Dada seems to have had a significant influ-
ence on Zappa’s work, one which was repeatedly 
acknowledged by the composer himself. One of the most 
memorable expressions of the anti-aesthetics of Dada in 
Zappa’s career was the Duchampian disfiguring of Mona Lisa 
in a 1970 poster advertising a Mothers of Invention show in 
Boston. On a less superficial level, Zappa’s production com-
pany “Intercontinental Absurdities” was originally “dedicated 
to Dada in Action”: “in the early days,” Zappa recalls in The 
 

 22  For a discussion of Dali’s and Zappa’s food aesthetics, see Michel Delville and Andrew 
Norris, Frank Zappa, Captain Beefheart and the Secret History of Maximalism (Cambridge: 
Salt, 2005) 100-102. 

 23  Who is still remembered for her nude pose with a fully-dressed Marcel Duchamp for the 
famous 1963 Julian Wasser “chess game” photograph. 

 24  Barry Miles, Zappa: A Biography (New York: Grove Press, 2004) 138. 
 25  The same applies to Zappa’s friendship with Eve Babitz, which indirectly connects him 

with Duchamp and the New York branch of Dada. 
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Real Frank Zappa Book, “I didn’t even know what to call the 
stuff my life was made of. You can imagine my delight when I 
discovered that someone in a distant land had the same idea – 
AND a nice, short name for it.”26 In his last published inter-
view, Zappa’s more forceful acknowledgment of the legacy of 
Dada on his work suggests that his relationship with the cul-
tural avant-garde is characterized as a way of life rather than 
an (anti-)aesthetics per se: 

 
I’ve always appreciated dada and I keep trying to get Ahmet to 
read about it, because that’s him in the flesh, he’s a genetic 
carrier of that particular gene that has been pretty much bred 
out of the species. It’s like Stravinsky says, it’s not enough to 
want, you have to be. There are people that wish they were 
dada but they’ll never make it. He [Ahmet] doesn’t even know 
what it means, but he exudes it.27 
 

Zappa’s insistence that his son Ahmet is carrying the genes of 
Dada, that he “is” Dada, is symptomatic of his instinctive ap-
proach to the historical avant-garde. His allegiance to Dada is 
above all an act of self-definition. It is also a way of paying 
tribute to a movement which sought to integrate art into life, a 
tendency which is exemplified by his continued fascination 
with found text and sonic collage and which climaxed in the 
mixed-media, Cabaret Voltaire-like happenings and concerts 
performed during the Mothers of Invention’s six-month resi-
dency at the Garrick Theater from March to September 1967.  

 
Collages & Happenings 
So what exactly is Zappa’s connection to the avant-garde? 
And how can we make sense of the oeuvre of a musician 
whose production has straddled across many genres and regis-
ters while questioning the big pre-postmodern divide separating 
high and low culture? 

If we go beyond the anecdotal and consider avant-garde art 
as the product of a collaborative process comprising groups of 

 
 26  Frank Zappa, The Real Frank Zappa Book (London: Picador, 1990) 255. For a full–length 

analysis of Zappa’s Dadaist connections, see Ben Watson’s article, “Frank Zappa as a 
Dadaist: Recording technology and the Power to Repeat,” The Frank Zappa Companion: 
Four Decades of Commentary, ed. Richard Kostelanetz (New York: Schirmer Trade Books, 
1997) 151-59.  

 27  Watson, Frank Zappa, 547. 
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artists organized around manifestoes, Zappa can hardly be po-
sitioned within the legacy of a particular “-ism.” This obvious 
fact spares zappologists from the necessity to engage in a dis-
cussion of the controversies surrounding the various definitions 
and redefinitions of the historical and theoretical avant-gardes. 
More fundamentally, however, Zappa’s ongoing commitment 
to a radical aesthetics which aims to reintegrate art into the 
praxis of life (which is entirely in tune with, say, Peter Bürger’s 
definition of the historical avant-garde) and develop alternative 
forms of expression which address the complexities of the 
production and consumption of music places him in a long line 
of marginal figures whose lowest common denominator is a 
capacity to combat the illusion of an unproblematic, transpar-
ent and unmediated relationship to artistic expression. 

While Zappa’s neo-Dada happenings at the Garrick Theater 
celebrated the artist’s penchant for anti-cultural, disjunctive, 
nonsensical and anarcho-theatrical forms of expression,28 it is 
Zappa’s many uses and appropriations of collage (whether or 
not of the xenochronic variety), one of the main conceptual and 
practical tenets of Cubism, Surrealist and other historical isms, 
which stands out as his most powerful connection with van-
guardist praxis. Examples of musical, textual and visual collages 
abound in Zappa’s oeuvre, most notably during the Mothers of 
Invention period, a group Zappa disbanded in 1969 and whose 
official recordings take us from Freak Out! (1966) to Burnt 
Weeny Sandwich (1970). To various extents, the albums re-
leased by Zappa and the Mothers of Invention between 1966 
and 1970 combine collage experiments with conventional pop 
songs, fragments of orchestral pieces, electronic noises and 
spoken word, often in the form of found poetry based on dia-
logues generated by members of the band although often 
prompted by instructions provided by Zappa himself. They also 
make use of sound manipulation techniques ranging from close 
 

 28  Paul Carr and Richard J. Hand have convincingly argued that “not only was Zappa 
renowned for being a highly theatrical performer and artist but one of the key distinguish-
ing features in his work is a preoccupation with narrative and it is through the 
consideration of narrative that we are most able to conceptualise his work as Musical 
Theatre” (Paul Carr and Richard J. Hand, “Frank Zappa and Musical Theatre: ugly ugly 
o'phan Annie and really deep, intense, thought-provoking Broadway symbolism,” Studies 
in Musical Theatre, 1.1 (2006): 41). In the context of Zappa’s relationship with the con-
temporary avant-garde, the composer’s opposition to political and musical kitsch, added 
to the dominance of ugliness identified by Carr and Hand as a crucial feature of his sub-
versive poetics places him in a tradition of self-consciously “degenerate” artists. 
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miking (which was to become a trademark of Zappa’s later lead 
vocals) to various forms of tape warping, splicing and editing 
which, all in all, contributed to countering (or exposing) the “ab-
sorptive” seamlessness of melody, the horizontal dimension of 
music, which the composer was so fond of deconstructing and 
disfiguring while defeating his audience’s aspiration toward 
plenitude, unity and self-containedness.  

By developing a poetics of dislocation and fragmentation 
that undermines the conventions of what Bernstein identifies 
above as the simple, transparent lyrical idiom, Zappa inevitably 
draws attention to the parts rather than the whole, which can 
only be apprehended through various forms of “conceptual 
continuity,” foregrounding the basic structural units that make 
up a song or an album, the work-in-progress rather than the 
end-result of the composition. This process also draws atten-
tion to sound as sound rather the purveyor of emotions or 
something to be strummed or hammered into shape via instru-
ments and notes. Zappa’s music thus appears to be entirely 
consistent with the high modernist paradigm of the work-in-
progress, which blurs the boundaries between artistic produc-
tion and consumption by enacting a mise-en-abyme of the 
compositional process while foregrounding the materiality of 
sound and music. This notion can also be related to Zappa’s 
ideas about composition itself, which he describes as “a proc-
ess of organization, in any medium you want” while describing 
music as an assemblage of “unsuspecting air molecules” re-
sulting in the “decoration of fragments in time”29: 

 
Music, in performance, is sculpted into something. SOUND is 
“ear-decoded data.” If you purposefully generate atmospheric 
perturbations, you are composing.30 
 

Following his description of music as a kind of “air sculpture” 
Zappa likens his work as whole to a kind of sonic Calder-like 
mobile, a mechanical apparatus employing “a system of 
weights, balances, measured tensions and releases – in some 
ways similar to Varèse’s aesthetic” and liable to create “Any-
thing, Any Time, Anywhere – for NO reason at All”31: 

 
 29  Zappa, The Real Frank Zappa Book, 162. 
 30  Zappa, The Real Frank Zappa Book, 162. 
 31  Zappa, The Real Frank Zappa Book, 162. 
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A large mass of any material will “balance” a smaller, denser 
mass of any material, according to the length of the gizmo it’s 
dangling on, and the “balance point” chosen to facilitate the 
danglement.  

The material being “balanced” includes stuff other than the 
notes on the paper. If you can conceive of any material as a 
“weight” and any idea-over-time as a “balance,” you are ready 
for the next step: the “entertainment objects” that derive from 
those concepts… If a musical point can be made in a more en-
tertaining way by saying a word than by singing a word, the 
spoken word will win out in the arrangement – unless a non-
word or a mouth noise gets the point across faster.32 
 

Spoken Words & Mouth Noises 
Zappa’s vindication of the irreducible physicality of the composi-
tional process is thus indissociable from his fascination with the 
possibilities of spoken word, a fascination which also stresses 
the importance of the performing body in his sound experi-
ments. And, indeed, his music has capitalized on the possibility 
that the spoken word, or even the “nonword” or the “mouth 
noise” may surpass the sung lyric in its capacity not only to be 
“entertaining” but also to become the focal point of the ar-
rangement itself. As the signifier wins out over the signified, the 
speaking, whispering, screaming body itself becomes the site of 
endless manipulations, disfigurations, intoxications and disfig-
uration. This process is implicitly addressed in such songs as 
“Your Mouth,” “Baby Take Your Teeth Out” and “Charlie’s 
Enormous Mouth,” all of which enact the de-contextualization 
and (literal) disfigurement of the mouth as the organ of (self-
)expression into a “hole” whose functional uses include speak-
ing, eating and providing sexual gratification: 

 
Your mouth is your religion. 
You put your faith in a hole like that? 
You put your trust and your belief 
Above your jaw, and no relief 
Have I found.33 
 

 
 32  Zappa, The Real Frank Zappa Book, 163. 
 33  Frank Zappa, “Your Mouth,” Waka/Jawaka, Warner Bizarre/Reprise, K 44203 (1972). 
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In addition to expressing Zappa’s distrust of the transparent, 
expressive voice-based song, “Your Mouth” returns us to his 
conversion of words and mouth noises into so many composi-
tional units destined to be “balanced” against each other in his 
air sculptures. Zappa’s manipulation of vocal elements thus 
appears central to a discussion of his collage aesthetics and his 
work’s “intractability to being read as the sum of its devices & 
subject matters,”34 to return to Bernstein’s definition of “arti-
fice.” In the Civilization Phaze III liner notes Zappa relates an 
episode from the following experiment involving a pair of 
Neumann microphones places in a piano during the Mothers of 
Invention’s 1967 recording sessions: 

 
…we spent about four months recording various projects (Un-
cle Meat, We're Only In It For The Money, Ruben and The Jets 
and Lumpy Gravy) at APOSTOLIC STUDIOS, 53 E. 10th St. 
NYC. One day I decided to stuff a pair of U–87’s in the piano, 
cover it with heavy drape, put a sand bag on the sustain pedal 
and invite anybody in the vicinity to stick their head inside and 
ramble incoherently about the various topics I would suggest to 
them via talk-back system.35  

 
The dialogues later developed into “a vague plot regarding pigs 
and ponies, threatening the lives of characters who inhabit a 
large piano.”36 Some of them found their way into the Lumpy 
Gravy album where they were laced with various sound ef-
fects, electronic noises and orchestral music. Others provided 
the basis for the plot of Zappa’s posthumous Synclavier opera, 
Civilization Phaze III. Zappa’s unorthodox use of the prepared 
piano as a means of creating what he calls in “Evelyn, A Modi-
fied Dog” a “highly ambient domain” 37 for the recording and 
transformation of semi-spontaneous dialogue38 is only one ex-
ample of the experimentation with spoken material which has 
characterized Zappa’s work from the orgasmic screaming of 
“Help I’m a Rock”39 to the numerous close-miking performance 
that dominated Zappa’s singing style in the 1970s and early 
 

 34  Bernstein, A Poetics, 9. 
 35  Frank Zappa, Civilization Phaze III, Zappa, CDDZAP 56 (1994). 
 36  Zappa, Civilization Phaze III. 
 37  Frank Zappa, “Evelyn, A Modified Dog,” One Size Fits All, Warner Discreet, DS 2216 (1975).  
 38  The heightened resonance results from the vibrations of the strings reacting to the sound 

waves created by the speakers. 
 39  The Mothers of Invention, “Help I’m a Rock,” Freak Out! 
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1980s or the sophisticated collage of sampled and electroni-
cally-processed quotes from the Parents Music Resource 
Centre Senate house hearing in “Porn Wars.” 40  More often 
than not, what these experiments have in common, besides 
the use of various cut-up-inspired method and technical treat-
ments of sounds, is a desire to create a documentary narrative 
of life on the road that moves “beyond mere rock&roll into the 
dangerous realm of social anthropology” and offers listeners 
“the chance to participate vicariously in the touring world of 
the early 1970s.”41 This is particularly true, of course, in such 
recordings as 200 Motels,42 Uncle Meat43 and Playground Psy-
chotics,44 in which members of the Mothers of Invention are 
responsible for generating their own dialogues around ideas 
provided by Zappa. The transformation of dialogue into “vocal 
noises”45 in such tunes as “Help I’m a Rock” and “The Return 
of the Son of Monster Magnet”46 – with their revolutionary use 
of electronics, electric feedback, belching, animal noises, per-
cussions and avant-garde vocals – blurs the institutional line 
that separates Zappa’s freak music from the aesthetics of 
musique concrète, Schönbergian Sprechgesang, or the visceral 
sound poetry of Henri Chopin. 
 
The Post–Mothers of Invention Years 
Had Zappa given up on music after the Mothers of Invention 
were disbanded he would have been remembered primarily as 
a prankish continuator of the spirit of neo-Dada collagist and 
saboteur. It is true that Zappa’s post-Mothers of Invention pro-
duction, from 1969 onwards (Hot Rats 47  is clearly a major 
landmark in this development), and especially after the release 
of Waka/Jawaka, was dominated by a desire to explore, de-
velop and deconstruct – often in a semi-parodic fashion – the 
structures and conventions of established jazz, blues and rock 
genres and subgenres. To a large extent, Zappa’s subversive 
 

 40  ‘Porn Wars,’ Frank Zappa, Frank Zappa Meets the Mothers of Prevention, Rykodisc, RCD 
10547 (1995). 

 41  Frank Zappa, Playground Psychotics, Rykodisc, RCD 10557/58 (1995).   
 42  Frank Zappa, 200 Motels, United Artists, UDF 50003 (1971). 
 43  Frank Zappa and The Mothers of Invention, Uncle Meat, , Warner Bizarre/Reprise, 

CRV 2009 (1969). 
 44  Frank Zappa, Playground Psychotics. 
 45  Zappa, The Real Frank Zappa Book, 58 
 46  “The Return of the Son of Monster Magnet,” Zappa, Freak Out ! 
 47  Frank Zappa, Hot Rats, Warner Bizarre/Reprise, RSLP 6356 (1970). 
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strategies were displaced from a structural level (the paratactic 
and disjointed narratives and the truncated manipulations of 
sound sequences) to a more generic and thematic dimension 
largely dominated by musical and lyrical pastiche and parody. 
Clearly, Zappa’s production from the mid–1970s onwards is 
generally marked by a gradual abandonment of technical ex-
perimentation to the benefit of a more humorous and ironic 
stance which earned him a reputation as a writer of humorous 
songs and a political satirist.48  

Zappa’s post-Mothers of Invention career could be accused 
of departing from the radical aesthetics of the radical avant-
garde and of veering away towards anti–modernist tonality 
and postmodern eclecticism while remaining ferociously rebel-
lious and oppositional in his social commentary on a variety of 
issues: ranging from conservative politics, censorship and 
feminism to drug abuse, fashion and political correctness. As 
recently outlined by James Gardner, however, nothing is fur-
ther from the truth, and it would be a mistake to argue that 
Zappa abandoned or started to neglect sound and vocal ma-
nipulation techniques in the early 1970s. Gardner rightly cites 
“the surveillance-like eavesdropping on the voices used as 
‘grouting’ in Sheik Yerbouti and Shut Up ‘n Play Yer Guitar, 
the xenochrony of Joe’s Garage,” “the digital Musique con-
crète of Porn Wars” and “the compendium of dislocational 
devices in Civilization Phaze III”49 as examples of Zappa’s con-
tinued interest in collage and tape/track-editing techniques.  

From the perspective of the historical avant-garde, the 
bridging of popular and avant-gardist technique which contin-
ued to characterize Zappa’s post-Mothers of Invention 
productions points to the importance of historical precedents 
of a popular avant-garde, from Italian Futurism to Dada, Charlie 
Chaplin and beyond. As the previous sections of this essay 
have shown, the resistance of Zappa’s music to simple, trans-
parent “absorption” does not limit itself to the technological 
manipulation of sound and voice. Zappa’s lyrics in themselves 
rank amongst the most unusual experimental texts produced in 
the course of the 20th century. The wealth of Zappa forums 

 
 48  After all, Zappa’s only major hits were “Valley Girl” and “Bobby Brown”; these are the 

songs that gave him some exposure to a wider and unsuspecting mainstream audience. 
 49  James Gardner, “Zappa and the Razor: Editing, Sampling and Musique Concrète,” Frank 

Zappa and the And, ed. Paul Carr (London: Ashgate, forthcoming). 
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and discussion blogs to be found on the web testifies to a de-
sire to try and explain the unexplainable, speculating about the 
most obscure references contained in Zappa’s songs as if his 
music was a musical Finnegans Wake, a huge symphony à clef 
and a cornucopia of semantic ambivalence and ambiguities. 
Because of the sheer wealth of private references and in-jokes 
contained in his songs, many of Zappa’s lyrics have so far 
proved rather resistant to critical analysis. The narrative and 
imagistic strategies displayed in Zappa’s songs have generated 
a wealth of “proactive” references and impermeable materials 
that have created a need for hardcore fans to know everything 
about the furthest ramifications of Zappa’s manifold “concep-
tual continuities.” In the last analysis, for Zappa, as for 
Bernstein, opacity and non-absorption are not ends in them-
selves, nor do they “necessarily mean nonentertaining.” 50 
Rather, they prepare the ground for “a more powerful 
(“souped-up”) absorption” characterized by “opaque & nonab-
sorbable / elements, digressions & / interruptions.”51 
 
Thing-Fish & the Language of Elves & Mammy Nuns 
In 1984, with the release of Thing–Fish, 52  Zappa’s anti-
illusionist fight against the “transparent” lyric took the form of 
“a brand new language” which seemed to represent to him a 
synthesis of a Joycean and… a Tolkienish Revolution of the 
Word. In his last interview, Zappa describes Thing–Fish as “a 
major work” and compares it to J.R.R. Tolkien’s invention of 
imaginary languages in The Lord of the Rings: 

 
FZ:  Well, you know it’s like Tolkien. 
OTL:  [Horrified] Like Tolkien? 
FZ:  Yeah, to invent a whole language – Thing–Fish’s dialogue 

doesn’t grow on trees. Nobody of any species really talks 
that way.  

OTL:  Yeah. Yeah. 
FZ:  It’s not as good as Tolkien but… 
OTL:  Ah, come on – it’s much better than Tolkien! Maybe I’m 

a bit too close to Tolkien, that literary tradition, it 
doesn’t excite me. 

 
 50  Bernstein, A Poetics, 65. 
 51  Bernstein, A Poetics, 65. 
 52  Frank Zappa, Thing-Fish, Barking Pumpkin, SKCO 74201 (1984). 
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FZ:  He suffered a lot – who’s that bastard who used to at-
tack him all the time? He went to that private club and 
there used to be this one guy who’d be drunk all the 
time and lay on the couch, just ridicule and shit?53 

 
One can see why the thought of Zappa’s indebtedness to a 
Catholic “sub-creator” of imaginary linguistic realms such as 
Tolkien horrified Ben Watson.54 One can also see why Watson, 
as a Marxist-Leninist-Adornoite, dutifully dismisses The Lord of 
the Rings as one of the worst kinds of apolitical, conservative 
and escapist avatars of post-WWII fantasy literature. However 
antipodal the influences of Joyce and Tolkien may seem, how-
ever – from an aesthetic, political and a religious perspective – 
they can be usefully related to Zappa’s search for a musical 
and textual language which is not indebted to any specific 
vanguardist model but reveals, instead, one of the most basic, 
even candid aspects of Zappa’s commitment to “conceptual 
continuity,” which he saw as a way of building an autonomous 
world peopled by sonic and textual “creature” that had never 
been heard before on the face of the earth. Such a project ex-
ceeds all traditional categories surrounding the experimental 
and the mainstream, the absorptive and the non-absorptive, 
the theoretical and the practical, the conservative and the sub-
versive. Whatever one makes of Zappa’s statement that the 
dialect which “doesn’t grow on trees”55 spoken by the charac-
ters in Thing-Fish owes more to Tolkien’s philological elvish 
languages than to Joyce’s verbi-voco-visual multilingualism, 
we know that its most direct source of inspiration was Tim 
Moore’s character Kingfish in the “Amos & Andy” series.56 But 
contrary to the original character of the TV show, which 
veered dangerously in the direction of the minstrel show tradi-
tion, Zappa’s uncompromising satire of mainstream white 
culture in Thing Fish restores the dignity of a “pseudo-
negrocious” dialect that literally dis-figures the conventions of 
the popular song. Thing Fish generates a complex network of 
 

 53  Watson, Frank Zappa, 550. 
 54  In expressing his admiration for The Lord of the Rings, Zappa seems to have gone as far 

as reading Tolkien biographer Humphrey Carpenter’s accounts the Inklings group and their 
Oxford pub meetings. 

 55  Watson, Frank Zappa, 550. 
 56  For a book-length account of the history of the Amos & Andy radio series, see Elizabeth 

McLeod, The Original ‘Amos ‘n’ Andy’: Freeman Gosden, Charles Correll and the 1928–
1943 Radio Serial (New York: McFarland, 2005). 



[197] 

semantic disruptions and phonetic turbulences, as in the negro-
spiritual spoof “Brown Moses,”57 one of the album’s most suc-
cessful songs58:  

 
Dey callin’ me BROWN MOSES, 
Fo’ dat id sho’ly what I am, 
Ancient an’ re-lij-er-mus 
Solemn an’ pres-tig-i-mus 
Wisdom reekin’ outa me 
‘Long wif summa dis baby pee 
‘Minds me of dem River Weeds 
‘N all dem ignint Bible deeds59 
 

Thing Fish is Zappa’s Finnegans Wake and his Lord of the 
Rings, an opera that takes us to the imaginary periphery of the 
English language, dissolving familiar words in uncanny combi-
nations of sound and sense into a constructivist festival of 
words-in-freedom and zany micro-linguistic events. Thing-Fish 
sounds like nothing else in the history of contemporary music, 
an extraordinary achievement which transcends Zappa’s previ-
ous attempts to create “a new language,” demands to be 
taken seriously and… threatens to render any discussion of 
Zappa’s connections to any particular form of artistic experi-
mentalism practically irrelevant. 

 
From the Synclavier to the Ensemble Modern 
One major turn in the development of Zappa’s collage aesthetics 
occurred with his discovery of the Synclavier in 1982. At the 
time when Zappa acquired it, the Synclavier was one of the first 
tape-less digital working stations combining the functions of 
synthesizer, samplers and a multitrack recording system. The 
possibilities afforded by digital editing provided Zappa with a 
cornucopia of ideas, resources and connections, all aimed at 
growing, linking and (re)discovering new ways of articulating 
the notion that composition is a process which is likely to pro-
duce “Anything, Any Time, Anywhere – for NO reason at all.” 
 

 57  Frank Zappa, “Brown Moses,” Thing Fish, Barking Pumpkin, SKCO 74201, 1984. 
 58  At the level of content, “Brown Moses” deals with many different themes including child 

neglect, Eurocentrism (Brown Moses himself stands as a reminder to white Christians that 
the characters from the Bible were dark-skinned people) and the corruption of the Church 
(eventually Brown Moses’s own morality is questioned as he seems more interested in 
money and gin than in the baby’s fate). 

 59  Frank Zappa, “Brown Moses.” 
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Before Zappa started to use the Synclavier, an earlier version of 
the working station had already appeared in 1978 and the ma-
chine had already been used by other musicians and music 
producers such as Tony Banks of Genesis (notably on the 1981 
album Abacab) and Patrick Gleeson (who wrote and directed the 
score of Apocalypse Now in 1979). Zappa, however, was one 
of the very few artists – outside of the circle of electronic music 
composers and performers – who produced whole pieces com-
posed and performed on the Synclavier. In Jazz from Hell the 
uncanny, poetic appearance of the repressed “gestural” dimen-
sion of music on Zappa’s live solo “St Etienne,” the only song 
performed by Zappa’s band on the album, already adumbrated 
the later mixed experiments of Civilization Phaze III, in which 
Zappa’s electronic compositions are laced with recorded per-
formances of the Ensemble Modern.  

A similar mix of the spontaneous and the controlled, com-
position and improvisation (and another interesting avatar of 
the gestural aspects of his music), occurred when Zappa de-
cided to use the Ensemble Modern “like an instrument” as part 
of an experiment in what Todd Yvega terms “directed improvi-
sation.” 60  Zappa’s attempts to teach the members of the 
Ensemble Modern to respond to hand signals and gestures in-
stead of relying on traditional notation amounted to 
confronting them with the paradoxical nature of a directed 
composition that incorporates the unpredictable and the acci-
dental, a strategy that allies him with Stockhausen and other 
experimental orchestral composers making use of spatial nota-
tion and/or unorthodox conducting techniques. Zappa’s former 
bands were used to his idiosyncratic conducting style but they 
were mostly rock, blues and jazz improvisers who experienced 
no difficulty in responding spontaneously to his instructions. 
The challenge Zappa had to face while directing the Ensemble 
Modern was of course that they were all classically-trained 
musicians with little or no inclination towards and/or training in 
free improvisation. By urging classical musicians to respond 
off-the-cuff to his instructions – and even though some of 
these conducting experiments were not always as successful 
as others in creating the impression that the pieces “do not 
sound like improvisations” – Zappa must have felt that he was 

 
 60  Frank Zappa, Everything Is Healing Nicely, Zappa, UMRK 03 (1999).  



[199] 

finally getting the best of both worlds: at last, he could work 
with excellent sight-reading musicians who could play his most 
complex electronic compositions and were willing to be 
“pushed into trying things beyond their inclination” and even 
play individual solos while the rest of the orchestra “vamped,” 
a strategy used rather successfully in “Roland’s Big Event/Strat 
Vindaloo.” (It has to be noted that this idea strongly differs 
from the more customary collaborations between popular mu-
sic bands and orchestras which more often than not used the 
classical orchestra as a means of fleshing out the music while 
the rock or jazz band members remain the sole improvisers.)   

If the avant-garde artist’s many postures can be said to in-
clude the figures of the revolutionary, the dandy, the anarchist, 
the aesthete, the technologist and the mystic,61 Zappa’s art 
and public persona do not really seem to fit any of these mod-
els, except maybe for that of the “technologist.” More 
basically, Zappa never rejected past models or sought to live 
up to the cult of originality as an act of self-creation that char-
acterizes the modernist avant-garde. On the contrary, his 
music has not ceased to re–appropriate a wide range of exist-
ing styles and registers (ranging from blues-rock and gospel to 
orchestral music, jazz and doo-wop), an attitude which, on a 
superficial level, would seem to place him in the camp of 
postmodern eclecticism, a mode of composition whose powers 
of assimilation are themselves often associated with the 
“death” of the avant-garde. Richard Murphy has argued that 
“postmodernism has frequently been seen… as a phenomenon 
which is neither totally new nor a movement constituting a 
radically innovative stylistic breakthrough, but rather as the at-
tempt to reconfigure in contemporary terms some of the 
questions already faced by modernism and the avant-garde.”62 
And if we refer to other postmodernist theorists, such as 
Fredric Jameson, Zappa’s compositions, which incorporate 
nearly all existing aesthetic genres and registers, cannot be 
credited with having developed a unique or personal style, a 
feature Jameson identifies with the high-modernist “collective 

 
 61  Rosalind Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cam-

bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985) 157. 
 62  Richard Murphy. Theorizing the Avant-Garde: Modernism, Expressionism, and the Problem 

of Postmodernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 4.  
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ideals of an artistic or political vanguard or avant-garde.”63 An-
other, less conventional perspective could lead us to a 
reassessment of Zappa’s achievements as a composer and a 
political agitator which would return us to the “maximalist” 
model developed elsewhere, a style which comes closer to ba-
roque and grotesque modes of representation than to any 
theoretical models pertaining to modernism or postmodern-
ism.64 One of the features which distinguishes Zappa’s genre-
jumping eclecticism from Jameson’s description of postmod-
ernism as a conceptual space where subjectivity and originality 
dissolve into the all-neutralizing powers of pastiche is precisely 
his resistance to depthless and neutral models of expressivity. 
Nowhere is this more striking than in his guitar solos, whose 
voices are immediately recognizable and, indeed, substantiate 
and actualize Jameson’s notion of a pre-postmodern style, “in 
the sense of the unique and the personal” and the foreground-
ing of “the distinctive individual brush stroke.” 65  Such a 
resistance to the neutral, affectless realms of Jamesonian 
postmodernism is noticeable not only in Zappa’s radical social, 
political and cultural critique. As we have seen, it is also sali-
ent in his extension of collage techniques to non-musical, non-
artistic material, as well as in his commitment to the notion 
that musical works have an existence that exceeds the sum of 
their parts and in his use of composition and the performing, 
speaking or singing body as a platform for an investigation of 
the uncontrollable, the unpredictable and the excessive in art 
production and consumption.  

 
 63  Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 1991) 15. 
 64  Delville and Norris, Frank Zappa, Captain Beefheart, 1-21.  
 65  Jameson, Postmodernism, 15. 
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8. The Architectural Body 
 
 
The Poet as the World. 
—Madeline Gins, What the President Will Say and Do! 
 
 

One the central claims made by poets-architects Akarawa and 
Madeline Gins in Making Dying Illegal is that “to live one’s life 
as an architectural body is the best option available to a mem-
ber of the human species.”1 This statement is clearly in tune 
with the kind of research which has characterized their col-
laborations since the 1960s. The development of their 
“reversible destiny” sites, in particular, straddles across various 
disciplines such as neurology, philosophy, phenomenology, 
biophysics and conceptual art and goes well beyond considera-
tions of form or medium. It works at the level of method, a 
method directed towards the practicality of living and being in 
the world – rather than towards new ways of self-expression.  

In June 1997, Reversible Destiny, the first major US exhibi-
tion of the collaborative art of Madeline Gins and Arakawa 
opened at the Guggengeim Museum SoHo. It featured two on-
going projects, The Mechanism of Meaning – a cycle of 
paintings, diagrams and words-in-painting begun in 1963 – and 
a separate section devoted to their more recent experimental 
architectural sites. These two works-in-progress represent two 
main “phases” (for want of a better word given the ongoing 
nature of both projects) of Arakawa and Gins’s career. 
Whereas the visual puzzles and language games of The 
Mechanism of Meaning concentrate on the themes of repre-
sentation, perception and cognition and can therefore be seen 
as a continuation of Arakawa’s conceptual drawings and col-
lages of the early 1960s, the Reversible Destiny sites address 
the question of how art can exact what Samira Kawash has 
described as an attempt to “multipl[y] and complexif[y] the 
ways in which the body engages with architectural surround.”2 

 
 1  Arakawa & Madeline Gins, Making Dying Illegal: Architecture Against Death (New York: 

Roof Books, 2006) 27.  
 2  Samira Kawash, “Bodies at Risk: The Architecture of Reversible Destiny,” Performing Arts 

Journal 20.2 (1998): 17. 



[202] 

What these projects have in common is an emphasis on works 
that concentrate on the themes of representation and percep-
tion and keep watch over the production of meaning itself and 
stimulate the beholder’s participation in the creation of mean-
ing through various forms of interactive devices and 
experiments. Building upon the Kantian insight that reality 
largely amounts to our awareness of it, Gins and Arakawa cre-
ate an art that combines linguistic and visual (including iconic) 
stimuli as well as various forms of concrete and near-concrete 
poetry to explore the implications of the modern awareness 
that personal experiences and concepts of reality are biased 
due not only to the relative position of the observer but also to 
the mental processing of our sensations.  

Central to this project is what Arakawa has termed “blank.” 
On the surface, Arakawa’s notion of “blank” is reflected in his 
use of isolated words and fragmented narratives interrupted by 
gaps, silences and empty spaces, which testifies to a Becket-
tian desire to build an art of emptiness and “lessness.” But the 
more specific relevance of Arakawa’s “blank” to contemporary 
aesthetics and poetics is best examined in the context of an 
early painting, entitled “Landscape” (1968).3  “Landscape” is 
one of Arakawa’s early “minimalist” paintings. It comprises a 
number of dots labeled by means of arrows and familiar ob-
jects as well as two empty boxes, signaling the presence of 
empty signifiers that nonetheless seem to designate an un-
named object. Those two boxes point to the existence of a 
pre-verbal state that precedes the creation of meaningful, fixed 
relationships between words and objects, self and world.4 In 
the context of Arakawa’s “Landscape,” “blank” thus would 
not seem to denote emptiness per se but, rather, “an event 
preceding language,” 5  a pre-linguistic, pre-signifying state 
which potentially coordinates our experience. According to the 
critic Dagmar Buchwald, blank “denotes by approximation that 
which precedes and underlies all thought, action and percep-
tion and cannot be directly thought, acted, or perceived.”6 Gins 

 
 3  Arakawa & Madeline Gins, Reversible Destiny (New York: Guggenheim Museum Publica-

tions, 1997) 34. 
 4  “Dots can stand for things” (Madeline Gins, Helen Keller or Arakawa [Santa Fe, NM: Roof 

Books, 1994] 128). 
 5  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 134 
 6  Cited in Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 26. 
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and Arakawa themselves have described “blank” as a “neutral 
positing--in the sense of holding it open; it is what is there but 
undifferentiated, so it is not nothing… It is what fills empti-
ness.”7 In Arakawa’s 1982 painting, “Blank Dots,” such a pre-
forming, pre-configurating space is described primarily as an 
image-forming process, a “FORMING BLANK… OUT OF 
WHICH UNRECOGNIZABLE PLACES JUMP, SHAPING 
VOLUMES INTO IMAGES.”8  

It seems to me that there are a number of connecting lines 
between Arakawa’s notion of the blank as a inchoate state of 
(pre-)consciousness that is neither meaningless nor meaningful, 
neither nothing nor something, and Rosmarie Waldrop’s defini-
tion of the “negative mystic”9. Waldrop has used this term to 
refer to modern and contemporary poets “whose terminology 
and whose efforts towards a transcendence put them in a 
mystical tradition,” a tradition in which “the meaningful joins 
the meaningless, and the scientist the mystic.”10 Meister Eck-
hart’s famous insight, “Gott ist Nichts,” provides the 
conceptual ground of such negative aesthetics, which is based 
on the recognition that “the absolute is also the void.”11 Yet 
most of the poets she has in mind “are not mystics in the 
normal sense of the word; they are at best ‘negative,’ or per-
haps abstract mystics, since the transcendence they try to 
explore is not God, but the void”12 itself. Among modern po-
ets, Stéphane Mallarmé, who claimed to have created his work 
“only by elimination… all acquired truth being born only from 
the loss of an impression,” was one of the first artists to con-
ceive of the poem as an approximation to the void of silence 
(the “poème tu, aux blancs”) and an expression of the “Noth-
ing which is the truth”13: 

 
Language, even when it denies all earthly objects, still stands 
in front of the nothing. Even the word "nothing" is still a word, 
and therefore still something. But since the silent poem is not 

 
 7  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 36. 
 8  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 27. 
 9  Rosmarie Waldrop, Against Language? “Dissatisfaction with Language” as Theme and 

Impulse towards Experiments in Twentieth Century Poetry (The Hague: Mouton, 1971) 17. 
 10  Waldrop, Against Language? , 17. 
 11  Waldrop, Against Language?, 17. 
 12  Waldrop, Against Language?, 17. 
 13  Cited in Waldrop, Against Language?, 18. 
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possible, Mallarmé has to make do with approximations: such 
as to negate every object as soon as it is named and, more im-
portant, to dislocate French syntax. This has two functions: it 
obscures meaning which, too, hides the void which is the 
truth. And it gives an impression of disjunction and fragmenta-
tion which Mallarmé welcomes. For fragments approach the 
Nothing and are therefore “preuves nuptiales de l’Idée.”14 
 

Mallarmé’s conception of the blank space of the page as “a 
kind of abstract void, a void of pure spirit,” his exploration of 
silence as “an empty transcendence,”15 enabled him to create 
paradoxical objects, which are denied as soon as they are 
named (one is reminded here of his “absent tombeau”16, “aboli 
bibelot d’inanité sonore”17 , and “vols qui n’ont pas fui”18 ). 
Similarly, Arakawa’s “Landscape” prompts a heightened, reen-
ergized attentiveness and inventiveness on the part of the 
reader/viewer, who is required to make sense of a paradoxical 
diagram that signifies both the physical absence and the nomi-
nal presence of the object “described.” 

 
Helen Keller & the Architectural Body 

 
Si jamais un philosophe aveugle et sourd de naissance fait un 
homme à l’imitation de celui de Descartes, j’ose vous assurer, 
Madame, qu’il placera l’âme au bout des doigts; car c’est de là 
que viennent ses principales sensations, et toutes ses connais-
sances. 
—Denis Diderot, Lettre sur les aveugles 
 

The implications of this for Gins’s own poetic project can be 
further explored in the context of her reading of the life of 
Helen Keller, the famous deaf-blind woman whose autobiogra-
phy, The Story of My Life (1902), has been extremely 
important to the development of Gins’s phenomenological aes-
thetics. Helen Keller (1880-1968), who, having lost her sight 
and hearing at the age of nineteen months, recovered an ability 
to perceive her environment through the sense of touch. 

 
 14  Waldrop, Against Language?, 18. 
 15  Waldrop, Against Language?, 21. 
 16  Stéphane Mallarmé, Œuvres completes (Paris: Gallimard, 1961) 68. 
 17  Mallarmé, Œuvres completes, 67. 
 18  Mallarmé, Œuvres completes, 65. 
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Thanks to the manual alphabet that her tutor, Anne Mansfield 
Sullivan, herself partially blind, began to teach her just before 
her seventh birthday, she was able to attend Radcliffe College, 
manually communicating through the hands of Mrs. Sullivan, 
who remained at her side during lectures.  

In Helen Keller or Arakawa (1994), Gins attempts to de-
scribe the process of Keller’s modes of perceiving through the 
intermingling trajectories of her poetry, Arakawa’s art and Kel-
ler’s own journal entries. In the absence of direct visual and 
auditory stimuli, the development of Keller’s consciousness 
and identity is carried out with the help of her three remaining 
senses, of course, but also, and above all, through language. 
Helen Keller herself described the awakening of the “strange, 
new sight that had come to her”19 as a result of her learning of 
language. “Everything had a name,” she writes, “and each 
name gave birth to a new thought… every object which I 
touched seemed to quiver with life.”20 This, in Arakawa and 
Gins’s theory, leads to an interpretation of Helen Keller as a 
“living canvas” whose incapacity to see and hear pushes her 
to construct “the world anew each day.” 21  More generally, 
Helen Keller’s life provides Arakawa and Gins with an extreme 
case of coordination between person, body and world, one 
which is directed towards the re-creation of that world.  

Arakawa and Gins’s interest in Helen Keller’s life as a con-
tinuing experiment in living and being in the word was one of 
the major sources of inspiration for the architectural projects 
they began to develop in the early 1990s. What remained es-
sentially a thought experiment in The Mechanism of Meaning, 
however, becomes, in their “Sites of Reversible Destiny,” an 
entire philosophy of life as it has reached the stage where their 
multidiscursive approach has given way to a truly multidimen-
sional “thinking/feeling field.” The Site of Reversible Destiny, 
completed in Yoro, Japan, in 1995, comprises artificial ter-
rains, labyrinths, gardens, walls, paths, as well as a series of 
strangely-shaped, gravity-defying buildings that seem meant as 
a challenge to the predictable flat areas and vertical walls of 
our everyday reality. The result is a kind of multilevel, three-
dimensional Cubist labyrinth that attempts to disorient the 
 

 19  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 21. 
 20  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 21. 
 21  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 177. 
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walker and challenge their most basic conceptions of percep-
tion and space. Such sites sometimes require the visitor to 
execute conflicting instructions such as “follow[ing] one path 
from the labyrinth at, say, her knees and indications for a path 
that points in quite another direction from the labyrinth at her 
waist or chest.”22  

One of the most important considerations in dealing with 
architecture on this level is determining the boundaries of self 
and world: “to what degree the world that envelops a person’s 
body belongs to that body and is in some way integral to its 
functioning has not yet been determined… Where does person 
leave off and world begin, or, indeed, does this happen?” 
(“Person as Site in Respect to a Tentative Constructed 
Plan”23 ). In order to investigate those issues, Arakawa and 
Gins often require the viewer to touch, operate and even, in 
the case of the Reversible Destiny site, inhabit the work of art 
– like Diderot and D’Alembert before them (see their entries on 
“The Blind” and “The Apparent Distance of Objects” in the En-
cyclopaedia), Gins and Arakawa believe in the necessary 
interaction of the senses of sight and touch in the apprehen-
sion of external objects, especially as regards the perception of 
distance and depth or relief. By literally drawing us into the 
work of art, the sites of reversible destiny place particular em-
phasis on the trajectories of self and body in the hope of 
revealing alternative ways of understanding and acting in the 
world. Once again, one of the most interesting historical 
precedents for such a reconfiguration of the body in motion 
into an “architectural body” is that of Helen Keller, who, 
speaking with her hands and relating to the world through the 
sense of touch, created “diagrams of the imagination”24 that 
result from her physical interaction with her environment.25  

 

 
 22  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 209. 
 23  Arakawa & Gins, “Person as Site with Respect to a Tentative Constructed Plan,” 

Anywhere Vol. 2, ed. Cynthia Davidson (New York: Rizzoli, 1992) 58. 
 24  Madeline Gins, Helen Keller or Arakawa, 27. 
 25  Arakawa and Gins have described elsewhere the architectural body as " the organism that 

persons plus all that which is within her immediate vicinity” (Arakawa & Gins, Making 
Dying Illegal: Architecture Against Death, 28). 
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How Not To Die in Venice: Reversible Destiny Sites & 
the Poetic Subject 

 
I do not believe that there ever was a question of being abstract 
or representational. It is really a matter of ending this silence and 
solitude, of breathing and stretching one’s arms again. 
—Mark Rothko 
 
It was a world of pure reason, where human personality had no 
place. 
—John Buchan, The Moon Endureth 
 
The more possibilities are suggested, the more possibilities ex-
ist, the more possibilities are taken in by the imagination, the 
more the imagination’s possibilities are defined, the more the 
possibility of more possibilities can be recognized. 
—Madeline Gins, Word Rain 
 

Arakawa and Gins’s reversible destiny sites take as their cen-
tral premise the idea that architecture assumes an unavoidable 
responsibility in the structuring of the self. Acting as it does as 
an outer skin dictating our behavior, beliefs, perceptions as 
well as our ways of living our lives, architecture influences 
everybody physically and mentally in regard to how we can 
deal with reality at large. Instead of “consuming” architecture, 
Arakawa and Gins argue, we should be “involved… in a proc-
ess of self-invention.” 26  As I have suggested earlier in this 
chapter, such an attitude presupposes a willingness to relin-
quish normative modes of apprehending space and time. 
Arising in Arakawa and Gins’s theoretical writings about re-
versible destiny sites is the question of how our potential for 
perceiving the world can be augmented or maximalized. By 
multiplying the perceptive vectors by which we organize our 
experience, reversible destiny sites seek to account for the fact 
that “the fabric of the world equals all a person presently per-
ceives plus all she believes she perceives or believes herself to 
have ever perceived plus all she might perceive.”27 In their de-

 
 26  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 2. There is also a moral and political concern 

underlying Gins and Arakawa’s reversible destiny sites, one which is linked with the art-
ists’ conviction that “those who cease being passive in relation to architecture are less 
likely to be cruel and murderous” (Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 246). 

 27  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 146. 
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scription of one of their experimental houses – of which more 
will be said later – Arakawa and Gins write that the building 
“accommodates the body’s endless desire to draw close to 
and be in rapport with virtually everything.”28 Reversible des-
tiny sites urge us to reach beyond the bounds of ordinary 
perception (which involves the selection of details, the primacy 
of the visual, the separation of body and mind, the privileging 
of a particular point of view, and the imposition of a linear con-
tinuity on the real) in order to embrace a multiplicity of 
“landing sites” (a “landing site” refers to the place where the 
body interacts with the object perceived). 

Clearly, Arakawa’s blank – the prime moving principle be-
hind all of the sites of reversible destiny – does not result so 
much from “a process of elimination” (Mallarmé’s favorite 
method) as from what Charles Bernstein describes as “a con-
founding by multiplication.” 29  Once again, “blank” does not 
merely refer to the use of Mallarméan gaps and empty spaces 
– it enacts, rather, a radical transformation of the self achieved 
through a new coordination of the senses. Ideally, Arakawa 
and Gins’s reversible destiny sites should enable the visitors to 
the sites to become “increasingly able to field an ever greater 
number of possibilities”30 in a way that would eventually teach 
us “how to live as a maximally invigorated sensorium.”31 In 
this respect, Arakawa and Gins’s ideal reader/viewer resembles 
Borges’s “Funes, the Memorious,” which I discussed earlier in 
the book in the chapter devoted to the poetics of the detail. 
Ireneo Funes perceives and remembers everything, not just the 
particulars of the world around him, but literally everything he 
has thought of, experienced or imagined. As we have seen, 
the state of total awareness that characterizes Funes’s con-
sciousness paradoxically entails a number of psychological and 
intellectual limitations. Not only is he “incapable of general, 
platonic ideas,” 32  but he eventually it very difficult to fall 
asleep because “to sleep is to be abstracted from the world!”33 

 
 28  Nick Piombino, “Sites and In-Sites of Reversible Destiny,” POTEPOETTEXT 4 (1997) 

unpag. 
 29  Charles Bernstein, Content’s Dream: Essays 1975-1984 (Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 

1986) 192. 
 30  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 11. 
 31  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 241. 
 32  Jorge Luis Borges, Ficciones (New York: Grove Press, 1962) 114. 
 33  Borges, Ficciones, 115. 
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Towards the end of the story, Borges’s narrator issues a warn-
ing: “the truth is that we all live by leaving behind,” which is 
to say that a certain degree of selection, generalization and ab-
straction is necessary to the psychological survival of the 
individual. Funes, who lives in a world in which “there [are] 
nothing but details, almost contiguous details,”34 is a helpless 
individual whose refusal of categorization and naive commit-
ment to an anti-Platonic form of realism leaves him intensely 
vulnerable and incapable of coping with the endless detail and 
variety of the physical world.  

But Gins and Arakawa would probably reject such common-
sensical objections and reply that reversible destiny sites are 
first and foremost about the suggestion, recognition, definition 
and reconfiguration of more possibilities within a constructed 
space. Indeed, the multiplication of perceptual landing sites is 
first and foremost a means to an end, a necessary step to-
wards an understanding of “how it is possible to be a body, or 
a sensorium, and what goes into forming a person.”35 As we 
will see, reversible destiny does not amount to a rejection of 
abstraction but, rather, strives towards the attainment of a 
“stretchable” 36  abstraction liable to effect the physical and 
spiritual transformation of the individual and thereby “engage 
questions of existence more intensely.” 37  Lastly, reversible 
destiny also has to do with what is probably one of the most 
extraordinary proposals ever put forward in the history of 
Western aesthetics, one which is meant to conduct nothing 
less than a “frontal attack on mortality itself,”38 as attested by 
Arakawa and Gins’s more recent extensions of the concept in 
Architectural Body and Making Dying Illegal. 

 
Reversible Destiny 

 
We do not die because we must, we die because it is a habit, to 
which one day, not so long ago, our thoughts became bound. 
—Raoul Vaneigem 
 

 
 34  Borges, Ficciones, 115. 
 35  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 241. 
 36  Gins, Helen Keller or Arakawa, 261. 
 37  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 241. 
 38  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 313. 
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The irreversibility of biological death, its objective and punctual 
character, is a modern fact of science. It is specific to our cul-
ture. Every other culture says that death begins before death, 
that life goes on after life, and that it is impossible to distin-
guish life from death. 
—Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death 
 
WE HAVE DECIDED NOT TO DIE. 
—Arakawa and Madeline Gins 
 

In order to fully appreciate the nature of Arakawa and Gins’ 
project “to construct sensoria that will elude mortality,”39 it is 
helpful first to consider the following examples of experimental 
houses designed by Arakawa and Gins to expand the limits of 
the human mind and body by reversing the parameters ruling 
our experience of time and space. In “Rotation House,” one of 
the experimental houses devised in the context of the Reversi-
ble Destiny project, the five different rotations of the rooms 
make the rooms appear to be different in size and in form even 
though their size and form are identical – the rooms, Gins and 
Arakawa conclude, “act as spatial anagrams” of each other. 
As the residents move from one room into another, the actions 
performed and repeated in the “living space” within the build-
ing inevitably become estranged from themselves. They are 
“struck by how the same features appear different or remain to 
some degree the same from one rotated version of the room to 
another.”40 Another example of such anagrammatic reversibil-
ity is the doubling of rooms in the “Twin House” 41 , a 
construction in which next to every room is “a twin [room] 
with identical layout but oppositely pitched terrain.”42 Because 
the two halves of the building consist of identical walls and 
enclosures juxtaposed at different angles of perspective, the 
residents know “that an action performed in one part of the 
house might equally well have been performed in another,” 
which, by dislocating the notion of the uniqueness of our ac-
tions and individuality, “makes the course of events seem less 
inevitable and surely less weighty.”43  The doubling of walls 

 
 39  Gins, Helen Keller or Arakawa, 238. 
 40  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 283. 
 41  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 304. 
 42  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 270. 
 43  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 283. 
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and rooms effected by the “Twin House” eventually results in 
the doubling of the self, altering our sense of being in a way 
that enables us to transfer our lives and actions into those of 
phantom doppelgangers occupying the other half of the house. 

One necessary condition for this “doubling” of the self is a 
readiness to “neutralize” one’s subjectivity.44 “No longer need-
ing to have a personality,” Arakawa and Gins write, the 
residents of their experimental houses “adopt a wait-and-see 
policy toward themselves.”45 But the dissolution (or suspen-
sion) of personality required by reversible destiny houses does 
not imply the death of the subject, nor does it have to lead to 
a dissociation from outer reality. On the contrary, it calls for a 
heightened attention towards one’s surroundings while simul-
taneously reaffirming the importance of the notion of 
proprioception, the body’s knowledge of its own depth, texture 
and placement, an awareness that in Charles Olson’s writings 
determines “how to use oneself and on what.”46 In the sym-
metrical environment of the 70-foot long cylindrical 
“Architectural Body” entitled “Ubiquitous Site” (1992-1994), 
now an essential part of the Nagi Museum of Contemporary 
Art in Japan, the central notion, once again, is the possibility 
for the proprioperceptive self to “supplant identity”47 as the 
visitor who enters the symmetrically organized cylindrical build-
ing – having lost its balance and traditional bearings – is 
invited to “cast the little that remains of its identity as a per-
son, outside itself,” thereby coordinating with an “architectural 
body” that seems to exist both within and outside the bounds 
of subjectivity (since for Arakawa and Gins the body of a visi-
tor cannot be separated from the space occupied by it). Such a 
notion becomes directed towards the blurring of boundaries 
between traditional divisions between past, present and future, 
as well as between self and community (“‘Beginning,’ ‘past,’ 

 
 44  Gins quotes a “practical mystic” (the Zen master Dogen (1200-1253), for whom the 

rational mind of scholars “fail[s] to understand the flowers of emptiness, because of their 
ignorance of emptiness” (Gins, Helen Keller or Arakawa, 269). For the Zen Buddhist, the 
awareness of emptiness is facilitated by a capacity to cancel one’s subjectivity in order to 
open oneself to new ways of contemplating our environment. Such a conception links up 
with what The Mechanism of Meaning describes as the “neutralization of subjectivity” 
(Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 55), a process by which the subject divests itself 
from the most central beliefs conditioning our subjective modes of interpretation. 

 45  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 55. 
 46  Charles Olson, Collected Prose (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997) 206. 
 47  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 189. 
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‘future,’ ‘I,’ ‘me,’ and ‘you,’” the artists write, “are all words 
that have no place in this process. They are superfluous”48) 
and, ultimately, life and death as the avowed desire of the art-
ists is to “escape the mortal condition.”49 At this stage, it has 
become obvious that Arakawa and Gins’s projects – despite 
their conceptual connections with the legacy of Situationism – 
have more affinities with philosophy and cognitive psychology 
than with any modern movement in art and architecture. As 
Samira Kawash has remarked, both The Mechanism of Mean-
ing and Reversible Destiny are conceived as experimental 
apparatuses or interactive technologies rather than as formal or 
aesthetic expressions.”50 “Medium and form,” she concludes, 
“are secondary to a process of inquiry that is engaged in and 
carried out through the reader/viewer/participants/inhabitant’s 
interactions with the painting, page, or spatial surround.”51 

Arakawa and Gins’ attempts to abolish the basic categories 
and dualities that guide the subject’s awareness of itself can 
be usefully compared with Baudrillard’s Symbolic Exchange 
and Death, in which he lays the ground a redefinition of con-
temporary social theory based on an analysis of symbolic 
exchange and its effects on the rituals of death. In his chapter 
on “Political Economy and Death,” Baudrillard argues that life 
and death and the way we relate to death largely depend on a 
“disjunctive code” that prevents us from thinking otherwise 
than by subscribing to such dichotomies as “mind and body, 
man and nature, the real and the non-real, birth and death.”52 
In certain “primitive” societies, in which, according to Baudril-
lard, such a disjunction does not exist death is conceived of as 
part of the community’s symbolic circulation, whereas in our 
contemporary Western societies the dead are no longer “be-
ings with a full role to play, worthy partners in exchange.”53 
“Death,” Baudrillard concludes, has become “a delinquency, 
and an incurable deviancy”54: 

 
 48  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 189. 
 49  Madeline Gins interviewed by Charles Bernstein in 1995: http://writing.upenn.edu/ 

pennsound/x/LINEbreak.html 
 50  Kawash, “Bodies at Risk: The Architecture of Reversible Destiny,” 20. 
 51  Kawash, “Bodies at Risk: The Architecture of Reversible Destiny,” 20-21. 
 52  Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, trans. Iain Hamilton Grant (London: Sage 

Publications, 1993) 205. 
 53  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 126. 
 54  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 126. 
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There is an irreversible evolution from savage societies to our 
own: little by little, the dead cease to exist. They are thrown 
out of the group’s symbolic circulation… In the domestic inti-
macy of the cemetery, the first grouping remains in the heart 
of the village or town, becoming the first ghetto, prefiguring 
every future ghetto, but are thrown further and further from 
the center towards the periphery, finally having nowhere to go 
at all, as in the new town or the contemporary metropolis, 
where there are no longer any provisions for the dead, either in 
mental or in physical space.55 
 

Baudrillard then proceeds to examine Robert Jaulin’s anthropo-
logical study of ancestral initiation rites and Marcel Mauss’ 
writings on the potlach (a Native American ceremonial festival 
involving the exchanging or destruction of gifts and counter-
gifts) and concludes that those rites establish “a reciprocal re-
lationship between the ancestors and the living.” 56  In the 
“primitive” order described in Jaulin’s La Mort Sara, for exam-
ple, the group has to “swallow” the young initiation 
candidates, who “die ‘symbolically’ in order to be reborn”57: 

 
It is clear that the initiation consists in an exchange being es-
tablished where there had been only a brute fact: they pass 
from natural, aleatory and irreversible death to a death that is 
given and received, and that is therefore reversible in the social 
exchange… At the same time the opposition between birth and 
death disappears: they can also be exchanged under the form 
of symbolic reversibility.58 
 

It is not, Baudrillard writes, a matter of “staging a second birth 
to eclipse death.” What is at stake in these initiation rites is 
the possibility of “conjuring away” “the splitting of life and 
death”59 by the power of the “revolutionary” symbolic, which 
is defined as “neither a concept, an agency, nor a ‘structure,’ 
but an act of exchange and a social relation which puts an end 
to the real, which resolves the real, and, at the same time, 
puts an end to the opposition between the real and the imagi-
nary,” thereby suggesting “a possible reversibility of death in 

 
 55  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 126. 
 56  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 130. 
 57  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 131. 
 58  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 132. 
 59  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 132. 
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exchange”60 – a possibility confirmed by the exchange of gifts 
and countergifts in Mauss’s analysis of potlach. Baudrillard’s 
reading of Sara initiation rites also interprets initiation as “the 
social nexus, the darkroom where birth stop being the terms of 
life and twist into one another again; not towards some mythi-
cal fusion, but… to turn the initiate into a real social being.”61 
In Helen Keller or Arakawa, Madeline Gins also criticizes the 
Western world on account of its privileging of individualism 
over communality in a society encouraging what Baudrillard 
defines as the “extradition of the dead and the rupturing of a 
symbolic exchange with them.”62 She insists on the centrality 
of the “communal nature of self-consciousness” which is lack-
ing in the non-East, “except among American Indians.”63 For 
Gins, as for Baudrillard, one way of counteracting the effects 
of the ghettoization of the dead is to search for a communal 
basis for conscious life established through a new social and 
architectural space. Gins and Arakawa’s project for a “City 
without Graveyards” is one such spaces. As for the “Isle of 
Reversible Destiny” which they were hoping to build on La 
Certosa, in Venice, it stands as a labyrinth of manifold tenta-
tiveness “compris[ing] 365 gardens in which to observe one’s 
actions and study how not to die.”64 The planned site con-
tained numerous “passageways and trenches” whose fluid 
structures, reversed repetitions and complicated symmetries 
contrast not only with the cemetery of San Michele but also, in 
the larger context of Venetian architecture, with the Palladian 
ideal of the building as an autonomous, socio-economic unit, 
closed unto its own circular and horizontal supremacy of being, 
and informed by the classical values and proportions of the 
Vitruvian canon.65  

 
Poetic Reversibility & the Anagrammatic Hypothesis 
In the closing chapter of Symbolic Exchange and Death, 
Baudrillard designates the poetic as the supreme example of 
the principle of symbolic reversibility. Baudrillard’s definition of 
 

 60  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 133; 147. 
 61  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 132. 
 62  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 127. 
 63  Gins, Helen Keller or Arakawa, 176. 
 64  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 257. 
 65  Firmitas, commoditas and venustas, suggesting firmness or permanence, comfort, and 

beauty (as an attribute of harmony and proportion), respectively. 
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the poetic is inspired by Saussure’s “anagrammatic hypothe-
sis” according to which the principle of symmetry and 
repetition at work in Saturnian poetry leads to the “cyclic an-
nulations” and the ultimate “disappearance” of the sign, which 
is consumed by the “cycle of redoubling” allowing each pho-
neme to be abolished by its “anagrammatic double.”66 Starting 
from the recognition that there is some analogy between the 
exchange of gifts and counter-gifts in ancestral cultures and 
the principle of the vowel and the counter-vowel in Saussure’s 
study of Saturnian poetics, “or, in more general terms, be-
tween any given signifier and the anagrammatic double that 
cancels it” (236), Baudrillard develops a theory according to 
which that the poetic is a paroxistic form of symbolic ex-
change in which, to quote Julia Kristeva on “Poetry and 
Negativity,” “logical laws of speech have been weakened, the 
subject dissolves and, in place of the sign, the clash of signifi-
ers eliminating each other is instituted.”67 

For Baudrillard, this principle of poetic reversibility is appli-
cable not only to Saussure’s Saturnian verses but to modern 
poetry as a whole. Like Kristeva before him, he posits “the 
ambivalence of the poetic signified (and not its mere ambigu-
ity)” as follows: 

 
it is concrete and general at the same time, it includes both 
(logical) affirmation and negation, it announces the simultaneity 
of the possible and the impossible; far from postulating the 
“concrete versus the general,” it explodes this conceptual 
break: bivalent logic (0/1) is abolished by ambivalent logic… 
The negativity of the poetic is a radical negativity bearing on 
the logic of judgment itself. Something “is” and is not what it 
is: a utopia (in the literal sense) of the signified. The thing’s 

 
 66  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 195-213. Saussure’s law of the “coupling” 

posits that “a vowel has no right to figure within the Saturnine unless it has its counter-
vowel in some other place in the verse… The result of this is that if the verse has an even 
number of syllables, the vowels couple up exactly, and must always have a remainder of 
zero, with an even total for each type of vowel.” “The law of consonants,” Saussure 
writes, “is identical, and no less strict: there is always an even number of any consonants 
whatever.” Finally, the “Law of the Theme Word” states that “entire verses [are] ana-
grams of other preceding verses, however far off, in the text” so that “polyphonies 
visually reproduce, when the occasion arises, the syllables of an important word or name, 
whether they figure in the text or present themselves naturally to the mind through the 
context” (Saussure cited in Jean Starobinski, Les Mots sous les mots [Paris: Gallimard, 
1971] 21; 28; 33). 

 67  Julia Kristeva, Séméiotiké: Recherches pour une sémanalyse (Paris: Seuil, 1969) 340. 
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self-equivalence is volatilized. Thus the poetic signified is the 
space where “Non-Being intertwines with Being in a thoroughly 
disconcerting manner.”68 
 

But the antithetical sense Baudrillard and Kristeva regard as 
one of the central properties of poetry is by no means exclu-
sively associated with poetic language--rather, poetry only 
foregrounds and systematizes an element of reversible ambigu-
ity which is inherent in language itself. According to 19th 
century philologist Karl Abel (Über den Gegensinn der Urwörte, 
1884), early Indo-European and Semitic languages have many 
words that mean one thing and also its opposite. The Ancient 
Egyptian word for strong (“ken”), for example, was also the 
word for “weak,” and it was only by means of an additional 
sign or a gesture that one could distinguish the two sides of 
the antithesis. Abel’s theories were later rediscovered by 
Freud, who, in an article called “The Antithetical Sense of Pri-
mal Words,” argues that “man has not been able to acquire 
even his oldest and simplest conceptions otherwise than in 
contrast with their opposites” and that it was only gradually 
that he “learnt to separate the two sides of the antithesis and 
think of the one without conscious comparison with the 
other.”69 Freud cites further examples of antithetical meanings, 
including the Latin word “altus” (meaning both “high” and 
“deep”) and the German “Boden” (meaning both “attic” and 
“ground floor”), and eventually concludes with Abel’s discov-
ery that may words from the Aryan and Semitic languages 
originally could “reverse their sound as well as their sense” 
(the examples he cites include the pairs “Topf” [German for 
pot] and “pot,” “hurry” and “Ruhe” [German for rest] and 
“care” and its archaic near-synonym “reck.”70  

This principle of sonic and semantic, phonemic and mor-
phemic, reversibility has some affinities with the inverted and 
modified symmetries of Gins and Arakawa’s anagrammatic 
houses. More specifically, the reversible bipolarities that char-
acterizes “Twin House” and “Ubiquitous Site” may be regarded 

 
 68  Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 219. 
 69  Sigmund Freud, “The Antithetical Sense of Primal Words,” Collected Papers Vol. 4, trans. 

Joan Riviere (London: Hogarth Press, 1957) 187. 
 70  Freud, “The Antithetical Sense of Primal Words,” 190. Here, I am indebted to Ben Watson, 

who first drew my attention to Karl Abel’s theories (Ben Watson, Art, Class, and Cleavage 
[London: Quartet Books, 1998] 292-94). 
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as a three-dimensional conceptual extension of Arakawa’s own 
concept of “cleaving” (itself an “antithetical” word, since it 
signifies both “to part or divide” and “to adhere closely”), a 
notion systematically and specifically explored in “Splitting of 
Meaning,” the seventh section of The Mechanism of Meaning. 
In the panel entitled “This Is About to Split”71, a series of dots 
and pinheads point to basic “body-schemas” such as head, 
neck, thorax, arm, pelvis, forearm, hand, thigh, leg and foot 
(which George Lakoff has defined as elemental, apparently 
universal structures we automatically and unconsciously use to 
structure a mental image of a thing or scene perceived) are as-
sociated with words like “sky,” “sun,” “mountain” or “ship,” 
thereby building unusual pairs of signifiers whose combination 
opens up new possibilities of meaning. If the semantic junction 
between the printed and the handwritten words often remains 
“unnatural” (the main exception, of course, being the combina-
tions created by “LEG/leg” and “shoes/FOOT”), a hierarchical 
pattern seems reestablished by the corollary likeliness of body 
and landscape (the sky whose superior position in the land-
scape is associated with the HEAD, the NECK with the sun, 
etc.). Lastly, the juxtaposition of printed/stenciled and hand-
written words is indicative of the uneasy interaction between 
the gestural and the mechanical in the act of naming and re-
producing the real. The final reference to “moving property”72 
seems ambiguous. Does it serve as an additional reminder that 
the act of naming may result in the (mis-)appropriation of 
“moving” objects through language? Is it supposed to warn us 
against the danger of the reification and commodification of 
the painting or of the unnamed and unseen individual (the 
viewer?) which is doing the “talking” and the “walking” and 
may well eventually become a “moving property”? Or are the 
implications of this final punchline more positive in prefiguring 
the transformed self that emerges from the process of the 
“splitting of meaning”?  

Other exercises in the cleaving of meaning include a panel 
instructing the viewer to “SAY one” and “THINK two”73 and a 
Magrittean illustration of the reversibility of visual and verbal 

 
 71  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 77. 
 72  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 77. 
 73  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 77. 
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signs/bidirectional arrows74 – one is, once again, reminded of 
Mallarmé’s paradoxical objects as well as Rosmarie Waldrop’s 
more recent suggestion that poetry should strive for an “ex-
cluded middle” located between right and wrong (left and 
right, back and front…), inscribed in the double aspect of the 
sign even as it attempts to deconstruct it.75 The aim of such 
visual and verbal paradoxes is to encourage us to put the am-
bivalence of the (poetic) sign to direct use and extend it to 
how we can combat the irreversibility of our perception of 
space-time and our use of language by neutralizing the deaden-
ing effects of habit and repetition.  

In the light of the architectural experiments described 
above, one can easily see that Arakawa and Gins’ claim that 
their sites enact the “possibility of a nonmortal human life”76 is 
not to be taken in a metaphorical sense only. The implications 
of this project, however, are left deliberately ambiguous by the 
artists themselves. Are reversible destiny sites providing “infi-
nite quantities of spacetime necessary for living”77  liable to 
multiply their visitors’s horizons and permit them to exist on 
different levels at once?78 Is it a continuation of the modernist 
faith in the possibility of nonlinear time79 and, by extension, of 

 
 74  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 93. 
 75  For a summary of Waldrop’s conception of poetic language and its interaction with the 

language of Western rationality, see Rosemarie Waldrop, Lawn of Excluded Middle (Provi-
dence: Tender Buttons, 1993) 81. 

 76  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 313. 
 77  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 302. 
 78  Commenting on the “doubling of horizons” which results from such projects as the “Twin 

House” and the “Ubiquitous Site House,” Arakawa has declared that “by creating a sec-
ond horizon, or better yet many more, we can be released from the out-of-date moral 
values or obsolete structures of common sense that accumulate on the ground-surface we 
normally exist on. We’d be truly free to develop potentially more fruitful and expansive 
moral values.” Insisting on the necessity for his “landing sites” to transcend the methods 
and conditions of the philosophical, poetic and the aesthetic and account more completely 
for the transformations that occur in the apprehension and configuration of volumes, col-
ors, weights and spaces, he adds: “Poets and philosophers have said much about the 
possibility of such a world. But theirs is a world of words and ideas without shape or 
color or weight. Theirs is a fiction, no matter how wonderful. Painting turns out to be only 
such a fictional world, too” (Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 32-33). For a full-length 
description and analysis of “Ubiquitous Site House,” see Michel Delville & Stéphane 
Dawans, “Corps Architectural et poétique de l’organique: le rêve de l’escargot,” Formules 
14 (2010): 229-44. See also Gins and Arakawa’s response to Jean-François Lyotard in 
Reversible Destiny and their definition of “growing young” as “becoming increasingly able 
to field an ever greater number of possibilities” (11). 

 79  According to Jean-François Lyotard Reversible Architecture might neutralize “the 
distribution of time between beginning and end” (cited in Arakawa & Gins, Reversible 
Destiny, 11). 
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a consciousness unfettered by the need to frame experience 
along a linear narrative line? Are Gins and Arakawa merely po-
sitioning themselves against the deadening of the senses when 
they argue that “learning how not to die starts with learning 
how to live as a maximally invigorated sensorium”? Should the 
suggestion that we should “[take] a stance against death” be 
metaphorically associated with the idea of “growing young” as 
a result of our “becoming increasingly able to field an ever 
greater number of possibilities”? 80  Or are architectural sur-
rounds supposed to express the body’s changing relationship 
with its environment/the universe in a way that would prolong 
itself beyond the death of a human being?  

It seems to me that the answers to these questions matter 
less than the implication that our most fundamental and 
deeply-rooted notions of self as well as our understanding of 
how the world can be perceived and understood ought to be 
revised into a performative space, one which assumes one of 
the most basic functions of poetry in the modern world, which 
is to defamiliarize our surroundings and make us see the world 
at a slight angle from everyday reality. Looking at Arakawa and 
Gins’ visual/verbal paradoxes and poetico-architectural sites 
one begins to understand how the mind and body can be fruit-
fully disoriented into producing an alternative/poetic subject 
that rejects the notion that we are completely bounded by the 
mechanisms that traditionally construct us. Only in such a way 
can their “postutopian”81 sites act as a motivating force for 
developing “less dying” subjects who refuse to take their lin-
guistic and concrete environment for granted and would 
welcome an opportunity to systematically allow themselves to 
restructure their lives and aspirations. In the same way as 
some of the most interesting poets of this century have tended 
to reject traditional conceptions of poetry as a sentimentalized 
utterance, dedicated to providing lyrical comfort and aesthetic 
delight, Arakawa and Gins’ reversible destiny rejects the notion 
that architecture should be designed to (merely) provide con-
venience, safety and stability. They argue, instead, for a 
radical redefinition of what constitutes the self and its experi-
ence of time and space, one which is grounded in the 

 
 80  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 241; 299; 11. 
 81  Arakawa & Gins, Reversible Destiny, 241. 
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necessity to theorize the subject as body, rather than just as a 
model of interiority.  

In his essay entitled “Every Which Way but Loose,” Charles 
Bernstein writes that “the idea that genres, if not the aesthetic 
itself, is a barrier to perceptual transformation connects the 
projects of Arakawa and Gins and Blake to a range of practi-
tioners from Mallarmé and Williams to Duchamp and Cage, all 
of whose antifoundational investigations have a visual and 
verbal component.”82 “In retrospect,” he adds, “we might say 
that these artists do not so much abolish the aesthetic as ex-
tend and transform it, partly because the boundaries of the 
aesthetic, our willingness or ability to see something as a work 
of art are surprisingly mobile… But if aesthetic is not a static 
category, then it may be possible for the ‘same’ object to be 
viewed, alternately, as aesthetic and not aesthetic. In the case 
of Reversible Destiny, the goal is neither to aestheticize the 
nonaesthetic or to deaestheticize the aesthetic but rather to 
create a zone that is no longer subject to this oscillation.”83 As 
we know, this pendulum movement between the aesthetic and 
the nonaesthetic has been a recurrent concern in the history of 
the contemporary avant-garde. The happenings, ready-mades 
and spectaculars of the revolutionary avant-garde merged art 
into life even as they proclaimed the destruction of art as art in 
an act of joyful self-destruction. Postmodern art, after abolish-
ing traditional separations between high and low and positing 
the relativity and constructedness of the real, rejected art in 
favor of the glamorous surfaces of commodity culture or of the 
use of concepts as material. Instead of prolonging the move-
ment of the pendulum that swings between such polarities as 
art and life, self and world, Gins and Arakawa’s main concern 
seems with developing an aesthetic that would encompass dif-
ferent systems, use-values and activities that continue to be 
kept separate by most avant-garde artists. At a time when 
Arakawa and Gins’s conceptual works and thought experi-
ments have extended into the domain of city planning (several 
reversible destiny sites have been developed in Japan), re-
versible destiny suggests that 21st century poetics will 

 
 82  Charles Bernstein, “Every Which Way but Loose,” Textual Studies in the Late Age of Print: 

Reimagining Textuality, eds. Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux and Neil Fraistat (Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2002) 184. 

 83  Bernstein, “Every Which Way but Loose,” 184. 
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probably have to embrace much more than just prosody, gen-
res, and forms, or even literary criticism per se, and 
encompass the consideration of not just form and content but 
also of cognitive psychology, art, experimental psychology, 
linguistics, architecture, and the mechanisms of the perceiving 
body. Only by enlarging the notion of “poetics” to accommo-
date for this larger compendium of methods can we truly hope 
to come to terms with works that support the process of this 
aesthetic revolution. Such an as yet unformed field of study 
may soon prove to be one of the forming blanks out of which 
21st century aesthetics and poetics will emerge. 
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9. The Ghost of Repetition in Video Art  
 
 
 
 
 

The Revisiting Effect 
As Livio Belloï and I have argued in a recent essay on Gertrude 
Stein and Martin Arnold,1 any meaningful investigation of the 
loop should (1) distinguish it from other forms of structural 
repetition in its relationship to time and space; (2) acknowl-
edge the historical technicalities and specificities of the 
different art forms in which it has been identified; (3) account 
for different but related ways of modulating repetition that ex-
ceed the all-too-familiar refrain about the “alinear” logic 
enacted by the loop or “anti-narrative” art in general.2  

I would like to give a provisional and embarrassingly simplis-
tic answer to the first question by positing that the loop is a 
structuring device which, unlike mere repetition, intentionally 
“returns upon itself” by “revisiting” previous compositional units 
or segments of a given artwork. (I’m intentionally using neutral 
terms such as “unit” and “segment” rather than some of its 
more connoted non-equivalents such as the “fragment,” a word 
that presupposes an absent whole liable to be reconstructed or 
imagined.)3 One consequence of this process is that the units 
that the loop allows us to revisit can no longer be read as a pri-
mary text – they can only be reread as a copy or a trace of their 
first occurrence in the artwork as they undergo further repeti-
tions, variations, complications and displacements in the 
subsequent sections of the piece. As Fredric Jameson puts it, 
the “philosophical paradox” of repetition – from Kierkegaard to 
Freud, Deleuze and beyond – is indeed that “it can as it were 
only take place ‘a second time’”4: “the first time event is by 
 

 1  Livio Belloï & Michel Delville, “Understanding the Loop,” Hidden Agendas/Unreported 
Poetics, ed. Louis Armand (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2010) 198-209.  

 2  One thinks, for instance, of various processes of selection, addition, permutation, 
subtraction, substitution, variation, recombination, replication and demultiplication. 

 3  Marc Atkins summarizes this process as an attempt to “venture the idea that a segment 
can be a distillation of the whole, that a ten minute section, or, ultimately a single ‘frame,’ 
can represent, in the full expanse of the meaning, the whole.” Email to the author, 19 
February, 2011. 

 4  Fredric Jameson, Signatures of the Visible (New York: Routledge, 1990) 19. 
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definition not a repetition of anything; it is then converted into 
repetition the second time round, by the peculiar notion that 
Freud called “retroactivity” [Nachträglichkeit].” 5  Jameson’s 
comment, which applies to repetition per se and does not con-
sider its potential looping extensions, needs to be requalified and 
refined in the context of this study. My understanding of the 
loop as it operates in literature, music and the visual arts is that 
it systematizes, complicates and reterritorializes what is always 
already operating in the twin figures of repetition and recur-
rence. Suffice it to consider at this stage that the “revisiting 
effect” of the loop neutralizes the unicity and autonomy of the 
opening statement by returning to it and converting it into a kind 
of simulacrum or, as I will argue, a “ghost” of the original, a no-
tion which itself tends to be neutralized by the accumulation of 
the succeeding repetitions, when it is not rendered obsolete by 
the Baudrillardian wing of postmodern theory. As for the term 
“Nachträglichkeit,” which is translated as “afterwardness” in 
psychoanalytical circles (after the French translation “l’après 
coup”), it is clearly understood by Jameson – contra Freud – as 
a type of deferred action that reactivates the meaning of events 
and traumas that are understood retrospectively.6 As my analy-
sis of Marc Atkins’s video “Pro Tempore” will suggest the 
deferred reactivation of the “ghost” of meaning is an essential 
part of the psychological and, some would argue, metaphysical 
convolutions, torsions and invaginations of the loop. 

 
Historical Technicalities & Specificities:  
From Music to the Image  
Having stated the postmodern obvious, it is time to turn to 
point (2) which concerns the historical specifics of video art. 

The influence of musical experiments on the development 
of video art has been widely acknowledged. Loop-based com-
position, whether of the visual or the musical variety, arises 
from a constellation of technical innovations which takes us 
from early experiments with tape splicing (a piece of tape 
 

 5  Jameson, Signatures of the Visible, 19. 
 6  This application of the notion of Nachträglichkeit is many ways opposed to Freud’s own 

deterministic theories which generally stressed a movement of progressive determination 
from the past towards the future rather than any form of retrospective interpretation or 
fantasizing. (Sigmund Freud, Letter to Wilhelm Fliess dated October 3rd, 1897, The Stan-
dard Edition of the Complete Works of Sigmund Freud Vol. 3, eds. James Strachey et al. 
(London: The Hogart Press and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1953) 263. 



[224] 

spliced end to end and which can be used for continuous repe-
tition through the tape player’s reels) to the more recent age of 
synthesizers, sequencers and samplers. As a matter of fact, 
many early video works emerged as an extension of what was 
happening in the field of sound experimentation and mixed 
media happenings in the wake of Fluxus, Arte Povera and 
minimalism. Video art pioneer Nam June Paik started his career 
as an avant-garde musician, and the Cagean aesthetics which 
informed his early visual works is perhaps most clearly ex-
pressed in the “prepared televisions” first presented in the 
early 1960s. As Chris Meigh-Andrews has argued “unlike film, 
video is a combination of sound and image”7 (i.e., unlike the 
film camera, the video camera records sound as well as im-
ages). It is therefore necessary to “acknowledge the 
fundamental relationship between the audio and video signals 
and the methods of manipulating and transforming them”8 in 
order to understand the history of video art. A list of musicians 
whose works have been highly influential on video art would 
have to comprise Karlheinz Stockhausen, Terry Riley, Alvin 
Lucier, Steve Reich, Brian Eno and many others. Although a 
detailed analysis of their influence would clearly lie outside the 
range of this paper, it is interesting to note that the common 
denominator of these composers is their sustained interest in 
tape loops, an aspect of their careers which would deserve to 
be the subject of a full length study in its own right.9 

If one had to look for a video equivalent of the “simple” 
spliced audio tape loop one would be tempted to mention David 
Rimmer’s “The Dance” (1970), in which a couple of dancers 
performs a seemingly “infinite” twirling choreography which is in 
fact a 5-minute loop seamlessly repeated ad nauseam. This 
video, which echoes the “Strange Loop” phenomenon discussed 
later in this paper, dramatizes the paradox of motionless motion 
as the two dancers are imprisoned in an “eternal present” which 
has no (perceptible) beginning nor end. The illusion of timeless-
ness is made possible by (1) the repetitive nature of the dance 
itself (the whirling dancers “endlessly” repeat the same steps) 
which prevents any identification of specific breaks or changes 

 
 7  Chris Meigh-Andrews, A History of Video Art: The Development of Form and Function 

(New York: Berg, 2006) 89. 
 8  Meigh-Andrews, A History of Video Art, 99. 
 9  For a brief account of that history see Meigh-Andrews, A History of Video Art, 89-100. 
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that might help the viewer to “measure” the temporality of the 
sequence; (2) the sheer length of the film which – despite its 
being relatively short compared to other recent video loops – is 
impossible to memorize accurately enough to ascertain where 
the loop starts and where it begins.10 Another related example 
occurs in Rodney Graham’s more recent 9-minute “Vexation Is-
land” (1997), in which Graham performs the role of an 18th-
century gentleman stranded on a desert island. A series of close 
shots reveals a large wound on his forehead. After he has 
awoken to the squawking of his parrot, he stands up and tries 
to shake a coconut from a tree. The coconut falls, hits him on 
the head and the man falls down in slow motion, rendered un-
conscious again.11  

The examples I have just discussed are not meant to deline-
ate a kind of topology of the loop in video art. Nor do they 
testify to the diversity of its uses throughout the last fifty years, 
especially in their respective approaches to the movements of 
memory and consciousness. It seems to me that Graham’s 
“Vexation Island” and Rimmer’s “The Dance” partake in an art 
of metalepsis, rather than (mere) repetition. In the field of narra-
tology metalepsis has been variously described as a device 
“undermining the separation between narration and story,”12 as 
“a shifting but sacred frontier between two worlds, the world in 
which one tells, the world of which one tells,”13 as a “Strange 

 
 10  The issue of length is crucial to an understanding of how loops operate in different 

contexts. In the field of musical composition, and especially of electronic music, the loop 
is often used as a recurrent melodic or rhythmical “riff,” a short ostinato pattern which 
draws attention to its own repetitiveness and does not generate any tonal progression. By 
contrast, some of my own recent musical collaborations with American jazz drummer 
Tony Bianco involve the use of computer generated bass loops whose length ranges from 
30 seconds to one minute or more – such loops walk through different tonal and rhythmic 
clusters and can only be perceived as looping units after repeated, close listenings. Exam-
ples of Bianco’s extended, pantonal loops can be heard on Machine Mass Trio’s As Real 
as Thinking (New York: Moonjune Records, 2011) and Machine Mass feat. Dave Liebman 
(Bianco/Delville/Liebman), Centipede (New York: Moonjune Records, forthcoming in 2013).  

 11  An interesting variation on the “Strange Loop” model was introduced by David Claerbout, 
whose 13-hour “Bordeaux Piece” features a narrative loop which is not spliced up but 
repeatedly re-performed by the actors, the story undergoing variations resulting from the 
impossibility to play the same scenes accurately and from the passing of time which takes 
us from morning to evening. A book-length study of the uses of the loop in video art 
would also have to include the idiosyncratic art of Belgian-born, Mexico-based artist Fran-
cis Alÿs.  

 12  Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (London: Methuen, 
1983) 94. 

 13  Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Ithaca, Cornell University 
Press, 1980) 236. My emphasis. 
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Loop” in the structure of narrative levels14 or a short circuiting of 
the “fictional world and the ontological level occupied by the au-
thor,” 15  thereby foregrounding what Brian McHale calls the 
“ontological dimension of recursive embedding.”16 I am less in-
terested in pursuing the hypothesis that the loop functions as an 
extension of a particular paradigm of “ontological” modernism or 
“epistemological” postmodernism17 than in examining the prox-
imity of the “recursive embedding” posited by McHale to what 
Douglas Hofstadter termed the “’Strange Loop,’” a phenomenon 
made famous by his Gödel, Escher, Bach and which “occurs 
whenever, by moving upwards (or downwards) through levels of 
some hierarchical system, we unexpectedly find ourselves right 
back where we started.”18 This process is applicable to the ex-
amples discussed by McHale and Hofstadter (one thinks of the 
“Chinese-box” effects, Moebius strips and narrative and visual 
trompe l’oeils of Robbe-Grillet, Escher and Cortazar) or, for that 
matter, the “classical” loops created by Graham and Rimmer, all 
of which emerge more as a mise en abyme of the workings of 
repetition than as a significant extension of its technical, meth-
odological and aesthetic potentialities. In the following sections 
of this paper I would like to show that Hofstadter’s model can-
not possibly account for the most interesting and challenging 
video art produced in the last three decades. Indeed, the works 
of Douglas Gordon, Bill Viola and Marc Atkins, even though they 
clearly enact a “violation of narrative levels,” never lead to an 
(albeit “infinite” and conflictual) sense of resolution of the “tan-
gled hierarchies” of the Strange Loop and have little to do with 
Hofstadter’s model. They suggest that the strategies of tempo-
ral and spatial manipulations afforded by the loop lend 
themselves to many different, and significantly more complex 
uses than the “closed circuit” produced by the continuous re-
playing of the same sequence. 

 
 14  Douglas Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid (New York: Vintage, 

1980) 684-719. 
 15  Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (New York: Routledge, 1989) 120. 
 16  McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, 120. 
 17  McHale distinguishes between the modernist cognitive quest for the knowledge of what is 

happening I the world and the postmodern, postcognitive attitude which seeks to know 
“which world is this? What is to be done in it? Which of my selves is to do it?” (McHale, 
Postmodernist Fiction, 1). He concludes that “postmodernist fiction differs from modernist 
fiction just as a poetics dominated by ontological issues differs from one dominated by 
epistemological issues” (McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, xii). 

 18  Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach, 119. 
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The Poetics of Video Art  
As suggested above, video art is essentially and necessarily an 
art of memory and repetition and, by extension, an art of the 
loop since all the viewer can potentially do – depending on his 
level of interest and endurance – is walk into a room, catch 
the film at a certain point in time, view it to its conclusion and 
then watch the beginning parts or the whole thing again. This 
would seem to be the case with most video installations these 
days, especially when visitors are allowed to enter and leave 
the room whenever they wish which, for practical reasons, has 
become common practice in most galleries and exhibitions.  

In some cases, and as suggested above, the sheer length of 
the loop, even when it meets the criteria of Hofstadter’s 
Strange Loop, preempts any attempt to experience it fully as a 
space of atemporal fluidity and circularity. Some of the most 
memorable examples in this category include Bill Viola’s 7-hour 
“Passage” (1987) and Douglas Gordon’s “24 Hour Psycho” 
(1993). In those cases, even the most passionate and enduring 
viewers will not be able watch the whole film in its gallery or 
museum environment.  

Bill Viola’s essay “The Porcupine and the Car” offers a re-
lated reflection on the “prospect of unlimited recording time” 
and the impossibility of playing it back:  

 
I got an idea to set up a tape recorder right in the center of ac-
tivity in my house, the kitchen, and try to record everything 
that went on… When played back [the tape] would create a 
sort of stream-of-consciousness parallel world to the present, 
but displaced in time… By the end of the week [sic], when I 
had accumulated well over 24 hours of tape, I suddenly real-
ized a distressing thought. I would need 24 hours, exactly the 
time it took to record, to play all this stuff back. Furthermore, 
if I kept this up, say, for a year, I would have to stop after six 
months to begin playing it back, and if I got really ambitious 
and made it my life’s work, I would have to stop my life when 
it was only half over to sit down and listen to all the material 
for the rest of my life, plus a little additional time for rewinding 
all the cassettes. It was a horrible thought, so I took down my 
tape recorder and immediately stopped the project.19 
 

 
 19  Bill Viola, Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House: Writings 1973-1994 (London: 

Thames and Hudson, 1998) 59. 
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These aspects of the “unfinished loop” is discussed at length 
in Don DeLillo’s most recent novel, Point Omega (2010), which 
describes Gordon’s installation in its relationship to time and 
space. At the beginning of the novel, a regular visitor to the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York in the Summer of 2006, 
considers the slowing down of the original Hitchcock movie to 
24 hours and concludes that what he is watching “seem[s] 
pure film, pure time,”20 a filmic equivalent of “the contraction 
of the universe.” 21  As for the absence of soundtrack in 
Gordon’s rendition it enables him to experience the incremental 
movements as a kind of metaphysical pantomime, a mysteri-
ous algorithm made of “whole numbers,” a process that makes 
the action become “something near to elemental life”22  and 
elicits “an array of ideas involving science and philosophy and 
nameless other things.”23 This in turn makes him want to “for-
get the original movie or at least limit the memory to a distant 
reference, unintrusive.” 24  While trying to resist the looping 
movement that threatens to return him to the original film, De-
Lillo’s visitor moves to the other side of the translucent screen, 
watches Anthony Perkins use “the wrong hand, to reach for a 
car door” and experiences a different kind of “revisiting ef-
fect”: that of the principle of reversibility produced by the 
double-sided screen which, in a typically DeLillo-esque fashion, 
extends to the nature of the “real” itself: Gordon’s film, the 
visitor reflects, “ha[s] the same relationship to the original 
movie than the original movie ha[s] to real lived experience. 
This was the departure from the departure. The original movie 
was fiction, this was real.”25 Shortly before the novel ends, the 
visitor – who is by then longing be “assimilated, pore by 
pore… into the figure of Norman Bates”26 – decides that “real 
time is meaningless,”27 deplores the fact that he will not ex-
perience the shower scene again (“because each day’s 
screening was discontinued when the museum closed”28) and 

 
 20  Don DeLillo, Point Omega (New York: Scribner, 2010) 10. 
 21  DeLillo, Point Omega, 47. 
 22  DeLillo, Point Omega, 10. 
 23  DeLillo, Point Omega, 5. 
 24  DeLillo, Point Omega, 11. 
 25  DeLillo, Point Omega, 13. 
 26  DeLillo, Point Omega, 116. 
 27  DeLillo, Point Omega, 115. 
 28  DeLillo, Point Omega, 109. 



[229] 

only wishes that the film moved even “more slowly, requiring 
deeper involvement of eye and mind… sharing consciousness 
with him.”29 The visitor’s capacity to experience slow motion 
and reversibility as a mind-opening event enables him to ob-
serve the actor’s gestures in their irreducible, abstract 
singularity – as “pure” gestures or “pure” images. The 
“abstract moments”30 he perceives become the basic units of 
composition of Gordon’s installation, forcing the viewer to 
pause with each “incremental gesture,” transfiguring even the 
dullest moments of Hitchcock’s film into “intimation[s] of the 
life beyond.”31  

  
Bill Viola: From the Drone to the Loop  
DeLillo’s reading of Gordon’s slowed down Psycho recalls the 
way we read poetry, a kind of writing which calls attention to 
the material quality of the isolated words on the page. Accord-
ing to Bill Viola, who happens to describe himself as a visual 
poet rather than a video artist, one of the things the video 
camera does well is “looking closely at things, elevating the 
commonplace to higher levels of awareness” so that “each im-
age… shine[s] with the intensity of its own first-born being.”32 
Viola’s self-proclaimed identity as a poet is hardly surprising, 
especially when one considers his ongoing fascination with cy-
cles and loops. After all, versified poetry can be said to operate 
along the lines of a looping effect by “turning” around the axis 
of verse (> Lat. versus “turning (of a plow), furrow, line” from 
Lat. vertere; “to turn around”). Now, even though the turning 
of a line of writing and the line breaks of versified poetry are 
not irrelevant to a study of loop, Viola’s notion of what poetry 
means has of course little to do with the metric structures of 
the now obsolete coupling of poetry and verse. Rather, it ech-
oes the defamiliarizing effect that Shklovsky saw as the 
specificity of poetic language compared to that of informa-
tional, practical prose. Indeed, for Viola, as for many other 
video artists, the proximity of video to the “poetic” would 
seem to lie in a desire to “explore perceptual thresholds, to ex-

 
 29  DeLillo, Point Omega, 115. 
 30  DeLillo, Point Omega, 101. 
 31  DeLillo, Point Omega, 15. 
 32  Cited in Marjorie Perloff, Poetry On and Off the Page: Essays for Emergent Occasions 

(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1998) 315. 
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pand and in part to decipher the conditioned expectations of 
those narrow conventions understood as television,” 33  “as 
something that “translates roughly as the other, the visionary 
– the missing piece in the puzzle, the fourth dimension that 
‘normal’ television can never convey.”34  

Viola has argued that the difference between film and video 
lies above all in the fact that “film has evolved basically out of 
photography (a film is a succession of discrete photographs)” 
whereas “video has emerged from audio technology”: “A video 
camera is closer to a microphone in operation than it is to a film 
camera; video images are recorded on magnetic tape in a tape 
recorder. Thus we find that video is closer in relationship to 
sound, or music, than it is to the visual media of film and pho-
tography.”35 This assertion, however valid it may seem when 
one considers the history and hardware of pre-digital video art, 
is open to argument, especially when one considers the way 
video art is consumed by its viewers, most of whom are uncon-
cerned with the prehistory of video technology and experienced 
what they see and hear first and foremost as experimental film. 
Earlier in the same essay, Viola develops a more useful analogy 
between video art and music when he contrasts Western music, 
which “builds things up, piles notes on top of notes… its base 
[being] silence,” with Indian music which “begins from sound.” 
The use of drone-producing instruments such as the tambura 
makes it possible for “all the notes and possible notes to be 
played before the main musicians start playing.”36 Viola con-
cludes that the instrument’s buzzing sound resembles video art, 
“which is ever present, going on without beginning or end, eve-
rywhere within the universe.”37 The question as to whether the 
Indian art of droning, with its resistance to resolution, lends it-
self or not to the creation or perception of loops is less relevant 
here than the realization that video art – like poetry and, argua-
bly, Indian music – is above all an art of subtraction, “the main 
problem for artists using video… l[ying] in deciding what not to 
record.”38  

 
 33  David Hall cited in Meigh-Andrews, A History of Video Art, 277 
 34  Perloff, Poetry On and Off the Page, 320. 
 35  Viola, Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House, 62. 
 36  Viola, Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House, 61. My emphasis. 
 37  Viola, Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House, 61. 
 38  Viola, Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House, 60. 
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But how does repetition and the loop fit into this process of 
“poetic” defamiliarization of the real? In order to answer this 
question we must turn to the works themselves.  

 
Crossings 
Viola’s work is eminently and consistently cyclical by virtue of 
the major themes he has explored in the course of his 40-odd 
year career and which include birth and rebirth, dream and 
consciousness as well as the dialectics of inner and outer land-
scapes. His tendency to turn to religious and spiritual models 
(whether of the Christian, the Islamic or the Buddhist variety), 
his insistence on the relationship between time, mortality, 
memory and the construction of subjectivity, have also con-
firmed his position as a representative of the “mystical” fringe 
of video art. This aspect of his work invites a reconsideration 
of the loop as only one possible manifestation of the cyclical 
nature of experience, identity and myth.  

While an examination of Viola’s technical uses of repetition 
is necessary to a fuller understanding of his work, specific at-
tention should also be paid to the strong symbolic forces at 
work in his installations, which differentiate his work from 
more “formalist” artists of his generation. In the much-
celebrated “The Crossing” (1996), Viola uses a double-sided 
screen to project simultaneously two archetypal visions of a 
man disappearing into pouring water and the same figure con-
sumed by fire. As the title of the piece indicates, Viola’s 
“crossing” amounts to a rite of passage whose solemnity is 
underlined by his characteristic use of slow motion and the 
loud, “cascading” soundtrack. On both sides of Viola’s folded 
diptych, the destructive and/or purifying forces of fire and wa-
ter suggest that the human figure that disappears at the end of 
each cycle has been transferred to another, more ethereal or 
elemental dimension. The fact that the viewer cannot look at 
both scenes simultaneously encourages a dynamic asymmetri-
cal and disjunctive “reading” of the work as the visitor moves 
back and forth from one side of the screen to the other – 
unless he decides to watch the two scenes one after the other, 
or revisit the previous one a second time. A different but re-
lated effect is achieved in an earlier work entitled “Heaven and 
Earth” (1992) where two monitors are facing each other verti-
cally, the upper screen showing the artist’s mother on her 
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death bed while the bottom one shows the face of his new-
born son until the two images merge into a single one as the 
screens mutually reflect each other. In both cases, however, 
the looping effect operates more at a metaphorical or thematic 
level than as a technical gesture (the confrontation of the dy-
ing mother and the newborn child, for example, can be seen as 
conveying both the artist’s grief and his desire to recall a pri-
mal memory of his own infancy). 

“Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House” (1983), which 
comprises a wooden chair with headphones attached facing a 
color monitor on which Viola is struggling to stay awake in a 
nearly empty room, complicates the dynamics of the “tradi-
tional” loop by creating an element of suspense (the artist is 
violently hit over the head from behind at irregular intervals be-
fore regaining his composure and one doesn’t know when the 
next blow will occur). This particular installation, which is as 
much about the effects of “existence for existence’s sake,”39 
sleep deprivation, sonic hallucinations, torture and claustro-
phobia as it is about the compression of duration (the video 
allegedly recorded a period of three days compressed into a 9-
odd minute recording) prevents any predetermined reading rely-
ing on firm sequential landmarks or a sense of seamless 
continuity within the piece.40  

Lastly, “The Crossing” and “Reasons for Knocking at an 
Empty House,” as shown in the following diagram sketched 
out by Viola himself,41 are emblematic of an art that mixes 
temporal, perceptual and physical categories that rejoin in 
what the artist calls the “now moment” where mind and land-
scape, inside and outside, form and consciousness, tend to be 
perceived as aspects of the same perceptual and representa-
tional looping continuum: 

 
 39  Viola, Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House, 97. 
 40  Other recent videos displaying a complex use of repetition oscillating between  moments 

of crisis and abrupt returns to normality include “The Stopping Mind” (1990), an installa-
tion comprising four video projectors and is “so arranged that the duration of the still 
image is in reverse proportion to the moving image… At the end of each sequences of 
images the chance stopping and starting is automatically reprogrammed, so that for years 
it will be possible to see constantly changing still images, similar and different” (Jean-
Christophe Ammann, “Introduction: Violence and Beauty,” Bill Viola, Reasons for Knock-
ing at an Empty House, 18-19). 

 41  Bill Viola 12.9/29.11. Exhibition catalogue. Stedelijk Museum cat. No 829 (Amsterdam: 
Stedelijk Museum, 1998): unpag. 
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Marc Atkins’s “Pro Tempore”  
Unlike Viola, Marc Atkins is not only a “visual poet” but also a 
published poet in his own right. Carrying on the massive and 
complex legacy of Surrealism and Situationism, Atkins’s work 
has developed many other, more personal directions and has led 
to collaborations with various artists of different allegiances 
such as Iain Sinclair, Rod Mengham and David Lynch. His output 
comprises many art forms ranging from experimental photogra-
phy, prose poetry, video art as well as book and CD covers. He 
is perhaps best known to literary audiences for his investigation 
of the convoluted, subterranean connections that define the ar-
chitectural, cultural and literary heritage of London. This aspect 
of his work is reflected in his collaborative books with Iain Sin-
clair, Lights Out for the Territory (1997) and Liquid City (1999). 
His attempts to map and interpret the most idiosyncratic and 
esoteric corners of London life in a way that does justice to the 
multi-layered history of the London multiverse also allies him 
with his fellow London psychogeographers Michael Moorcock, 
Peter Ackroyd and Alan Moore. 

The title of Atkins’s recent 31-minute video, “Pro Tempore” 
(2010), may carry different meanings. For the art historian, it 
cannot but point to the essential status of video and experi-
mental film installations as a time-based media or, rather, a 
media which draws the viewer’s attention to the mechanisms 
of perception of time itself. But for readers and viewers famil-
iar with Atkins’s previous works and, in particular, his 
collaborations with Iain Sinclair – all of which set out to ex-
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plore the different layers of meaning of London scenery and 
history – it may also refer to the ephemeral, “ad interim” 
status of the visions generated by his films and photographs. 
More specifically, “Pro Tempore” deals with the ever-changing, 
“liquid”42 nature of the Kings Cross area as it attempts to re-
trace the cultural and architectural history and legacy of the 
district across the centuries.  

 

 
 

A quick survey of the major works produced by video artists 
over the last half a century would reveal a progressive tendency 
to move away from the manipulation of images and sounds in 
“real time” to different and increasingly complex editing tech-
niques afforded by the possibilities of digital imaging. In this 
case, Atkins chooses to layer over two unsynched edits of the 
same filmed images, one in black and white, the other in color 
(the film actually comprises seven layers of film running one on 
top of the other although only two of the layers make up the 
principal images). His self-avowed goal is to make the viewer 
see “images appear in the ‘background’ as a ‘ghost,’ or as a 
kind of premonition of the images to come, or perhaps the fol-
lowing images are redolent of the ‘real’ ghostly image seen 
first.” 43  This technique constantly re-qualifies and re-
contextualizes near-similar images and sequences while ensuring 
the cultural and psychological consistence of the initial “state-
 

 42  Marc Atkins & Iain Sinclair, Liquid City (London: Reaktion Books, 1999). 
 43  Email to the author, October 13, 2010. 
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ments” produced by the footage. As for the viewers, they be-
come trapped in a narrative and historical loop which slowly 
unfolds throughout the film and leaves them bereft of the free-
dom to escape from the constraint of visiting and revisiting the 
same familiar places and hidden corners of the district, discover-
ing new connections and experiencing the city as a network of 
invisible forces meshed together across space and time. “Pro 
Tempore” thus reactivates the Freudian principle of “retroactiv-
ity” mentioned above and takes us into a realm of potentialities 
which – in a way not unlike Atkins’s recent prose poetry44 – ex-
plore the dialectics of perception and memory while blurring 
accepted boundaries between necessity and chance, order and 
disorder, the visual and the metaphysical, the essential and the 
residual. The ghostly presences of the buildings and structures 
filmed by Atkins delineate a vision of contemporary London 
which is characterized by a flickering of attention between the 
image and its possible meanings, some of which are revealed 
through the help of a spoken commentary which itself dupli-
cates the sometimes barely legible (filmed) text that runs 
through the whole video and whose gradual erasure halfway 
through the film echoes the erosion of the concrete buildings 
and scenery. (The regular intrusion of the female commentator 
ironically alludes to the “looping” rhythm of the audio and audio-
visual commentary that has become a constitutive ingredient of 
the experience of visiting museums, monuments and other tour-
ist attractions worldwide.) 

“Pro Tempore” begins and ends with a view of the clock 
tower of St Pancras Old Church, which emerges as the epicen-
ter of Atkins’s investigations of the historical palimpsest of the 
Kings Cross area. Other recurrent views include St Pancras 
New Church (a 19th century neo-classical building), the Great 
Northern Hotel located near the station and, of course, St Pan-
cras international train station whose own clock tower also 
dominates Atkins’s disjointed narrative. These architectural 
landmarks are emblematic of the main stages of development 
of Kings Cross from the 4th century AD (St Pancras Old Church 
is reputedly the oldest Church in Britain, even though what 
remains of it is mostly a Victorian building) to the Victorian age 
(which saw the construction of a huge railway extension and a 

 
 44  Marc Atkins, The Logic of the Stairwell (Exeter: Shearsman, 2011). 
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terminus in the 1850s) and on to the current station housing 
the Eurostar travel center and more underground connections 
than any other London station. 

 

 
 

The chief missing link unveiled by Atkins between the three eras 
is the Old St Pancras Graveyard which literally haunts the his-
tory of Kings Cross. Like the neighboring burial area of St Giles 
in the Fields, the Old St Pancras graveyard suffered from the ur-
ban sprawl which reached one of its pre-contemporary apexes 
with the railway extension built in the mid-19th century. The 
printed text and the speaker in “Pro Tempore” both refer to a 
poem by Thomas Hardy called “The Levelled Churchyard”: 

 
O passenger, pray list and catch 
Our sighs and piteous groans, 
Half stifled in this jumbled patch 
Of wrenched memorial stones! 
 
We late-lamented, resting here, 
Are mixed to human jam, 
And each to each exclaims in fear, 
“I know not which I am!”45 
 

The poem points to a period in which Hardy was a student in 
architecture involved in the removal of the bodies interred in 

 
 45  Thomas Hardy, The Complete Poems of Thomas Hardy (London: Macmillan, 1976) 157. 
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the part of the graveyard which had to be destroyed in order to 
make room for the new railway.46 The experience of removing 
the “human jam” of thousands of bodies (the last line of the 
poem insists on the desecration and the dissolution of the 
identities of the dead) and dumping it into a pit underneath the 
new station was so traumatic that Hardy felt the need to ad-
dress the passengers and urge them to acknowledge and 
remember the devastation of the graveyard and its surround-
ings. The only monument that remains of the “late-lamented” 
displaced corpses is a tree around which some of the removed 
tombstones were placed and which also makes a number of 
appearances in Atkins’s video. “Pro tempore” also contains a 
number of close shots on some famous tombstones including 
that of neo-classical architect Sir John Soane and Mary Woll-
stonecraft. (The film also alludes to her daughter Mary Shelley 
and explicitly compares the history of displacement and dis-
connectedness of Kings Cross to the tragic and “homeless” life 
of the author of Frankenstein).47  

Atkins’s palimpsestic recreation of the cultural history of 
Kings Cross introduces yet another avatar of the revisiting ef-
fect discussed earlier in the context of the loop. By 
superimposing different layers of visual and literary meaning 
“Pro Tempore” creates a maze of connections between the 
past and the present, the living and the dead, thereby further 
literalizing the “ghost of repetition” that sneaks in to haunt St 
Pancras from the early Christian communities to the Victorian 
Empire and beyond.48 This procedure also extends to the film’s 
soundtrack, which incorporates and redistributes a variety of 
sounds including burning noises, bird songs and the hissing 

 
 46  This poem was written in 1882, at a time when Hardy resided in Wimborne, Dorset, and 

was taking an active part in the Society for the Protection of Ancien Buildings. “The Lev-
elled Churchyard” would seem to refer to Wimborne Minster, whose restoration Hardy 
took a strong interest in. However, the poet’s experience of the dismantling of the grave-
yard of Old St Pancras Church twenty years before undoubtedly remained one of the 
poem’s original inspirations.  

 47  The only absent building in Atkins’s film is that which gave Kings Cross its name: a huge 
monument topped by a statue of King George IV built in 1835 and demolished ten years 
later and which housed a police station… and a camera obscura in its upper level. 

 48  The palimpsestic texture of Atkins’s “Pro Tempore” also suggests an alternative to the 
“problematic denial of depth” identified by Françoise Parfait one of the pillars of video’s 
“phenomenological identity” (Françoise Parfait, Vidéo: un art contemporain [Paris: Editions 
du Regard, 2001] 105). It is to be noted that the thickness conveyed by the vertical links 
established between the different sequences of “Pro Tempore” contrasts with the smooth, 
hyperrealist surfaces produced the great majority of current video artists.  
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sounds of cars and trains. In doing so, Atkins’s xenochronic 
video layers (which are visually punctuated by the overlaying 
of the images of the sundial and the different clock faces) sug-
gest that what gets explored and questioned in the act of 
repeating is above all is the nature of difference itself, the dif-
ference that, for instance, separates two identical images by 
virtue of their clarity or color tone. In “Pro Tempore” the con-
trast created by the superimposition of the color and black and 
white images is particularly apt to urge the viewer to be active 
in the production of cultural meaning and historical connec-
tions. And, indeed, some of the most arresting moments of the 
film occur when the black and white and the color footage (the 
two “primary layers” of the filmic palimpsest) meet in a single 
frame. In those superimposed images the circular function of 
the looping effect operates at a micro-level, one which could 
be assimilated to a supernatural “visitation” rather than an it-
erative revisitation. 49  Other memorable scenes include the 
ironic appearance of an underground sign in the Old St Pancras 
Cemetery in a passage that suggests that the ghost of repeti-
tion once again returns with a vengeance and reveals the more 
sinister and disturbing dimensions of “Pro Tempore” prefigured 
by Hardy’s poem earlier in the film.  

All these examples demonstrate that Atkins’s radical cri-
tique and deconstruction of the cultural and social myths that 
have surrounded Kings Cross over the centuries (which include 
what the speaker impassibly describes as the illusion of an 
“ideal community” and a “world of leisure and entertainment… 
in one of the most deprived areas of London”) operates at a 
heightened, unresolved level of consciousness while pointing 
to a constant folding and unfolding of repetition which results 
in a radical compression of time and space. In academic cir-
cles, my use of the word “fold” is bound to conjure up Gilles 
Deleuze’s reading of Leibniz and the Baroque, in which the fold 
is understood as an “operative function” that “[unfurls] all the 

 
 49  Once again, the analogy with musical composition springs to mind. One is reminded of 

Steve Reich’s “It’s Gonna Rain” (1965), in which the composer plays two identical tape 
loop against themselves until they gradually fall out of synch with each other, opening up 
avenues of unpredictable relationships and canonic re-combinations. Unlike many post-
Cagean artists, however, Atkins does not employ chance or predetermined procedures to 
synchronize or desynchronize the sequences of images. Instead, the different images and 
sequences were selected, cut, synched and aligned manually with the help digital tools 
(Email to the author, 19 February, 2011). 
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way to infinity.”50 As we know, Deleuze applies this model to 
the visual arts (the “schizophrenic ‘cramming’” and “all over 
fold” of the 17th century still life [166]), architecture and sculp-
ture (the “fiery” drapings of Bernini’s Saint Theresa [165]), 
literature (the closing sections of Leibniz’s own Théodicée and 
its “embedded narratives” and proto-Borgesian forking paths 
[82-83]) and – perhaps less convincingly – to music, in which 
the vertical, expressive harmony of Leibniz’s “monadic con-
cert” is folded into and “realized” in the verticality of melody.51  

 

 
 
Rather than pursuing an analogy between the fold and the loop 
– which is bound to generate conflicting views without neces-
sarily deepening an understanding of each – I would like to end 
this chapter by drawing attention to the current ways of visu-
alizing audio and video recordings afforded by multitrack 
technology. By going from layer to layer, cut to cut, in order to 
displace, sample, synch or de-synch segments of each track, 
digital technology offers us a different way of visualizing the 
process of recording or filming, one which would seem to con-
tinue the Baroque project to fold, unfold, twirl and refold 
segments of composition into each other while creating new 
vertical and horizontal vectors of meaning. These have as little 
to do with the palindromic and moebian models considered in 
the opening sections of this paper as with the more traditional 
 

 50  Gilles Deleuze, Le pli. Leibniz et le baroque (Paris: Minuit, 1988) 5. 
 51  Deleuze, Le pli, 186. 
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sequential developments of pre-rhizomatic, closed texts. Such 
compositional methods interrogate the nature of the loop less 
as a technical device or tour de force than as a mode of repre-
sentation, a system of knowledge and the site in which a new 
poetics of attention and memory might emerge. The examples 
we have looked at show that the loop, despite its resistance to 
linearly extended narrative,52 cannot remove itself from story, 
history and, especially in the cases of Viola and Atkins, from 
the multifarious and intricate fabric of myth. In doing so, they 
suggest that the loop – which is often understood as the apex 
of the depthless, simulacral strategies that have governed the 
dominant compositional patterns of post-WWII art – is liable to 
reinforce the potential for “thickness,” profundity and vertical 
complexity of video art while foregrounding the gaps and dis-
placements of contemporary art and experience.53 

 
 52  Which it shares with many other models of postmodernist thinking, including Deleuze and 

Guattari’s rhizome or Rosalind Krauss’s grid. The latter also displays a “hostility” to narra-
tive, an imperviousness to time and incident” and foregrounds the fictional nature of all 
notions of originality and “originariness” (Rosalind Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-
Garde and Other Modernists Myths [Cambridge, MA: MIT, 1986] 160-62). 

 53 The vertical relationships established by computer software geared towards the manipula-
tion of digital imagery, with their superimposed layers of audio and video channels 
encourage a spatial “vertical” reading of the pieces-in-progress and determine, at least to 
some extent, the current developments of certain forms of video art.  
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10. Epilogue: On Disgust 
 
 
 
 
 

In Eating the Avant-Garde, I argued that there are at least two 
basic, largely complementary ways of apprehending and repre-
senting foodstuff in literature and the arts.1 While the second, 
“materiologist” tendency will be discussed in the following 
section of this chapter, the first is largely dominated by culi-
nary/gustatory imagery which operates as a channel for the 
expression of various thematic fields of activity integrating dif-
ferent analytical and theoretical approaches towards 
characterological or conceptual investigation. Such an ap-
proach considers food primarily as a transitional object and a 
means of expressing feelings, thoughts and relationships asso-
ciated with specific stages psychological development or, as in 
the case of the pre-contemporary still life, cultural and religious 
meanings. Whether it is used to sustain what Proust called the 
“immense edifice of memory”2 or as a subtext to a story of 
emotional and aesthetic maturation (eating scenes usually play 
in an important role in many Bildungsromane) the main thrust 
behind this process is geared towards an understanding of how 
food habits and preferences – or the scarcity of food and the 
phenomenon of hunger itself – can help us to identify specific 
stages and phases of self-integration and/or alienation. Such 
works, in which food functions as a tool for self-definition, 
trace the emergence of specific properties of the self which are 
mirrored in the discourse about hunger and appetite, whether 
that discourse concerns physiological, psychological, social or 
political issues. 

The vast majority of the artists examined in Eating the 
Avant-Garde (my main corpus ranged from Stein, Duchamp 
and Beckett to Marcel Broodthaers, Peter Greenaway, Carolee 
Schneemann, Paul McCarthy and Karen Finley) deal with the 

 
 1  Michel Delville, Food, Poetry, and the Aesthetics of Consumption: Eating the Avant-Garde 

(London: Routledge, 2008) 1-9. 
 2  Marcel Proust, A la recherche du temps perdu. I. Du côté de chez Swann (Paris: Galli-

mard, 1992) 51. My translation. 
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failure of self-possession and psychological integration in a 
context which emphasizes the fundamental otherness of food-
stuff and its tendency to disrupt our ability to think of 
ourselves as self-present human beings, separate from the 
things that are likely to disquiet us and make us feel uncom-
fortable or incomplete.  

 
Scatology & the Curse of Matter 
Even when it is performed in a comfortable and pleasurable 
environment, the ingestion of food inevitably questions the 
boundaries of self and world, nature and culture, at the same 
time as it forces us to consider ourselves as unfinished crea-
tures. In the recent history of modern art, eat artists working 
in the field of performance or the visual arts, have recognized a 
similar process of demystification of the boundaried self which 
results in a struggle between the longing for freedom and the 
need for containment and, more generally, a tension between 
closed and open form. 

This realization, which necessarily upsets our sense of our-
selves as self-contained living beings, is the starting point for 
another, more typically contemporary use of food in art which, 
far from being rooted in the metaphorical or the imagistic, 
seeks to unveil the mechanics behind the passage from the 
physical to the psychological while preventing its absorption 
and solidification into symbolic values and accessories. This 
functional, “materiological” perspective bears the mark of an 
aesthetic which does not shun the perverse and the abject in 
the course of examining the full complexity of the body’s di-
gestive and catalytic system. Like the scatological grotesques 
of Rabelais, Swift or Joyce, it confronts the crass effects of 
incorporation and expulsion, engaging in obscene (in the literal 
sense of what is usually hidden from sight) speculation about 
the shifting boundaries and destinies of self and world. Rim-
baud’s zutique poem “Damned Cherub” is a striking illustration 
of the materiological tendency: 

 
Bluish roofs and whitened doorways 
As you’d see on lateish Sundays  
 
In silence, down one end of town; 
The street is blank, and night comes down.  
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Up the roads, houses are lined, 
Their windows hung with angel-blinds.  
 
But, over by a boundary-stone, 
Bad, and frozen to the bone,  
 
A cherub falters, black as pitch; 
He’s overdosed on liquorice.  
 
He has a dump and disappears; 
His cursed caca now appears,  
 
Beneath the holey lunar light, 
A pile of bloody dirty shite.3 
 

In addition to conveying the poet’s antagonism to what he de-
scribes as the mediocrity of his contemporaries as well as his 
disgust of bourgeois comfort and homely respectability, the 
wretched angel’s cursed poop (Rimbaud’s use of the word 
“caca” in the French original connects the dark cherub with 
the infant’s indulgence in anal pleasure) points to the gesture 
of the burglar leaving a turd on the carpet. It also represents 
the repressed body which returns with a vengeance, dropping 
its excrements on the floor in a defiant, blasphemous gesture 
which consecrates the power of defilement over salvation un-
der an indifferent, “vacant” moonlight (as suggested by the 
translator’s pun on “holey” and the French original, “la lune 
sainte qui vaque”). After the dark cherub has precipitated its 
own physiological demise by ingesting an unwanted quantity 
of candy,4 the poem climaxes in a mock-gothic image of abjec-
tion which converts the product of the cherub’s sinful behavior 
(one is reminded of Rimbaud’s companion zutique poem 
“Young Glutton”) into a material presence, a thing as concrete 
as the “apparition” of the black stools on the outskirts of a 
seemingly peaceful and stable environment. The alliance of 
blood and excrement caused by acute forms of indigestion 
points to the “primal curse” which befalls a human being 
whose body becomes assimilated to an organic factory whose 

 
 3  Arthur Rimbaud, Collected Poems, trans. Martin Sorrell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2009) 147. 
 4  The word “jujube” in the French original may also be a way for Rimbaud to refer to 

Verlaine’s sexual appetites. 
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capricious whims and demanding cries must be heard and can-
not be contained or controlled. The angel’s body eventually 
disappears and leaves behind a menacing and profanatory turd 
whose alien and sinister formlessness prefigures the decay of 
human flesh. 

The poem’s core meaning thus lies in the literal, physical 
significance of the unwanted end-product of badly digested 
food. The city’s edge witnesses the sight of what is simulta-
neously and paradoxically too intimate and too alien. A 
miniature variation on what Émile Zola memorably described as 
the “belly of Paris,”5 Rimbaud’s suburban vignette also records 
the process by which the social body excretes what is essen-
tially disgusting, obscene and private as self. The angel’s 
bodily waste may or may not stand for the unpalatable poetry 
of the visceral arts; at the very least, it serves as an apt meta-
phor for what Western philosophy and literature have sought 
to eliminate from the realm of the representable. In the per-
formances, installations and photographs of Franz West, Karen 
Finley, Gérard Gasiorowski, Wim Delvoye, David Nebreda and 
others, the unrepresentable character of the excrement return 
with a vengeance as the formal alienness and organic ambiva-
lence of the turd is arguably more disturbing than its unsavory, 
smelly character. 

 
A Body Without a Belly 
The leveling power of shit, the sheer untouchability of excre-
ment, the fear of contamination by dirt and germs, the 
obscenity and genital aberration of a male anus giving birth to a 
turd, the Freudian shift of gratification from the mouth to the 
anus, the temptation to regress and play with feces, and the re-
alization that the body we think we own escapes our control – 
especially when it ingests or excretes parts of the outside world 
– are only some of the possible and conflicting conceptual varia-
tions and complications of what we commonly call “disgust.” 
As my reading of “Damned Cherub” shows, Rimbaud’s scato-
logical poetry is likely to elicit a feeling of revulsion which is 
inseparable from the moral, psychological and social significance 
of excrement. Such a broader notion of disgust can be profitably 
informed by Dominique Laporte’s History of Shit, which argues 

 
 5  Émile Zola, The Belly of Paris, trans. Brian Nelson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
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that sanitation measures from the Renaissance onwards have 
“clean[ed] shitholes, swe[pt] offal, and expurgate[d] city and 
speech,” promoting an ideal of “cleanliness, order, and beauty”6 
which has profoundly affected the development of modern sub-
jectivity by relegating excrement and defecation to the private 
realm. The confinement of the process and products of excre-
tion to the private sphere and its subsequent exclusion from the 
realm of the representable has been playfully deconstructed by a 
variety of cultural and artistic sources ranging from Diogenes’s 
public defecations to Bunuel’s surrealist-Marxist farce, The 
Phantom of Liberty. It also surfaces in the Lestrygonians chapter 
of Ulysses where Bloom is hatching plans to get a closer look at 
the buttocks of nude female goddesses with a view to ascer-
taining whether the sculptor furnished them with an anus 
(“Lovely forms of woman sculpured Junonian. Immortal lovely. 
And we stuffing food in one hole and out behind: food, chyle, 
blood, ding, earth, food: have to feed it like stoking an engine. 
They have no. Never looked. I'll look today. Keeper won’t see. 
Bend down let something fall see if she”).7 Bloom considers the 
“Venus Kallipyge” (“Venus of the Beautiful Buttocks”) less as an 
object of desire or aesthetic admiration than as a testing site for 
the capacity for art to answer the question of whether or not 
the Ancient gods, who generally share the same defects as mor-
tals, might be endowed with digestive organs. The implication 
here is that the Greek deities, if they were sculpted in their 
open-ended (non-)integrity, could no longer stand as an emblem 
of immaculate beauty and purity common mortals can aspire to 
by denying or repressing their own peristaltic motions. Should 
Bloom’s hypothesis prove correct it would shatter the fantasy of 
a body without a belly, a creature unimpeded by the unsavory, 
threatening and sinister aspects of digestion and excretion, 
which include the risk of physical, psychological and social poi-
soning and contamination. The Venus Kallipyge would then 
represent the demise of the sublime illusion of an entity immune 
to the irreversible and ontological metamorphosis (inter urinas et 
feces nascimur) caused by the incorporation and the expulsion 
of edible matter. In the last analysis, however, Bloom’s specula-
tions, if they were proved true, would deal the final blow to the 

 
 6  Dominique Laporte, History of Shit (Cambridge, MA/ MIT Press, 2002) 14. 
 7  James Joyce, Ulysses (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) 168. 
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notion that the godly, the spiritual or simply the aesthetic can 
possibly help us to transcend or sublimate our peristaltic doom.8 
These preoccupations have not ceased to haunt Western phi-
losophy from Freud’s works on infantile neurosis (one is 
reminded of the “Wolf-Man” tortured by the thought of Jesus 
defecating), to Milan Kundera’s Unbearable Lightness of Being, a 
novel which addresses, amongst other things, “the incompatibil-
ity of God and shit.”9 

 
The Democratizing Virtues of Excrement  
The breaking down and expulsion of food contaminates the 
whole body, including the mouth that eats and speaks and be-
comes degraded and despicable simply because of its 
fundamental role as an entry point for foodstuff. The act of 
chewing food for the purpose of breaking it down to something 
which can be swallowed partakes in a process which always al-
ready anticipates further degradations along the alimentary 
canal. Digestion literally begins in the mouth, as soon as food is 
mixed with saliva, starting the chemical transformation which 
will facilitate and accelerate transit, an ambivalent sensation 
which is bound to be experienced both as a relief and a threat, 
as a potential source of comfort and sexual pleasure and the 
confirmation of the fundamental otherness of the non-self which 
traverses us. The ingestion of any snack or meal is necessarily a 
story of invasion (of which vampirism is only an extreme mani-
festation) , one which emphasizes the “labor” and costs 
involved in feeding the bourgeois body. The price to pay for ca-
tering for the body’s appetite finds its aesthetic embodiment in 
the “stinking bag” which communicates with both ends of the 
digesting tube: as mouth and anus are leveled down into a sin-
gle image of decay and horror, images of pleasure and pain, 
fertility and death slide into each other producing a traumatizing 
vision of “desire-killing destructiveness.”10  

In his study of disgust William Ian Miller writes that “while 
a multitude of taboos rank the food substances that enter the 
mouth, those substances are all leveled by the time they are 

 
 8  See also David Černý’s 2003 installation where visitors are requested to stick their heads 

in the giant sculpture’s behinds to watch a video of two Czech politicians feeding each 
other waste food while listening to Queen’s “We Are the Champions.” 

 9  Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being (London: Faber, 1985) 245. 
 10  Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 99. 
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expelled by the anus.” 11  “The anus,” Miller concludes, “as 
endpoint of the reductive digestive process” acts as a “democ-
ratizer” since excrement “not only levels food, but reminds 
us… that we the eaters of that food are not immune to its lev-
eling powers.”12 Ultimately, the leveling power of the products 
of defilement extends to the inter-subjective as the sheer smell 
of shit is liable to be inhaled as vapor, making “beauty a fraud 
and sexual desire a function of sustained and insistent self-
deception.”13 The idea of a corrupting stench is all the more 
threatening as smell (unlike taste, touch or sight) cannot be 
warded off. It is the most obtrusive and irresistible of the 
senses, a sense which compels us to inhale the scent whether 
we want it or not, a sensation described by natural philosopher 
J.G. Spurzheim as an unmediated sensation which “in its im-
mediate functions perceives odorous particles emanating from 
external bodies, without any reference to the object.”14 

Hamlet’s remark that Polonius’s body will smell “up the 
stairs into the lobby” links death with the intrusive, unmedi-
ated immediacy of smell. More generally, Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet contains some of the most famous examples of the 
leveling powers of digestion. Hamlet’s confrontation with 
Claudius leads him to torture his uncle with images of rotting 
meat and the corruption of all flesh, the purpose of his cat-
and-mouse game being “to show [Claudius] how a king may go 
a progress through the guts of a beggar.”15 Hamlet’s poison-
ous witticism that Polonius is “at supper,” “not where he eats, 
but where he is eaten,”16  is immediately followed by a re-
minder that all bodies, including the King’s will eventually be 
converted into worm’s meat: “Your worm is your only emperor 
for diet. We fat all creatures else to fat us, and we fat our-
selves for maggots. Your fat King and your lean beggar is but 
variable service – two dishes but to one table. That’s the 
end.”17 The Dark Prince’s secular sermon establishes the role 

 
 11  William Ian Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press) 99. 
 12 Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 99 
 13  Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 69. 
 14  Cited in Denise Gigante, Taste: A Literary History (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

2005) 149. 
 15 William Shakespeare, Hamlet (The Arden Shakespeare, 3rd Series) (London: Thomson 

Learning, 2006) 363. 
 16  Shakespeare, Hamlet, 362. 
 17  Shakespeare, Hamlet, 363. 
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of food in the play as a distraction from or, worse (at least 
from the Dark Prince’s perspective), an antidote to grief. Ham-
let’s Puritanism, his fear of moral corruption, and his anorectic 
dispositions, are deeply rooted in the fear that body will tri-
umph over mind. Hamlet understands the cycle of life and 
death as an endless loop which levels out all distinctions be-
tween the strong and the weak, the animal and the human (“A 
man may fish with the worm that hath eat of a king, and eat 
of the fish that hath fed of that worm”18). In doing so, he as-
sociates eating not only with the decadent mores of the Court 
but also with the vanity of all flesh. Eating food becomes em-
blematic of the way humans fatten themselves for the final 
slaughter (“We fat all creatures else to fat us, and we fat our-
selves for maggots” 19 ). Hamlet, whose puns and extended 
metaphors constantly refer us to the animality of human be-
ings, claims to be like a chameleon feeding on air, thereby 
distinguishing himself from the “capons” who surround him 
(“Excellent, i’faith, of the chameleon’s dish: I eat the air, prom-
ise-cramm’d;–you cannot feed capons so”20). Hamlet’s refusal 
to eat is an act of political resistance as well as a decision 
which protects him from the general feeling of moral contami-
nation of the court, of which the King’s funeral/prenuptial 
banquets are the most salient example. Before the final fight 
with Laertes, Hamlet refuses to drink the poisoned cup 
Claudius offers him and which mistakenly kills his mother until 
he forces the King to drink down the rest of the poisoned cup, 
delivering the final blow to the Freudian masquerade.  

Perhaps the most extreme and resonating example of a re-
surgence of the leveling power of hunger, digestion, decay, 
filth and human defilement to challenge authority and oppres-
sion (and one which goes beyond Hamlet’s verbal formulation 
of the democratizing powers of abjection) is the “dirty protest” 
undertaken by prisoners in the H-Blocks of HM Prison Maze 
Northern Ireland during the war in Northern Ireland. The fact 
that the inmates’ hunger strike was carried out within cells 
whose walls were smeared with faeces confirms the intricate 
relationship between ideological resistance and the “art” of 
hunger. It also unveils a link between aesthetics and politics 
 

 18  Shakespeare, Hamlet, 363. 
 19  Shakespeare, Hamlet, 363. 
 20  Shakespeare, Hamlet, 303. 
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(the link made explicit in Steve McQueen’s Hunger, in which 
this act results in excremental, figurative paintings) which 
originates in the starving body’s capacity to take over where 
political action has failed. This connection has uncanny rever-
berations with the history of bodily fluids used in post-WWII 
art, from Marcel Duchamp’s “Paysage fautif” (sperm on satin, 
1946) to Piero Manzoni’s merda d’artista and on to Hermann 
Nitsch’s “Orgien Mysterien” Theatre.  

 
Towards a Practical Aesthetics of Disgust 
Much recent Eat Art stresses the physical presence and persis-
tence of food as matter in a way which interrogates the 
relationship between signifier and signified, self and body, mind 
and matter. In the best of cases, such works go beyond tradi-
tional modes of thinking or “feeling” the world by challenging 
the traditional hierarchies between the senses which subordinate 
the lower senses to sound and vision. In a cultural environment 
which privileges the “verbi-voco-visual” (or what Hegel called 
the two “theoretical” senses of sight and hearing), the repressed 
senses of taste and smell return with a vengeance once they 
begin to invade our bodies and consciousnesses in the form of 
scatological performances and installations in museum and art 
galleries. Even when they are experienced as primarily visual 
spectacles (one doesn’t taste or smell anything while watching 
a performance of McCarthy’s “Bossy Burger” or a screening of 
Ferreri’s La grande bouffe or while staring at a photograph of 
Nebreda’s face smeared with excrement), the immediate impact 
of the basic organic functions of ingestion, excretion, secretion, 
bleeding or breathing on human perception is likely to over-
whelm and destabilize viewers and visitors. One can close one’s 
eyes or block one’s ears to avoid seeing or hearing something 
unpleasant, but (real or imagined) smells and flavours invade the 
body’s sensory organs in a way which cannot be easily kept 
away. While the taste of delicious food can remain with us and 
continue to delight us for a lifetime, the memory of foul meat 
and maggoty bread can continue to disturb and haunt us until 
the day of our death.  

A full-length study of the uses and abuses of scatology in con-
temporary art would have to encompass at least fifty years of 
“stercoral” art, from Piero Manzoni’s “Merda d’artista” (1961) to 
Wim Delvoye’s “Cloaca” (2001), a Duchampian machine céli-
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bataire which returns us to Joyce’s vision of the human body as 
a shit factory, confronting the audience with the uncontrollable 
mechanical reality of bodily functions while enacting imaginary 
mediations between the inside and outside, life and death, the or-
ganic and the non-organic. In many ways, Delvoye’s Cloaca 
emerges as the provisionally ultimate extension (and aporia) of 
abject art, not so much because it makes the excremental its 
main subject of investigation but because of its radically disem-
bodied theatralization of the digestive process. 21  Delvoye’s 
bachelor machine thus seem to point to what psychologists such 
as Paul Rozin or Jonathan Haidt have identified as one of the core 
categories of disgust elicitors, which includes “violations of the 
body envelope such as wounds or evisceration.”22 Its mechanics 
also function as an endless cycle which conveys the unbearable 
incompleteness and indefiniteness of being, reducing the human 
body to a single tube which starts from the mouth and ends at 
the anus, although we know that it has in fact no conceivable 
beginning or end.  

The sociological and aesthetic value of excrement has been 
amply and persuasively discussed by thinkers as diverse as 
Dominique Laporte, Clive Bloom and Milan Kundera, who, in a 
memorable passage from The Unbearable Lightness of Being, 
described artistic and political kitsch as an aesthetic ideal 
which denies the existence of shit and “excludes everything 
from its purview which is essentially unacceptable in human 
existence.”23 Much less attention has been paid to the feeling 
of disgust aroused by much contemporary art of the subver-
sive, vanguardist variety. Jean Clair’s and Arthur Danto’s 
respective views on the subject are two significant exceptions 
to the rule. According to Clair, the increasing popularity of the 
stercoral in the art world appears as the logical outcome of an 
aesthetics which, in the absence of firm societal and cultural 
models of order, seeks to recover new forms of “cohesion” in 
a “spreading and sticking” “scatological disorder” as well as in 
the belief that “nausea makes us lucid”:24 

 
 21  For a more detailed discussion of Delvoye’s “Cloaca,” see Delville, Food, Poetry, and the 

Aesthetics of Consumption, 124-7. 
 22  Carolyn Korsmeyer, Savoring Disgust: The Foul and the Fair in Aesthetics (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press), 32. 
 23  Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, 252. 
 24  Jean Clair, L’hiver de la culture (Paris: Flammarion, 2011) 73; 75. 
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I once attempted to connect the different aspects of an “aes-
thetics of the stercoral” in a period often described as “post-
human” and in which the age disgust has replaced the age of 
taste. Exhibitionism, desecralization and lowering of the body’s 
functions and appearances, morphings and deformations, muti-
lations and self-mutilations, a fascination for blood and bodily 
humors, inclusive of the excremental, coprophilia and copro-
phagy: from Lucio Fontana to Louise Bourgeois, from Orlan to 
Serrano, from Otto Muehl to David Nebreda, art has become 
engaged in a strange ceremony where the sordid and the abject 
are in the process of completing a rather unexpected chapter of 
the history of the senses.25  

 
Clair’s conservative view of the gradual loosening of the 
sphincters which characterizes many art galleries and interna-
tional art exhibitions diagnoses such a process as a 
“vertiginous regression from bios to zoe.”26 Clair’s terminology, 
which is borrowed from Giorgio Agamben, suggests that the 
ambivalent quality of the contemporary sacer (as practiced, for 
example, by Bataille and Leiris), poised as it is between the sa-
cred and the sacrilegious, would seem to account for the 
mixture of fascination and repulsion, admiration and contempt 
which the coprophiliac works of Serrano, Hirst, Nebrada and 
Delvoye have aroused in critics and the general public for the 
last quarter century. As Arthur Danto recently objected, one of 
the most obvious problems with Clair’s diagnosis of the sad 
“post-human” condition of contemporary art concerns his op-
position between taste (goût) and disgust (dégoût), which only 
works in French. According to Danto, one can only subscribe 
to this opposition if one follows the Kantian notion that “that 
which excites disgust cannot be represented in accordance 
with nature without destroying all aesthetic satisfaction.”27 Be-
sides, what Clair’s sees as the “vertiginous regression” of late 
20th century art is inextricably linked with his rejection of the 
stercoral transgressive as a gesture necessarily devoid of tran-
scendental and sacred content (“sacrilege can only exist 
against a religious background”28). Such a judgment fails to 

 
 25  Jean Clair, De Immundo, (Paris: Galilée, 2004) 60. 
 26  Clair, L’hiver de la culture, 74.  
 27  Arthur C. Danto, The Abuse of Beauty: Aesthetics and the Concept of Art (Chicago, IL: 

Open Court) 50. 
 28  Clair, L’hiver de la culture, 74.  
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acknowledge (or chooses to ignore) that the perplexity and 
controversy aroused by contemporary (post-)religious art à la 
Serrano originates not only in its potential to sublimate or aes-
theticize abjection and blasphemy but also in its sheer 
proximity to, say, the cult of first class relics and other sym-
bolic objects and rituals of the Christian iconographic tradition. 
Lastly, another, more fundamental weakness in Clair’s other-
wise illuminating study of aesthetic disgust lies in his refusal to 
distinguish between different uses of the abject in the arts: 
while McCarthy’s performances and, to a lesser extent, Hirst’s 
installations have arguably little to do with any attempt to blur 
the boundaries between the abject and the beautiful, Serrano’s 
“Immersion (Piss Christ)” and his morgue photographs have 
amply demonstrated that the repellent and the abject can be 
transfigured into morally ambivalent and aesthetically gratifying 
objects of contemplation.29  

 
Divine Love & Democracy as Antivomitive  
As Clair’s francocentric terminology indicates, it would be 
wrong to assume that disgust is simply the antonym of taste 
or appetite, or the synonym of distaste. As evidenced by Ro-
zin’s clinical and theoretical research disgust evolved mainly as 
a protection against unhealthy food – according to this hy-
pothesis, disgust appears much later than distaste in the 
infant’s developmental process (between the ages of four and 
eight, according to Rozin), at a time when the child has ac-
quired the capacity to integrate and conceptualize the danger 
of poisoning and contagion and develop ways of warding off 
the dangers of contamination. While the disgusting has figured 
prominently in the works of philosophers as diverse as Kant, 
Nietzsche, Freud, Bataille, Sartre and Kristeva, the recent up-
surge of interest in disgust as a psychological, aesthetic and 
philosophical category, 30  – rather than a mere emotional or 

 
 29  Similarly, Danto argues that one should not necessarily exclude the possibility that 

McCarthy may be a “moralist” and that work may be “meant to awaken us to awful 
truths and their disgustness is a means to edificatory ends,” a hypothesis which does not 
“erase the disgusting” (Danto, The Abuse of Beauty, 55). 

 30  At least five book-length studies of disgust have appeared in English in the last fifteen 
years: William Ian Miller’s The Anatomy of Disgust (Harvard: Harvard UP, 1997), Robert 
Rawdon Wilson’s Hydra’s  Tale: Imagining Disgust (University of Alberta Press, 1998), 
Winfried Menninghaus’s Disgust: Theory and History of a Strong Sensation (Albany: 
SUNY, 2003), Susan B. Miller’s Disgust: The Gatekeeper Emotion (Hillsdale: The Analytic 
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physical response – has brought to the fore definitions that go 
beyond the physiological and argue for a reconsideration of 
disgust as a “gatekeeper emotion,” 31  the expression of “a 
nearness which is not wanted,”32 a subversion of “the minimal 
demands of tolerance” liable to unleash a “powerful anti-
democratic force”33 or a response to the unbearability of un-
controlled, teeming organic life, a phenomenon described as 
early as in 1929 in Aurel Kolnai’s foundational essay “Der 
Ekel.” (Significantly enough, the German word “Ekel,” unlike 
its French equivalent, does not place disgust in an antagonistic 
position to “taste”34 ; as for “widerlich,” the most common 
German word for “disgusting” it connotes a more general no-
tion of “againstness” which exceeds the vocabulary of taste.35) 

Franz Werfel’s poem “Jesus and the Carrion Path” is one of 
the literary references used by Kolnai to account for “the ethi-
cal function of disgust.” 36  Not only does Werfel’s poem 
emphasize disgust’s strong connection to mortality but it also 
illustrates the possibility for divine love to allow an individual 
to overcome disgust by embracing even the most repellent as-
pects of forms of life, a process Kolnai describes as “ethically 
meritorious.”37 “Jesus and the Carrion Path” describes a jour-
ney undertaken by Christ and his disciples to a mountain 
summit. After the disciples have been led through “a crumbling 
wall [with] a dark door in the middle,”38 what awaits them is a 
vision of extreme abjection which causes them to “bend over 
in the yellow grass” and “vomit out of fear and revulsion.” The 
disciples are equally appalled by the “sulfurous stench” which 
emanated from the “evil puddles of flesh” as by the paradoxi-
cal and the sheer ambivalence and undecidability conveyed by 
a “stream of carrion” where life and death are so intimately in-
tertwined that the observer finds it impossible to distinguish 

 
Press, 2004) and Daniel Kelly’s YUCK! The Nature and Moral Significance of Disgust 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2011). 

 31  Susan Miller, Disgust, 4-5. 
 32  Menninghaus, Disgust, 1. 
 33  William Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 206. 
 34  “Ekel” is also the word used by most German translators to translate Sartre’s “nausea.”  
 35  Susan Miller, Disgust, 12. 
 36  Aurel Kolnai, On Disgust, trans. Barry Smith and Carolyn Korsmeyer (Chicago, IL: Open 

Court) 81. 
 37  Aurel Kolnai, On Disgust, 86. 
 38  Franz Werfel, “Jesus and the Carrion Path,” trans. James Reidel, The Adirondack Review 

11.3 (2010): www.theadirondackreview.com/Werfel.html 
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between the scavenger and the prey, the raw and the rotten, 
the eater and the eaten: 

 
What happened was something that closed our eyes, 
Something that planted us like trees in that place, 
For before us flowed this horror, wild, serpentine, 
A stream of carrion on which the sun danced. 
 
Hard-bitten rats swam in this brood 
Of snakes, of half-eaten decay, 
Of rotting deer, donkeys, an aura above 
Of pestilence and flies sky-high. 
 

One of the most arresting parts of Werfel’s poem occurs when 
Christ himself is seized with horror at the thought that his anxiety 
and pride are getting in the way of his love for all creatures: 

 
I called myself Love and now I’m seized too 
By this retching at the most unholy 
Decrees, o, I am emptier than the last harlot, 
More woeful than a cuckoo full of himself. 
 

Christ implores his Father to “let [him] live like of these rotting 
creatures” and teach him “of his mercy in their carcasses.” His 
decision to “plunge his hands into… corruption” eventually 
causes the mountains to open and the lions to weep at his 
knees before the sky bursts to allow “God’s dove” to “lilt / 
Rapturously into th[e] giant blue wind.” Ultimately, the central 
question posed by Werfel’s poetic parable is that which is 
asked by Christ before he proceeds to “dress[] his hair with 
dead meat” and “crown[] himself with worms”: 

 
Can there still be love where there’s disgust?! 
 

Werfel’s Catholic questionings articulate a fundamental anxiety 
regarding the ethical dimensions of disgust, which even though 
it can be credited with having “certain virtues for voicing moral 
assertions”39 by, for instance, fueling the passion that wars 
“against cruelty and hypocrisy”40 can also lead us to find a re-
gional accent repelling or cause one to complain about the 
 

 39  Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 180. 
 40  Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 197. 
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“bad smell of the working class.”41 For William Miller, in a lib-
eral democratic society where tolerance and nondiscrimination 
have become the official norm, it is the dissimulation of dis-
gust which is liable to produce “behavioral models of faked 
nondigust” such as those which are used to “satisfy the de-
mands of political correctness.”42 From this perspective, the 
perversion of disgust from a socially and physiologically regu-
lating agent into a force which “works against ideas of 
equality” is directly related to a democratic model which has 
converted “the once benign complacent contempt or indiffer-
ence of the upper classes into a malign and deeply visceral 
disgust.”43 Whether or not one prefers contempt over hypoc-
risy in terms of social relationships, the social and moral values 
conveyed or combated by disgust harks back to the conflicting 
relationships between disgust and affect delineated by Wer-
fel’s poem. In an art world where the foul and the repellent 
have become the hallmarks of many heavily mediatized artists 
whose shock tactics are meant to test the limits of our toler-
ance (or attraction) to the repulsive, Miller’s speculations about 
the role played by disgust in moderating class relationship and 
social anxieties are not irrelevant to a discussion of the general 
economy and reception of “abject” art. The suggestion that 
disgust defines the limits of beauty is, of course, not specific 
to our age. Neither is the notion that works which enact the 
proximity of sex, death and the abject elicit reactions which 
alternate between attraction or repulsion, fascination and re-
vulsion. In the field of modern poetry, Werfel’s “stream of 
carrion” cannot but evoke Baudelaire’s “Carrion,” with the es-
sential difference that Baudelaire does not appeal to divine love 
to fight the effects of aversion, but to the powers of the es-
thete to convert the off-putting into a subject for aesthetic 
enquiry by eroticizing the vital functions of the living or decay-
ing body. A full-length study of how disgust operates in 
various aesthetic contexts clearly lies beyond the scope of this 
chapter – one suspects that such an analysis would inevitably 
confronts us with the dilemma of deciding whether the dis-
gusting is unworthy of aesthetic attention or whether it serves 
a protective purpose insofar as it can be seen as representing 
 

 41  Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 21. 
 42  Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 22. 
 43  Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust, 252. 
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“the containment of the beautiful, that which keeps beauty it-
self from overreaching its own value or revolting us with a 
surfeit of pleasure.” 44  But perhaps the ultimate potential of 
disgust as a gatekeeping moral and aesthetic category should 
be tested against a work of art so revulsive that any sane au-
dience will refuse to watch it or look at it – at the time of this 
writing, the absurd and repellent idea of a real or simulated 
cannibalistic snuff movie being disseminated in art galleries 
rather than on YouTube troubles one’s mind…  

 

 
 44  Korsmeyer, Savoring Disgust, 49. 
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